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Introduction


When we made the I Am A Killer films, we knew we had more fascinating material than we could include in each episode. We had to be selective, and this meant a raft of interesting interviews, details and background to the killers and their victims had to be left out.


That’s why we decided to write this book, choosing ten of the most compelling stories featured in the first two series.


Here we can give an even fuller picture, including more of the research that went into choosing the killers. The book also gives us the opportunity to explain the protocols we set up for making I Am A Killer.


From the moment we first talked about making I Am A Killer we knew we did not want to make another typical true crime drama series. At our initial discussion we felt strongly that it had to be different. Most true crime films have a formula: the investigator, a couple of journalists who followed the case, a reconstruction of the crime, a forensic psychologist or criminologist who has no direct connection with the case but can talk generically about the killer.


We realized that the one person who could tell us what really happened, and usually the last person to see the victim alive, is the killer, and we wanted to talk to them. That raised the bar: we needed a face-to-face interview with the killer, not a letter, not a phone call. Was that even possible?


We hoped that by these interviews we could learn more about the causes and consequences of violent crime, and this has always been our main aim.


We ruled out interviewing serial killers, anyone involved in sexual crimes, paedophilia, or mass shootings. We did not want to feature anything that might encourage copycat behaviour. We wanted viewers to see the individuals we featured as human beings, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they are going to like them.


Finding the right cases was a massive undertaking. America was the natural place to concentrate on. In the USA the average time from conviction to execution is about seventeen years. This gives the opportunity to talk to the killers, and it also means they have had time to contemplate their crimes, perhaps to work out exactly what was happening at that one moment that has defined their lives. It’s also a country where the death penalty is still prevalent, with about 2,800 people on Death Row. The murder rates in the States are high (5.8 per 100,000 population, compared to 1.2 in the UK), and the incarceration rates are far higher, with much longer sentences, than in any other civilized country.


Crucially, in the US there is a very strong tradition of free speech and press access, so our film crews were able to get inside the prisons to carry out the interviews.


We started writing to prisoners and the prison services, and we received a flood of replies, several thousand. Many of them were insisting they did not do the crime, so straight away we were not interested in them. We didn’t want: ‘I wasn’t there, I didn’t do it.’ We weren’t looking for campaigns to have justice overturned. We had to find people who admitted their guilt, took responsibility for what happened.


In order to shortlist the ones we really wanted to feature, several criteria were laid down. All the men and women featured in the series either pleaded guilty or have been found guilty at their trials, and they accept their guilt. They are either on Death Row, waiting for their lives to be legally ended, or they are serving very long sentences that will, for most of them, mean they will never see life outside the prison walls.


An admission of guilt entirely removes the whodunnit element. It takes the film away from being purely entertainment. We are asking: Who is this person? Why did this happen? Because we are not trying to prove anything, it becomes a lot more compelling.


The films are not only about the murderer’s version of what happened. Every story is looked at through their eyes, but also from the perspective of others involved in the case: the anguish of the victims’ families, the insights of the police, the lawyers and the jurors, the pain of those who care about the prisoner. They, the murderers, also have to confront what others are saying about them, often with surprising results.


The films and this book leave it up to you, the viewer, to make up your own mind about the killers. We do not know for certain to what degree they, or anyone else we speak to, is telling the truth. Where there is an obvious untruth we make it clear, and where there are conflicting versions of events we are careful to illustrate it. Otherwise we allow everybody the opportunity to say their piece, and we leave it to the viewer or reader to decide what to believe.


There is no agenda from us as film makers: we are not campaigning; we are not inviting you to share an opinion. Instead, our aim is to lay out the case in front of you, and then it’s over to you.


Most of the cases have never been featured on film before. The killers are not well-known names. But every one of them has a compelling story to tell.


Another of the key criteria was: why would we tell this story at all? What’s the point? We felt we wanted to shine a light on bigger issues, and all of the stories we selected have a larger purpose. For example, the effect of childhood sexual abuse; racial and gender discrimination; an examination of the law. We never wanted our coverage to be mawkish curiosity. We aren’t really interested in the crime itself; we only feature it to make sense of the story, we don’t sensationalize it or show anything vicarious.


The stories may have a binary outcome in terms of innocent or guilty, death sentence or life in prison without parole. But that massively oversimplifies what’s happened. There are other dimensions and complications, and that’s what we wanted to show.


We’re introducing the topic, asking the questions. We feel making documentaries is as much about the questions you ask as the ones you answer. Do we believe they are telling the truth? Do we believe the circumstances the killers found themselves in can be mitigated? Do we believe they have been treated fairly by the law? Quite deliberately we don’t answer these questions (although we have discussed them endlessly). We want the audience to make up their own minds, because we hope to encourage debate about the issues.


We decided the films would not have a narrated voice-over, prompting the viewers to follow the story in a particular way. It was a huge challenge for us because the voice-over is normally the ‘Get Out of Jail’ card. If something needs signposting, you just write a line of commentary. But in keeping with the whole ethos, we couldn’t do that. It meant we had to tell the entire story from the interviews.


For the first series we narrowed it down to twenty to thirty strong cases, further whittled down to fourteen, all suitable as far as we could see from contact with the prisoners. Having chosen our list, we negotiated with the prison authorities, a long process. Then our researchers set out to find other people who could be interviewed about the prisoner’s story.


It took over a year to finalize all the plans for shooting those ten films. Only when everything was in place did we contact the victims’ families. We felt there was no sense in approaching them earlier because we did not want to worry them about something that might never happen. But if we can’t get their participation, sometimes the story has to be abandoned. Even with everything else in place, unless we can get someone to speak for the other side of the equation, it doesn’t qualify as an I Am A Killer film. Although the series gets plaudits for focusing on the access to the prisoners, we think its great strength is the other contributors. Without someone to represent the victims, we cannot move forward.


In a couple of cases, an exception was made because nobody from the victims’ sides would agree to talk. Then we faced the decision of whether or not we could tell the story without that voice. In Cavona Flenoy’s case, the victim’s family and friends did not want to talk, and we understood why, given his cultural background. Although nobody directly spoke up for Hassan, we had the testimony of the police and the prosecutor. We always ask: is it balanced, are we genuinely being fair to all the parties involved?


James Robertson, for instance, has spent his whole life from the age of seventeen in prison, and there was a real worry that we would struggle to find anybody to speak about him, not just a representative from the victim’s side. The director who interviewed him rang us immediately after filming him. He told us that the interview was unbelievable, the character was unbelievable, but he was worried about who else we could talk to.


But we persevered, and in the end found enough people.


We also knew that once we started filming, one or two of our stories would probably fall by the wayside. We were in the hands of the prison authorities, who regard it as a privilege to allow the prisoners to see us, and that privilege could be revoked, even on the day of the interview, if the prisoner became involved in an infraction or any sort of misdemeanour. There were any number of reasons why they might not be allowed to see us.


Once we started filming, we found everyone, including the killers, were articulate and happy to talk. There’s a social openness in the US, and this extends to detectives, sheriffs, lawyers and others in positions of authority. They are less encumbered by process and procedure than in the UK, for example. You get a very honest take from them.


Sometimes we don’t have any clue what the prisoner will say. With Linda Couch there was a real problem getting letters in and out of her prison, so although we felt there was a story there, we didn’t really know what it was until the director sat down opposite her.


The structure of the films is that, after the initial interview inside the prison, the opinions and feelings of others involved are explored, often giving a completely different take on what has happened. Then the prisoner is interviewed a second time, with excerpts from the tapes of the other interviews played to them. They are then asked some challenging questions about the original story they presented.


This format came about almost by accident, born of what was originally a problem. Filming inmates in Texas was restricted to a one-hour window, and the crew could not return again for another three months. That’s when we quickly realized that this limitation could become our format, giving us time between the two interviews to talk to the others impacted by the crime. It started as a necessity and became an integral part.


Often, the story we hear from the prisoner in the letters they send us and at the first interview is the story they have been rehearsing from their trial and through all their years in prison. We may not get much more than that in the first interview, which is why going back for a second time is so important.


In a normal TV format you are told what the story is in the first minute, what’s coming up. And then you are reminded at different points of what’s gone before. The idea of having someone talk and then not hearing from them again for another half an hour was new. But we felt that we were treating the viewer with respect and crediting them with the intelligence to follow if something they heard in the tenth minute would not be mentioned again until the thirty-eighth. From all the feedback we get, that’s certainly the case.


Netflix gave us the freedom to not patronize the viewer, to assume that they can take in a complicated, multi-faceted story with no conclusion. It’s a bit like when you serve on a jury. You hear evidence from one side, and you may make up your mind about the accused, then you hear the other side, and your opinion shifts. Nobody recaps for you; nobody is telling you what it means along the way. You have to remember what you hear from the beginning, and weigh it against what you hear later.


For the crews who went into the jails, it was a new experience, travelling beyond the tangles of razor wire, being escorted along sterile corridors with heavy, clanging, metal doors, through endless searches and security checks. We were entirely in the hands of the prison authorities, and the facilities made available varied from large empty rooms to having to film through reinforced Perspex screens. It was always a case of making the best of whatever was on offer.


It’s gratifying for all of us involved that the series has been a global success. We presumed people in the States and the UK might be interested, but we also have a large following across Europe, particularly in France and Scandinavia, and a big audience in Latin America. We have twelve new episodes for 2022, again all from the States.


Danny Tipping and Ned Parker,
senior executives of Transistor Films
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OVERKILL


David Barnett









‘I agreed to be adopted. I have my own room. I got a summer camp I go to every year. I mean, I was ecstatic. I was overjoyed. I could live, I was doing it right. You always had fun.


‘But it came with consequence . . .’


Things were finally going right for eight-year-old David Barnett, a troubled child whose early years had been dominated by abuse and neglect. He was going to have a stable life, a future, an education, a comfortable home with his own bedroom. He was moving to live in an affluent area, where the detached houses had neatly mown lawns and trimmed hedges. It was a huge contrast with his early years.


David’s mother had abandoned him after his birth in St Louis, Missouri. He found out years later that she was walking out of the hospital where he was born without him when a friend went back and fetched him, handing him over to a prostitute the friend knew, who was known as Crazy Jane. David was the second of his mother’s six children, and all but one of them would be given away or taken away from her. Crazy Jane in turn handed the baby boy to another friend, and like an awful game of pass the parcel, this woman dumped him with her sister, who was living with a man called Rob Biggerstaff. The little boy grew up believing Rob Biggerstaff was his biological father. Rob was an alcoholic, in and out of prison. David soon learned to fend for himself, often so hungry that he had to get food out of vending machines by using a bent coat hanger. He did not go to nursery or school; his vocabulary was very limited. His clothes were ragged and falling off him, and he was rarely bathed.


Rob Biggerstaff was, David told us, ‘the only parental figure I had’. But while his self-appointed guardian moved from woman to woman, temporary accommodation to temporary accommodation, and was in and out of jail, David was beaten and sexually molested by at least one of the women who casually took care of him. One of the many girlfriends broke his nose so badly that it was permanently flattened. His overriding memory of these years is of being alone.


‘I think I was like a stuffed animal that sat on a shelf and when people wanted me they grabbed me,’ he said. He has few memories ‘but the smells and sounds of St Louis are things you never forget.’


When he was about four or five, the city’s Department of Family Services became aware of his existence, and one of his few memories of this time is the social worker who told him: ‘I’m going to take you away from this.’


‘I still remember that woman to this day,’ said David, nearly forty years later, talking to us from Potosi Correctional Center, a maximum-security prison in Missouri where he is imprisoned for a brutal double murder, a shocking crime that appeared at first sight to be motiveless.


‘I don’t remember any of her features, and I don’t know why my mind clouds that. But it was the first loving hug that I had in a long time.’ Tears welled in his eyes as he recalled it.


After a few days in a children’s home, Rob Biggerstaff had been traced and came to visit (the authorities believed he was David’s father). Left alone in a room with David, he seized the little boy, who was clutching a cuddly toy he had become attached to in the home. An old photograph taken in the home shows David with the white stuffed cat in his hand.


‘He just scooped me up and ran away. The last memory I have of that place is dropping that animal in the hallway. He hid me for a couple of weeks in the trunk of his car. I’m cramped in the back of a dark trunk. And this is the only person that I see striving to try and keep me and everyone else not wanting me. So I’m thankful but at the same time I was scared. I didn’t know what was going on. It seemed like there were thunderstorms every day. I wasn’t being bathed, I wasn’t being fed every day, it was really hard. But a couple of weeks later the Department caught up with him and took me back into their custody and he was eventually arrested and I never saw him again.’


One of the legacies of this terrible time is a lifelong fear of thunderstorms.


David got a lucky break after a few weeks back in a children’s home, when he went to live with the Reames family. Rita Reames was a foster carer, volunteering because she wanted to share the love and stability of her home. David joined Rita, her husband Ed and their two children.


‘It’s challenging to be a foster parent because the children are all going to have some degree of problems because of the background, they’ve had unstable childhoods. David was no exception. He was a challenge in some ways, and in some ways he was wonderful, and I think he would have continued to improve and blossom in a stable family environment, which he never had,’ Rita told us.


For David it was all a new experience.


‘I instantly fell in love with that family. Rita was the first female that I didn’t have a bad memory of or didn’t make me feel icky. She was the first one I called mother. I just felt that if you had a mother, that’s who she would be. Ed was a normal dad who went to work and came home. She caught on that my vocabulary was bad and I would communicate with objects. She got me a stuffed animal that was like my security blanket . . . I wasn’t judged by any of them. They took me for what I was and everything they did was trying to make me better.’


David’s idyll ended after six months, when Rita was given the opportunity to study in England, and the family made a decision to move to the UK for a time. Without any legal position in David’s life, and with the authorities still regarding Rob Biggerstaff as his father and therefore with parental rights, there was no choice but for the Eames family to hand David back into the care system. He was too young to understand why.


‘They broke the news to me that they would be leaving and that they couldn’t take me with them and the only thing I thought was that I did something wrong.’ David wept quietly at the memory of that day.


‘It’s just hard. So many doors were closed. I just figured that I got beaten and molested for the first five or six years. It stopped and now it’s like they are getting rid of me because I wasn’t doing something right.’


He had another short foster placement with a family who made him welcome, but unbeknown to the couple fostering him, a female babysitter molested him while they were alone.


‘It was the same that I was used to growing up, being touched by other women. I felt I was back into the norm of what I knew.’


But once again, life turned around for the better when David was eight, and it looked as if this young boy was going to get his happy-ever-after. He was taken to meet a man called John Barnett, who wanted to foster him. They had a couple of meetings, with John taking him on outings to play miniature golf and other treats, before David moved in with him.


‘He looked like a middle-aged man. He was single, and he seemed relatively down to earth. He was a charming man, very caring, and the one thing I liked was that he didn’t touch me, like he knew “This child’s damaged, I don’t want to push him away.” I was not taken aback by the fact he was single.’


The white clapboard house was in Webster Groves, a desirable part of St Louis. John Barnett taught computer sciences in a local school, and he was involved in coaching local sport for boys, so David soon found himself on different teams, and he was enrolled for a summer camp to keep him busy in the holidays. Although he had never been diagnosed with ADHD, he says he was ‘a very hyper’ kid. David loved the family cat; he went to school with other kids from the neighbourhood and he made friends. It was a stark contrast to his early years.


‘I felt I was moving into a different lifestyle,’ David said. ‘It was clean, the houses were in good condition.’


He was soon introduced to John’s parents, who lived a couple of houses along on the same street, and Clifford and Leona Barnett slotted into his life as grandparents.


‘Clifford was a little stern. But I had a really good relationship with Leona. I loved her. She taught me how to cook. We saw them on Wednesday nights at church, and every other Sunday when we’d have a family dinner.


‘John was everything to me. He was like a mother and a father all in one. I couldn’t have asked for anything better. He took me out to dinner one day and he sat me down and said: “Would you like to be my son?” I said I was his son, but he asked if I wanted to be adopted. I didn’t know what it meant and he explained it. I was ecstatic, overjoyed. I wasn’t a sex toy anymore. I could live, I was doing it right.


‘We went to court and that was actually one of my happiest childhood memories – the day I was adopted and I knew I had a parental figure forever.’


But only a couple of months later, the vision of a happy future started to dissolve.


‘I got worried about who John was. Things started going badly. John expected excellence. He was a very intellectual man. And when it came to sports he pushed me every day. He bought all the equipment and he was out in the yard practising, and then I started getting hit for not reaching his expectations, which were already higher than for kids of my age. He was forcing me to perform out of my age group.


‘He would get physical, leave marks, break skin, bruises, welts. And then his comfort was starting to cradle me and hold me closer and start kissing my ears and that didn’t feel right. That gradually became more and more. Every other night, or once or twice a week, to every night. “Hey, come and sit on my lap for a while. Give me a hug.” I was uncomfortable and there was something going on with his body. I was only eight years old. I knew something was wrong, and that’s where the relationship with John started going downhill.’


After one beating the sexual behaviour escalated.


‘He called me into the living room from my room. It was the usual, come over here, you know, snuggles, hugs, this and that. And he touched me inappropriately, genitals, like comfort holding. He’d stick his tongue in my ear. That stuff started to happen for a couple of months. I’d start to almost black out when I sat on his lap. Sometimes I wouldn’t remember what he did, because I told myself if I didn’t want to feel, I had to be numb. I didn’t want his sexual advances but I kept thinking there was something about me, like the women in my early years, that John wanted. That I brought it on myself. I didn’t know how to handle that.’


John capitalized on David’s fear of thunderstorms, bringing the boy into his bed to continue abusing him.


Shortly after his ninth birthday John asked David if he would like a foster brother, and an eight-year-old boy entered the family and was also adopted by John. David and the new arrival were not close and never discussed life in the family, and his addition to the household did not diminish David’s abuse. (This adoptive brother did not want to take part in our film.)


Soon after this boy was adopted, Eric, another eight-year-old, arrived.


‘I instantly liked Eric. He was charming. He was real conscious about these two little buck teeth he had in the front. I really loved him. He was a bundle of joy. And anything I wanted to do, he liked. He thought it was the coolest thing and he would follow me. So I wanted him to be there, but I didn’t want this to bleed over to him. I figured if the abuse didn’t happen to the other one and it was only happening to me, I could bear it. It won’t happen to Eric.


‘But after Eric was adopted I started seeing John call Eric out and I felt defenceless. I felt I robbed Eric of his childhood. I’m the oldest and I’m supposed to protect them. But I couldn’t. And at the same time I was glad it wasn’t me. I was too small to do anything.’


(Eric did not take part in our film, only finally deciding that he was willing to participate when the film had been completed.)


During his teenage years David had a best friend, Jason Kingdon, and they, along with Jason’s brother Mike, spent hours together.


Jason told us: ‘At first it seemed like they were this really cool family that had this dad that was a soccer coach and really into kids and sports.’


But after knowing David for about six months he began to realize that the Barnett household was far from normal.


Jason took us on a tour of all their teenage haunts, driving us through the leafy, sun-dappled streets of Webster Groves with roadside signs telling motorists to ‘Watch for Children’. He drove us past the two houses, one where John Barnett lived and one where his parents lived, just thirty metres apart.


‘It’s crazy that the whole backdrop to this is so serene,’ Jason said, cruising past the immaculate gardens and swept driveways. ‘It’s tough looking at the house just because I know the horrors that went on in there. The things John did to these boys in this house was a nightmare.


‘We never went inside that house. David didn’t want us meeting his dad, John. He wanted to come to our house, to be away from his place as much as possible.’


Jason remembers seeing water pouring from an upstairs window.


‘I found out from Eric later that they were so scared to come out of their rooms and be around John that they wouldn’t go to the bathroom, they would open the window and urinate. That’s how much they wanted to stay away from John, how scared they were, how their lives were spent huddled up in their rooms.’


By the time Jason was spending a lot of time with David, he was no longer being sexually abused, but he was still physically abused. He turned up for school with a black eye, and once he had a bloody mouth.


‘The sexual abuse was centred on Eric,’ Jason told us. ‘So David felt he had to protect him . . . David would start a fight with John, misbehave to take the attention from Eric. And John would beat David. He chased him down the yard once with a rake.’


It was Eric who first spoke outside the home about the abuse, telling a friend who in turn told his parents, and a social worker from the Department of Family Services (DFS) came to the house. But John, with his polished veneer of middle-class respectability, managed to placate them. By this time David was twelve and Eric and the other boy were both eighteen months younger.


There were other attempts to raise the alarm, more calls to the DFS hotline from concerned parents of other boys. A counsellor from David’s school called them, and so did the school principal. Nothing happened.


Eric even took two Polaroid pictures to a local police station, one a photograph of himself naked in the shower and the other of two other naked children. John was interviewed by a rookie cop who later reported that he was uncomfortable with the situation, but his superiors told him not to pursue it.


None of the boys told John’s parents, their surrogate grandparents, what their home life was really like.


‘I was nervous of how Clifford would react,’ David told us. He said Clifford would give them a clip across the back of the head if they were misbehaving.


‘He wore the same kind of class ring [a large ring given to pupils on graduation from high school] as John and he’d always catch me with that ring. So every time he hit me it was like John was hitting me again, over and over. So I started seeing Clifford as John, John as Clifford. But Leona would give me a hug. She was the only loving part of that family.’


David found it impossible to tell even his best friend Jason the full reality of their lives.


‘I found it really hard to open up to friends and their parents, unlike my brother Eric. I think Eric knew that what happened to him wasn’t his fault [Eric had been taken into care after his mother died, so for the first seven years of his life he had experienced love and normality]. But I thought it was my fault because all my life I had been subjected to physical and sexual abuse.’


Jason was aware of what happened in the Barnett household, even if David did not talk openly about it. He knew, from Eric, about the sexual abuse and he challenged David once, when they were hanging around the local tennis courts, asking if he had also been sexually molested by John.


‘David flipped. He attacked me; he was angry. It was almost like he was possessed. It was just black in his eyes and he was attacking me and not seeing anything. I was pretty beat up. He turned away and could not look at me.’


The two teenage boys had scuffled before and were pretty evenly matched, but this fight was different. For the next couple of weeks, Jason noticed that David was acting deliberately macho. When Jason tried to talk about the fight later, David seemed to have no memory of it.


When they were both fifteen, David showed Jason a photograph he had taken from a drawer in John’s bedroom, showing a naked boy with a man’s arm, identifiable as John’s, with his hand with its distinctive ring holding the child’s penis. They decided to take it to the police. After all the previous failures to raise the alarm and get help, they felt that this was the clincher: the authorities would have to do something.


‘We knew it was time to try to take John down any way we could,’ said Jason. ‘The arm and the ring were in the picture; we knew it was John. The child was pre-pubescent, no pubic hair. We thought we had him. Here is the irrefutable evidence. Nobody could argue with this. We were going to end John doing this to little boys. We walked on foot to the police station and we were so happy. They were going to have to look into John, into the abuse.’


When Jason drove us to the red-brick police station, we noticed a prominent ‘Safe Place’ sign outside, a more modern addition that runs counter to what the boys found there that day.


They showed the photograph to a female detective who had previously dealt with the two of them for, as Jason put it, ‘normal stuff teenagers do, smoking a little pot, making too much noise, knocking on doors and running away.


‘She just didn’t like us. We thought this will maybe explain to her why we were so unruly and angry. As soon as she saw the picture I could tell she was scared to death. She told me to get out of the room. I waited about twenty minutes and David came out and just stormed past me, he still had the photograph in his hand. He said: “They’re not going to help us.” I could tell he’d been crying. It was like he was destroyed, and that taught us never to go to law enforcement for anything. It left us in a really bad way. It was a big turning point. That’s when we started getting heavier into drugs. What happened with David could have been prevented right then and there on the spot.


‘We didn’t try again after this failed. This was the top of the food chain. There was nowhere else to go. It changed David that day.’


No follow-up investigation was done on John.


Shortly afterwards, David made a suicide attempt. He poured petrol on himself.


‘I decided, miraculously, not to do it, which sometimes I wish I would’ve . . .’ Once again, the social workers were informed, and he spent a spell in a psychiatric facility for adolescents. John Barnett’s reaction was to say to David’s counsellor: ‘David looks like a poster boy for a suicide prevention programme,’ and in therapy sessions used to taunt David, all of which was noted by his psychiatrist, who recommended that he was not returned to the Barnett household. This recommendation was ignored, and David went back to live with his abuser.


Soon after this, another member was introduced to John Barnett’s household, a fifteen-year-old girl called Secil Blount. She was a pupil in John’s computer class, and she had a crush on her teacher.


‘He was tall, he was nice. His eyes were blue, and he would make little jokes,’ she said. ‘When I came to school I’d be excited to say hello or just to see him, and have him smile back at me, that would make me feel special. I would just stare at this man in class, with my arms and elbows on the desk, wondering if he could love me back.


‘When I was fourteen I was being beaten a lot at home. That’s when I started running away.


‘I was sleeping at everyone’s houses, sleeping on couches, on the floor. It was scary not knowing where I would end up each night after school. That’s how I ended up at the Barnetts’ house. John said: “We’ll have you over the summer.” He got me a pool pass, and I guess that was maybe a way of luring me in, and later on he kept buying me things. I was fifteen.’


John Barnett was thirty years older than Secil.


‘Somehow he had caught up with the fact that my heart beats for him. The house had a dog and a few bedrooms. I felt at home. But should I have felt out of place? A little black girl at the home of a single male and three boys, no relations? I began to stay there a lot. It was becoming a dark little secret in my mind. I enjoyed being loved and sitting on his lap with his arms wrapped around me. I started thinking I was his girlfriend. I wanted to kiss him, I wanted to love him. I was even thinking about what it would be like to be his wife. He started touching me. He started wanting me that way, and in my brain I thought it was OK because I loved him. Now I know it was wrong. I was just a little girl, prey. Now I would say he was a paedophile, a predator.’


Secil slept on the couch, and after the boys were in bed, John would join her. Some nights she would go upstairs to share his bed, where she would be molested.


‘He would rub on me and kiss on me and put his hands different places and things like that. I was feeling like he loved me, I was feeling special. The funny thing is that we never had intercourse. He was kissing me or my leg or other parts. I just had this love for him. I don’t know where I was at, what I was doing, where my mind was. I think I was looking for something.’


Secil told us she never saw John touch the boys sexually or be physically abusive. She accepted the family set-up.


‘I just thought it was this old white guy with three boys, single parent, and that was just our life. Every household is different. I just thought it was their family.’


John Barnett lavished money and presents on the young girl.


‘At the time you couldn’t tell me anything wrong about him and I loved him. But now I see that him being sexual with me was wrong. Now I have two daughters and if anyone touched them I probably would kill him. But that’s my mindset now I am an adult. It took me a long time to come to grips with the fact I was a victim,’ said Secil.


Despite her ongoing involvement with John Barnett, Secil and David started an affair.


‘David and I had some type of connection. We were hanging out, dancing, singing songs, something was brewing.’ They ended up spending a night together, and a couple of months later Secil found out she was pregnant.


When she told John Barnett he demanded that she have an abortion and he kicked David out of the house.


‘John even offered to pay for the abortion. He’s mad that I’m with his son. Now I understand he was probably jealous and upset I was not with him anymore,’ said Secil. ‘I just decided that wasn’t the road I wanted to take. I chose to keep my baby.’


Remarkably, Secil kept up her school and college classes, working as a waitress to support herself and her son Seth, who was born two weeks after she graduated from high school. She and David tried to make a go of their relationship.


‘David was so proud of the baby, he wanted to just hold him, feed him. So we tried to make things work. But he was up late, smoking with friends, playing cards, and I had to go to bed early because I had college classes. I had to pay a lady to look after Seth because David just couldn’t do it. He was not as hard a worker as I am and I expected more from him. He possibly wasn’t ready. We were only eighteen. I wanted my son to have a dad. I didn’t know how to handle it. I just couldn’t be with him anymore. I pushed him away, and I’m sure that hurt him. He’s always been pushed away. He was in the system and then he gets John Barnett and then he’s hurt and pushed all over again. Then I did the same thing. He had been through so much and I wasn’t there for him but I didn’t know. I had no idea. I felt horrible when I found out later he had been through so much.’


The couple were living with Secil’s mother.


‘I threw all his stuff all over the front yard. He started living with different people, staying here and there, it was so unstable. I wouldn’t let him look after the baby anymore.’


David said that after splitting with Secil: ‘I didn’t care if I lived or not. I went to several locations to try to [kill myself]. I didn’t have the nerve to jump from cliffs or set myself on fire again or crash a car or anything. It was this abysmal pit that I could not get out of. I had no driving force to say life was going to get better. I was trapped. I was already in prison . . . No one could bring me back at that point. There wasn’t enough love that could be given to take me out of that state. I knew something was brewing. I had dreamt of different plans for killing myself for a long time.


‘I don’t know if I wanted revenge on John. I don’t know if I wanted revenge on my mother . . . I think I wanted revenge on the system. I wanted the world to feel my pain. I didn’t want to exist. I wanted to die. No more.’


Although he never went back to John’s house, he occasionally visited Clifford and Leona, and he could see that Leona was concerned about him.


‘I was still holding a job, but I was sleeping everywhere. Leona kind of caught on and she asked me how I was doing. I said: “Oh, I’m fine,” but she’s, like: “No, how are you really doing?” And I wanted so much to tell her about John, I just wanted to look at her and tell her about the abuse, about him basically trying to fuck me when I was nine or ten years old. I wanted to tell her all that, but her solution (to my problems) was to talk to John, talk to your dad and work it out. But I couldn’t go back into that environment. And anything negative about John she would speak up in a supportive or protective way. I felt that if I pressed too hard I would be rejected instantly.’


The day before the murder, Secil took a phone call from a restaurant where she had worked as a waitress, where the staff knew her. They told her David had been sitting there for over twenty-four hours, not sleeping, drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes. Secil went to try to talk to him.


‘He looked at me with the most evil look. His eyes were red and he was very tense. It was the scariest face I ever saw from him. I was trying to talk to him and he freaked out. I didn’t know what to do or say, so I left.’


Desperate for money to survive, David told friends that he was going to get his grandparents’ car and sell it. He went to their house, in February 1996, and let himself in while they were at church.


‘When they came home I was asleep and when I came to we started discussing things. The last thing I remember was talking to her [Leona]. I’ve tried to remember every day since my case what happened. How did the events go down? What was said that triggered it? She was talking about a conversation she had with John, I remember Clifford said something about John and . . . I don’t know where I went . . . I went somewhere.’ David struggled to hold back tears as he relived the events.


‘I went into a state of overkill, manic rage. I killed two innocent people.


‘When I finally realized what was going on I was standing looking at a wall and when I looked down Clifford was at my left. I was scared to death, I don’t know what to do. I was like “Man, what did you do?” And I’m looking around, like is there anybody else here and I see Leona down the hallway. And there was nobody there but me. I had killed them both. I had stabbed them to death.


‘I grabbed the car keys and some money out of her purse. I locked up the house. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know if I should call the police. The first thing I thought was to drive off a cliff. And I end up going to a friend’s house and found some drugs.’


When the police surrounded the friend’s house after a tip-off, David turned himself in and immediately confessed.


‘I said I’m the one that you want. I did it. I didn’t know what else to say.’


He was confronted with the police reports of the appalling damage done to both victims.


‘Broken ribs, jaw completely disaligned, dozens of stab wounds with multiple knives. I don’t know where the knives came from, they said they came from the kitchen. I don’t remember getting them. I snapped.


‘There wasn’t a day that I didn’t think about Clifford and Leona. About three months after being incarcerated I needed medication because I was having nightmares. I felt that I would never be able to forgive myself. My mind was punishing me because of what I had done.’


The trial, in May 1997, had two phases, the first to determine David’s guilt and the second to determine his sentence, whether it should be life in prison or the death sentence. He did not contest his guilt: from the moment of his arrest he had confessed several times to the murders. What was at issue was whether or not the murders were premeditated, and after long deliberation the jury decided they were.


David didn’t give evidence at his own trial, a decision taken by his lawyers who felt that he was too emotional.


‘I was very angry at the world. I thought every child molester or rapist deserved to die. They did not want me to say anything incriminating on the stand. If I had known the state was going to present my case as premeditation instead of something that just escalated out of control, there is no way I would not have testified at my own trial.’


One of the witnesses was Secil. She was still deeply in thrall to John, and had been to the double funeral for his parents.


‘They put me on the stand and they was badgering me, making me feel like I did something wrong. I was a nineteen-year-old single mom, going to school full time and working. I had to go there, I was subpoenaed.’


Asked about John, she told us: ‘I was defensive because in a way in my sick little mind I loved him and I didn’t want to hurt him.’ She did not reveal that his sexual abuse of her started when she was fifteen, and she admitted to us that she did not tell the true story in court.


‘Young Secil lied about him because that’s how she felt about him. But adult Secil would not have,’ she said.


David also learned at his trial, for the first time, that Rob Biggerstaff was not his biological father.


We spoke to Andy Dazey, the foreman of the jury, and he told us that the testimony he heard has lived with him ever since, describing its impact on him as he showed us round the modern St Louis County Court building where the trial took place, visiting it for the first time in twenty-three years.


‘I have never set foot in this room since then.’ Pushing open the glass doors into the courtroom, he pointed out the black leather chairs where the jury sat, as he relived the trial for us.


‘I see David’s face all the time. David’s face never leaves.’


Hearing about the crime was very difficult for the jurors.


‘You couldn’t help but be intimidated by the severity of the charges. It was a horrendous crime, to stab your grandmother and grandfather in excess of twenty times. This is not a quick, sudden death, his grandparents suffered a very violent, slow, painful, brutal death. And we were deeply troubled with that, it weighed into our hearts. When we were shown the pictures of the crime scene, there were some jurors who literally had to close their eyes.’


One of the first witnesses was John Barnett, and Andy described the uncomfortable atmosphere in the courtroom when he took the stand.


‘It was eerie, shocking. It was very observable that there was a very distant relationship between them.’


For David, it was unnerving, seeing his abuser again.


‘All the courage I had mustered to face the trial just left. That childhood fear, that sense of helplessness, came back. It was just him being there, that presence. That’s the person who had control of my life, physically, emotionally, mentally, psychologically. So the moment he came in I felt helpless again. I didn’t hear half of his testimony, I was numb.’


The prosecution cited as evidence that the murders were premeditated the fact that David took the car, that he had discussed this beforehand, and he took money from Leona’s purse.


‘Our first decision was his guilt, but he had made written confessions, a video confession, oral confessions,’ said Andy. ‘He was brutally honest and the confessions were eerily similar. He used two words that stuck in most of our minds. When asked why, he said “I snapped.” We had to try to come to a decision about what those words meant. We were troubled about what we did not have answers for. It’s not just what we heard but what we didn’t hear . . . You kept asking yourself why there was not more effort put in by the defence team. It was as if it was a slam dunk, everybody including David’s team said he was guilty.’


Even with so little defence being presented, it still took the jury twelve hours to reach their verdict of guilty.


‘Each in our hearts was convinced the verdict was the right one.’


The jury then had to decide on the punishment, crucially whether David should face the death penalty. It was up to his defence team to present the case for mitigating circumstances. They produced a small number of witnesses who gave evidence of his terrible early life. But the details were scant.


‘None of the sexual abuse, the physical abuse, being a sex toy or a punching bag every day of my life for fifteen years, none of that was presented at my trial,’ David told us. Speaking of himself in the third person: ‘The trial was set to go exactly how it was supposed to go for David. The system had always failed David and it was always going to.’


‘We finally started seeing some people coming forward on David’s behalf,’ said Andy Dazey. ‘We got snippets of information about what his life had been like.’


But for Rita Eames, who had been traced by the defence, it was far too little. A slim, grey-haired woman, she fought back tears as she spoke to us about hearing of David’s crimes:


‘It was shocking. I did not expect that, especially as these were nice people who had done him no harm. On the other hand it wasn’t as outrageous as you might think when we knew what he had been through as a child. You could tell he would go one of two ways. He was never violent. He was a good kid.


‘The trial was the first time I’d seen David since we fostered him, thirteen years earlier. I was afraid that he would not connect with me, that he might have hard feelings towards me for not taking him with us. And he was just all happy to see me. After I reunited with David I got the records and I read everything. That’s when I found out the full extent of the trauma that he had been through from when he was adopted. It was an eye-opener.’


Rita was desperately disappointed that David’s defence attorney used so little material about his background.


‘She chose not to use those things. I approached her in the hallway at the court and asked her why none of this was being used to help him and her only answer to me, which was very curt, was: “I don’t think it will do him any good. I think it will hurt him more than help him.” She just kept walking. I couldn’t believe it was not used at the trial because it was so well documented. It was written down by multiple institutions and people. It does not excuse the crime but it does explain his mental state. He was less than a man, he was almost a boy.’


According to his friend Jason, David had given his defence lawyers a long list of names of people who would appear to speak in his defence, but they were not contacted.


Back in the jury room, Andy described the scene:


‘Nobody wanted to talk. The severity of what we had to contemplate hit everybody, and I’m proud of the fact that it was that way. We knew we are going to have to make a decision that is going to have a huge impact on this young man’s life.’


After ten days, they had still not reached a unanimous verdict. The sticking point was the need to establish that David had carried out the murders after ‘cool deliberation’. Andy and two or three of the others took a long time reaching the point where they could make the choice of the death penalty, and in the end Andy was the one who held out the longest.


‘I remember getting up from the table and walking to the window, holding back the tears. I had to make the decision. Eleven had already done it. Am I there? Have I come to the firmness in my heart to say this guy shouldn’t live? And I finally did.’


Andy showed us where he stood, his back to the other jurors, as he wrestled with the decision.


‘I could not reconcile in my heart of hearts the fact that one could impale a knife and be so rational as to say I got to continue this and I’m going back to the kitchen to get another knife.’


So the verdict was recorded: David was sentenced to death on both counts of murder, despite a letter from John Barnett and both his sisters to the judge, requesting for the death sentence not to be imposed.


‘I heard the first sentence,’ David said. ‘I didn’t hear anything after that because I dropped to the table, it was like my world was over. I knew that I deserved something but I didn’t know what. But the weird thing that I’ve never admitted to anyone before, it was a relief. I mean I knew I was going to die and the pain was going to end.’


Rita Reames, having made contact with David again at the trial, has remained a constant in his life ever since.


‘I knew I wasn’t alone,’ he said. ‘Death Row was a lot easier with Rita and her husband Ed. She stuck by my side.’


Rita, who now lives in Georgia, visits him at least once a year. They used to write letters but can now email, and he sends her cards, always addressing her as ‘Mom’.


‘He never forgets a birthday or Mother’s Day,’ said Rita, showing us the cards he hand-decorates for her.


Rita told us that she has often thought about what would have happened if she and her family had not left St Louis when they did.


‘If we had kept David would all this have happened? Yeah, it occurs to me. But on the other hand, would we have kept him until he was an adult? I don’t know.’


Some old school friends also made contact with David. ‘The more support I had, the more willing I was to live. Death Row started to become a place I could call home, but it was a place where death lingered.’


David was always on the mind of Andy Dazey, the jury foreman. He kept track of David’s appeals and, knowing that he was still on Death Row, in 2013, after years of deliberation, he wrote a letter to him:




I have never previously reached out to you but I can promise you that I have thought of you often during the past fifteen years, and have prayed for you many, many times. I have reviewed the trial in my mind and prayed in the wisdom of our decision. I have asked that God grant you faith, and strength in his mercy. I am sure that you have relived the events many times, as young men we all act imperfectly at times. Unfortunately, for many reasons which I suspect I am not aware of, you made a very serious mistake that day. Please always remember: each of us can be forgiven.





Andy went on to tell David that the case had made him realize how lucky he was, and to give something back, he had been providing tuition for children from difficult family backgrounds.




Please accept this letter for which it is truly intended, not judgmental, simply compassionate. I hope this letter offers you a small form of condolence. Stay strong.





Talking to us about it, he explained that he was conflicted about sending the letter.


‘Firstly I didn’t think he wanted to hear from me. I didn’t want to come across as judgmental, or to force him to relive bad experiences. I can’t say exactly why, but there was just a point when I said it’s time . . . When I wrote the letter I was still comfortable with the fact that the decision we made was the correct one.’


The letter arrived as David’s legal team were putting together the material for a hearing to reassess the death penalty, and the lawyers contacted Andy. They asked him to look through the dossier they had compiled on David’s early life.


‘As I was reading I kept having flashbacks to the questions some of us had in the jury room. Why had we not seen David’s defence team present all this? I vividly remember getting more and more upset with what had happened to David. I thought David did not get a fair deal. I was very upset that the abuser did not have to suffer his own consequences. I think when you inflict sexual abuse and harsh corporal punishment on your own child you should be held accountable.’


Andy went on record for the hearing: ‘It certainly would have caused me to pause, and more than likely this young man should be held accountable for the death of his grandparents but not the death sentence. You have to be careful who you condemn to death. How do you weigh all that David had to suffer? David needed a very serious sentence for doing the crime that he did, but in my mind he was certainly not deserving of the death sentence.’


He described feeling ‘duped’ by the evidence presented at the trial, and is confident that several other jurors would have felt, had they known all the facts, that the death penalty would not have been imposed.


‘I now feel I can connect the dots and say I understand. It doesn’t justify the crime, but I understand how someone could potentially just snap.’


One of David’s lawyers for the appeal was Elizabeth Carlyle. She told us:


‘In the first trial justice had not been served because David’s story was really not told. And I think before a jury says to a person that they are going to ask the state of Missouri to kill them, his story should be told.


‘He was in a difficult place at that point. He never denied that he had killed his adoptive grandparents, so that wasn’t the argument. The question was whether the crime was first-degree murder, or second-degree murder because the killings weren’t deliberate. Under Missouri law this means there was no period of cool reflection, however brief. That was the argument. Our goal was to get him life without parole.’


Elizabeth visited David at the Potosi Correctional Center, which houses all the Missouri Death Row prisoners, where David still lives.


‘As an attorney you work with clients whether you like them or not. But I liked David immediately. One of the things that struck me immediately was that this man had a remarkably chaotic and horrible early life.


‘There was certainly a lot that was left out at the trial. We started to go through all the stuff we had. We began to make lists of who we wanted to talk to, getting investigators to talk to them. This was all stuff that should have been done at the trial, but wasn’t. It’s tragic but it also made us real angry.’


Much of the evidence the legal team uncovered about David’s early life had never previously been seen. A vital witness at the hearing was David’s teenage friend Jason Kingdon. When David went to jail Jason was also in trouble with the law, and had served a minor prison sentence. He was told that his record meant that he could not contact or visit David – an error on the part of Jason’s lawyer, but one that meant that he did not see or hear from David until David’s lawyers contacted him.


‘I got a call from my brother who said a private investigator wanted to talk to me about David. We talked for a long time, and he told me he was seeing Eric. And Eric was key. Whatever I could tell them, Eric could corroborate. I just wanted to set up the perfect backdrop for Eric to take the stand.’


Elizabeth and her colleagues tracked down members of the Department of Family Services staff, including a social worker who had expressed misgivings about John Barnett even before David was fostered by him. They found the reports of his therapy sessions, when the psychiatrist noted John’s domineering behaviour towards him, and recommended he should not be returned to John’s home. They traced his birth mother, and she made a video for the hearing, confirming her lack of a role in his life. They drew up the paper trail of the numerous attempts made to alert the authorities of the threat posed by John Barnett.


‘There was information about this guy that should have made them uncomfortable, yet he ended up adopting three boys. David was the first. There was sexual and emotional abuse. John Barnett was just not the guy who should have been raising three boys, boys who were needy and traumatized,’ said Elizabeth.


‘At the trial it was mentioned that there had been complaints about David and his brothers being abused, but they didn’t go into the whole pattern of it. Some of the people we talked to had testified at the trial, but when we talked to them in more detail it was clear there was a more significant story.


‘Any time David turned to get help he didn’t get it. And finally he’d gotten pretty desperate. What we said was: look at this man. Look at the fact that by the age of nineteen, which is not very old, he had gone through a great deal of trauma. He wasn’t in a position where his full moral and reasoning facilities were available to him. I’m sure David is the first to say his victims should not have been killed. But what we were arguing was that the jury should have had heard all this before they made the decision to give him the ultimate penalty.


‘We all know, as a matter of common sense but also science, that the way you were brought up and what happened to you when you were really young affects the way you are able to function in the world. And because of his early situation he was just not in a position to make a cold-blooded decision to do this.’


Jason was delighted to have the chance to give evidence for David. David’s legal team was keen for him to tell the story of how David had erupted so violently when they had the fight at the tennis courts years earlier.


‘It showed how David snapped, and how quickly things could transpire.’


Although not seeing David for sixteen years is a matter of great regret for Jason, it played well for him at the hearing.


‘It helped my credibility because the judge knew I hadn’t gotten together with David to come up with some scheme.’


Jason was one of an impressive list of witnesses, headed by David’s foster brother Eric. The hearing also brought David contact for the first time with two of his biological brothers, one of whom has continued to visit him.


Another witness was an old school friend, who had stayed the night at David’s house when he was younger, at the time that David was being abused by John. He gave evidence that, waking in the night to find David wasn’t in the room, he went to get himself a snack and heard David whimpering and saying ‘Stop’ and ‘It hurts.’


Secil appeared and corrected the lies she told at the trial about her relationship with John Barnett. In the intervening years, she has qualified as a family nurse practitioner, has a doctorate in nursing practice, has married and has two daughters as well as David’s son. She is intelligent, articulate and has overcome the bad start she had in life. In the words of director Zoe Hines, she is ‘a force of nature’.


Another witness was the rookie cop who had failed to get action taken after Eric visited the police station with the incriminating photographs. He admitted the system failed, and that because he was new in the job he had to accept the advice of his seniors. But he was now himself a very senior member of the police force, where allegations of child abuse are now taken much more seriously. He said the memory of the case, and his instinct that John was lying, had never left him.


The legal team defending the death penalty verdict showed a video taken immediately after the murders, when David talked through the crime scene for the police. This was used as evidence that David had time to stop his rampage, and to counter his assertion that he has no memory of the killings or the filming of the video.


By the time the hearing was over, Elizabeth and the rest of David’s legal team felt confident that if the jury had been presented with all the evidence, they would not have condemned David to death. She was proud of the witnesses who came forward to tell David’s story. When the news came through that the judge had ruled in favour of lifting David’s death penalty and commuting his sentence to life without parole, Elizabeth Carlyle rang him immediately.


‘It was exciting. He was very grateful, very appreciative of us for hanging in there.’


When Jason heard the news he was in a shopping mall.


‘I just screamed really loud, and I had a lot of people looking my way. My heart was rejoicing because I knew that a great injustice had been undone.’


Jason, his brother Mike and their parents have become staunch supporters of David’s, and keep in contact with him by phone and with visits.


‘Jason and I are still very close,’ David said. ‘We’re closer. We are both fascinated about what goes on in my mind. Why does anyone’s mind block traumatic events?’


After spending hours talking with David about the crimes, Jason gave us his interpretation of what happened:


‘When I first visited it was tough. He finds it hard to talk about, and when I first visited him he burst into tears a lot. I truly honestly think David doesn’t know why he couldn’t control himself. He didn’t go there to kill them. He had no ill will towards them. It was like the culmination of all that happened to him in his life. It came down to this one moment when he was the most vulnerable. He was finally going to tell them. The police didn’t help. School counsellors didn’t help. Nobody helped. But these were the people he thought loved him. He was finally going to tell them what John did to him, to Eric. He told me that in the midst of the argument his grandfather had a look of shame in his eyes, like he knew that what David was saying was the truth. But he wasn’t coming out and saying it. He could tell that they were hurt and offended. They didn’t want to hear it. There were no open loving arms.


‘In that terrible moment David lost his humanity right there on the spot. He just snapped. It was the ultimate loss of love in his life. It was about John, and Eric. It was about his whole life. Every stab wound was for John.’


Jason countered any idea that the crime was premeditated.


‘Why would even a stranger stab the people multiple, multiple times in such a heinous, brutal way if they’re trying to steal a car? It’s a crime of passion, and I can’t believe how all of this was just swept under the rug. It doesn’t make any sense if you look at it as a robbery. David has never changed his story.’


The hearing also brought David back into contact with his brother Eric, about whom he still felt guilty:


‘There are still pieces of me that feel like I failed him, but he has assured me that I didn’t fail him.’


Rita Reames told us: ‘David did finally meet his birth mother and he got excited for a while, but she dropped out of the picture. She’s died since. That was another big disappointment for him.’


John Barnett died in 2017, and was never charged with any offences against the youngsters in his care. After he retired from teaching he worked as a school bus driver, an occupation that raised eyebrows among those who knew of the accusations against him.


In line with our protocols we needed to present a fair picture of him, and we interviewed a friend of his. John was not known to have many friends, but the boys and Secil all remembered Fred Domke and his now ex-wife Lori and their two children. Fred delivered the eulogy at John’s funeral, and at first only agreed to allow us to film him re-reading it for the camera. On the day we filmed him he relented and talked to us more about his old friend.


In the eulogy he described John as ‘an accomplished and cultured man . . . He was extremely well informed and had a vast knowledge of current events. John was also wise. He had the wisdom to discern what his life was all about, and that was kids. He gave up the big salary and taught kids, many of them disadvantaged, data processing. He became a loving foster father and adoptive father . . . He was a loving, caring, generous father and they [the boys] had the opportunity to live and grow and do well.’


Fred told us that he had known John Barnett for almost half a century and considered him his best friend.


‘He was witty, funny, great to be around. I have never delved into the allegations. You couldn’t have known John better than I knew him. I was in his house, I knew his kids. I can generically say that this was a really nice man who was trying to do right by some kids that had a troubled start in life, and I admired him. He was a great guy, and I don’t need to know any more. I already know it. So if somebody sees something other than that, how would they think they know better than I did when I spent forty-nine years with John. How could that be?’


Film director Zoe Hines was conflicted about John’s death, the year before the film was made.


‘John Barnett was never publicly tried for the offences he committed. The fact that he was dead allowed us to explore what had happened without becoming embroiled in legal arguments, but it would have been interesting to see John held accountable for what he did.’


David’s behaviour in prison has been exemplary. He has taken up educational opportunities and now has two degrees. He became involved in the church when he was on Death Row, and is a committed Christian. He has taken part in a dog-training programme.


‘There’s a lot of violent people in there and he has learned to get along with them and to be a peace-keeper,’ said Rita Reames, who is proud of the way he has dealt with his long incarceration.


We filmed David a second time, three months after our first interview with him, and we challenged him about what he remembered of the murders, in view of the police video of him recounting what happened.


‘The day before [my arrest] I was drinking, I was smoking marijuana, I was tripping on LSD. My mind could have forgotten a whole bunch of things or purposely blocked something out. I cannot remember step by step what happened. I remember the beginning and I remember the result was horrifying. The beginning I was in a conversation, trying to explain to them: “Hey, I can’t go back and live with John.” I did not have the direct words to point a finger at John: “Hey, John did this to me.” I don’t think I had those skills at that time. But that day, in my own way, I believe 100 per cent a part of me was trying to say what happened.


‘There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think of Clifford and Leona. They live in my heart. Leona, I believe that if she was standing in front of me she’d give me a hug and say she understood, she forgave me. So would Clifford.’


He told us how he now feels about his abuser:


‘I don’t hate John. I didn’t hate John then. I still love John for what he tried to do. I forgive him. He had his own problems, his own things that he couldn’t overcome. So he gave in to his desires whether they were psychological or physical, sexual. I understand he battled demons. I still respect and appreciate the fact that he tried to be a dad, even though he had monsters. That’s the only way to put it.’


David agreed to tell his story in our film not, he insisted, because he seeks sympathy.


‘I only want understanding. I want people to know what really happened. The system is broken. I’ve seen statistics that show 80 per cent of prisoners have spent time in foster care. It’s because those kids are never given a chance. I’m one of those kids.


‘I deserve where I’m at, I deserve the situation I face every day and I’m blessed to have it. When I heard that I would have life without parole I felt they had literally put me in torment, as I would have to live the rest of my life like this. But that’s not so much the case anymore.


‘Twenty-three years watching countless friends, guys mature, become good people, dedicate their time, help me change, help me grow, not let me give up. There’s a connection between prisoners of: “Hey, we know you messed up, we’re no different than anyone else. We’re not going to live in our regrets, but we’re going to live with them and push forward.” The strongest bonds and the most love I’ve ever had were from other Death Row inmates. They have turned my life from waiting to be executed into one where I can now live productively in prison until hopefully I can be a productive member of society.’


David’s friends also believe that he deserves a chance of freedom, and there was an appeal in April 2020 to have his sentence of life without parole overturned. The appeal was rejected by the Missouri Supreme Court. His supporters are currently running a petition to help him secure a parole date.


For Zoe, the reward of directing the film has been that it has brought a groundswell of support for David, and he has written to tell her that the film of his story has changed his life for the better.


‘After the show aired, suddenly everyone was saying this case is awful. I’d been saying it for a year, while I worked on it. Now David is in contact with people who understand what he has been through and it has made a positive difference for him,’ said Zoe.




OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
®|AMA
KILLER

DANNY TIPPING & NED PARKER





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
Danny Tipping and Ned Parker

I AM A KILLER

PAN BOOKS





