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Local experts call sentence fitting, fair
They say judge's reasons for exceeding guidelines were justified, predict
appeal would be denied.
Christina Stolarz / The Detroit News

MOUNT CLEMENS -- Legal experts say they weren't surprised by the 50-80-year sentence that essentially
will imprison Stephen Grant for the rest of his life.

In fact, they say Macomb Circuit Judge Diane Druzinski provided substantial reasons, citing the
psychological impact on the children, to hand down a sentence that far exceeds state guidelines.

"I am not surprised," said Charlie Langton, a Sterling Heights attorney who attended the sentencing.

"The judge wanted Stephen Grant to spend the rest of
his natural life in prison. Essentially, it is a life
sentence. I agree with the judge. It was a fair
sentence."

Grant, 38, was sentenced Thursday on a second-
degree murder conviction for strangling his wife, Tara,
on Feb. 9, 2007, in their Washington Township home.
He also was sentenced to six to 10 years in prison for
mutilating her body; both sentences will be served
concurrently. The sentence was exactly what
prosecutors requested -- which is rare. The probation
office recommended 19-31 years, while Grant's
lawyers sought 15-25.

"Normally, judges follow the guidelines," said Larry
Dubin, a professor at the University of Detroit Mercy School of Law. "It is only when there are justifiable
reasons that a judge can go beyond the guidelines."

And her reasons were substantial -- and fair -- because the state's sentencing guidelines don't consider the
psychological impact the "heinous, disgusting and brutal" crime had on the family, Langton said. The
guidelines also don't fully weigh the deception that Grant weaved from the start by lying through the media,
leaving messages on Tara's cell phone to call home, and leading the police on a wild-goose chase, Langton
said.

But recent allegations that Grant's two young children witnessed the murder probably had the least impact
on Druzinski's sentence, Langton said.

"Everything the judge considers must be objective and verifiable. It is not objective and verifiable that, at this
time, the two kids saw the murder," he said. "I think this case has so many shocking elements. This is the
O.J. Simpson murder trial of Michigan."

But court officials, Tara Grant's family and legal observers say they expect Grant to appeal.

"He forever will be serving his term behind bars,"
says Macomb County Prosecutor Eric Smith,
right, with assistant prosecutors Therese Tobin
and William Cataldo, on Thursday. (Daniel Mears
/ The Detroit News)
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"The next step will be an appeal by Mr. Grant that will be denied," Macomb County Prosecutor Eric Smith
said after the sentencing. "He forever will be serving his term behind bars." "

If the sentence is appealed, the matter will go to the Michigan Court of Appeals for a three-judge panel to
determine whether Druzinski provided sufficient reasons to exceed the guidelines, Dubin said. If they decide
the reasons aren't sufficient, the sentence will be kicked back to the trial court to either lower the sentence
or provide better reasons to deviate.

The appeal would be paid for with public money, Dubin said. "It's always an uphill battle to get the Court of
Appeals to reverse a criminal conviction," he said. "In this case, the judge seemed to be very careful to
make an appropriate ruling."

During Grant's trial, his attorney Stephen Rabaut laid the groundwork for a possible appeal. In one instance,
Rabaut tried to enter into evidence a blue spiral notebook, which had been recovered from the Grants'
bedroom during the police's search of the home. The notebook was a list of Tara's goals for 2007.

Smith objected, claiming it was hearsay, and the judge agreed. But Rabaut said he wanted that notebook
entered into the record for a future appeal.

Rabaut said this week that he wouldn't be part of an appeal.

Other issues Grant can appeal include the denial of his request for a change of venue and the admission of
his confession as evidence.

"It's possible they could shorten his sentence, but I don't think likely," Langton said. "I think this is a very
compelling case to exceed the guidelines."

Grant didn't address the court during sentencing. That came as a surprise to many observers, but his
statements wouldn't have had any impact on his sentence, Langton said.

"I don't think that there's anything Stephen Grant could have said that would have helped his cause,"
Langton said. "However, I do think that there could've been some closure to the case if Stephen Grant would
have showed any sign of remorse."

Detroit News Staff Writer George Hunter contributed to this report.
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