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Preface
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This book fulfills a journalist's obligation to put the story on the record.

It was written under difficult circumstances. They include facing moral and ethical dilemmas that could have destroyed our integrity. We reveal these challenges in the text along with opinions we have developed over the years that might influence the story.

My personal involvement in the story is openly and frankly reported. My coauthor recounts his crimes and failings in detail. (They make a valuable guide for anyone studying the causes of crime.) But we maintained our allegiance to the record throughout, ignoring my desire for privacy and fears of ostracism and his feelings of shame.

I am a firm believer that stories pick reporters. This one certainly picked me. I went to the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola in 1981 to begin shooting a television series on the death penalty. What I found changed my life. Ultimately, I became part of the story.

Some would say this involvement made me less a journalist and more a protagonist. Is my reporting flawed as a result? If I had returned from Mars after marrying a Martian, would my account of the experience be less valid?

Journalists are not entirely unbiased. Their reporting is shaped by their backgrounds and points of view; the truth comes from the synthesis of their voices as each strives for objectivity in his or her reporting. With this book, my husband and I have added our voices to that mix. We write from both knowledge of the facts and experience.

I am a reporter by nature as well as by training. Curiosity and a sense of outrage are two of the inborn traits that propelled me toward a career in journalism. Certainly, I have been outraged by what I found in Louisiana's prison system.

My coauthor is also a journalist. He came to reporting by accident. But his credits include some of journalism's top honors — the George Polk Award, the Sidney Hillman Award, the American Bar Association's Silver Gavel and Certificate of Merit, and a Robert F. Kennedy Journalism Award. This book is the story of his life. It is a compelling account of thirty-five years behind bars after a murder conviction.

Sometimes, as I sit holding his hand in the cell block on visiting days, I find myself thinking about the question that people always ask when they learn about us. How could I marry a man convicted of murder?

The answer goes beyond journalism. It is found in scripture and liturgy and the aphorisms I learned as a child in Catholic schools. But it serves journalism well because it permits me to see beyond stereotypes. It is a simple creed.

I believe in redemption.

My husband is not the man who pulled the trigger in 1965. That Billy Sinclair was shucked off, molted like an old, dirty skin, long before I met the Billy Sinclair I married. But he understands, just as I do, that he is responsible for the crime that put him behind bars.

I believe in forgiveness.

Murder carries a high price. But equity begs for an impartial standard, fairly applied. One person should not be held to a stricter rule than others. Freedom should not be forfeit to politics. In that, I ask no more of the State of Louisiana than others have who have received its mercy.

And I believe in love.

Eighteen years ago, I pledged my life to Billy Sinclair. I have never been tempted to leave him. Love and loyalty are opposite sides of the same coin.

Our marriage has brought me suffering. And I expect more. The criminal justice system in Louisiana is seriously flawed. It is a throwback to the Dark Ages, the Spanish Inquisition, or the witch trials of the seventeenth century.

One day, history will lay bare the distortions of fact and public hysteria that gave rise to a merciless view of people like me and Billy Sinclair. Until then, it is a journalist's job to question a society obsessed beyond all Christian measure with revenge.

Jodie Sinclair
August 6, 2000
Houston, Texas
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I REMEMBER READING parts of this book twenty years ago and encouraging Billy to stick with the writing, all the while wondering how anyone could survive for long in the Angola he describes. At least a record of that time and place — the way it really was — would endure, I recall thinking. Perhaps his would not be just another life lived on society's outer fringes, encountering people and places that gave me nightmares and chilled me to the bone. Most of all, I remember thinking that he would probably end up in Angola's graveyard for paupers, nameless and forgotten.

It is the year 2000 now and, much to my surprise, Billy Sinclair is still alive. Chapters have been added to the manuscript as he has lived out his life in confinement. These have shifted in tone and direction, moving from the daily walk with death in the Angola of the 1970s and the 1980s to themes of prison journalism, pardons-for- pay schemes, other forms of official corruption in places high and low, and the resulting court battles brought to stem that corruption's ugly, constant tide. They include the story of an unlikely marriage that somehow has survived eighteen years of hard and unforgiving challenges.

I suppose I am the person most qualified to introduce this book by dint of having witnessed so much of Billy Sinclair's journey. My goal here is to relate, from an ordinary man's perspective, what I recall of Angola so others will understand why, springing in mystery and miracle from deep inside the walls of a southern prison, this book somehow manages to strike like thunder at so many important aspects of our shared human experience in the free world.

I worked as a lawyer in Baton Rouge for a scant eighteen months, from September 1970 to March 1972. It was a short stay, but an awful lot happened in that brief, distant time span. Its events remain with me in unnaturally sharp focus. Chief among those was my appointment by a federal judge to represent Sinclair and other prisoners confined on Angola's death row in a lawsuit challenging the conditions of their confinement. Surprisingly, my relationship with Sinclair has managed to outlive that case by some thirty-odd years. The same age, we have grown old together, I in the free world, he behind bars.

I had come to Baton Rouge from New Orleans, where I had been working as a VISTA attorney at the Desire public housing project. Our central office in New Orleans had taken on a case that challenged Angola's longstanding use of the “inmate guard” system in which some of its most dangerous prisoners were armed with shotguns and instructed to “guard” their fellow prisoners. The system saved the state money. But too often the inmate guards, in their zeal to fulfill their responsibilities, mistook the word “guard” for the word “shoot.” These unfortunate misinterpretations were likely to occur during the autumn's sugarcane-cutting season, when a line of prisoners, stretched out over distances of three miles or more, hacked away at the stalks of cane under the shotguns of their fellow prisoners. A lone free man rode the line on horseback armed only with a holstered pistol. He was but a distant dot when viewed from most points on the line. Accidents happened.

We were aware that the inmate guard system was under attack in Mississippi. Preliminary court rulings there hinted at its unconstitutionality. When the chance came to go to Baton Rouge on a legal fellowship and take the inmate guard case with me, I jumped at it. Soon the federal court in Mississippi ruled against that state's inmate guard system. Then the Louisiana defendants settled our case, eventually passing legislation that earmarked funds to hire sufficient free world guards. The inmate guard system, barbarous and insane, was all about cash. It was abandoned not because it was barbarous and insane, but because the state had no choice.

So it was and so it is that, when reduced to its essentials, the criminal justice system in this country, racially and socially skewed in its application, sings to a familiar, underlying melody: politics and cash, cash and politics. It is the constant current that flows through the particulars of this book. And Billy Sinclair's life experiences show us that the criminal justice system in Louisiana routinely wrongs even guilty men and women at both the trial and punishment stages. The uneven playing field inherent in an inept, underfunded trial defense and a style of captivity that is destructive to the basic decency and humanity of captive and captor alike are shown to be part and parcel of that system.

Sinclair's trial and conviction illustrate just how uneven that playing field can be. He killed a man, but it wasn't a capital case. Intent to kill was lacking and the armed robbery attempt was over when the shooting occurred. The state's prosecutor, rapacious and bent upon a capital conviction, failed to turn over to the defense eyewitness statements that established both elements. Worse, on the eve of trial, Sinclair's principal attorney left Baton Rouge to attend a family funeral, leaving behind a seventy-year-old substitute to conduct the trial. Old Mr. English, forced to try the case despite his protestations that he was unprepared, did his best; but he was no match for the wrath of this prosecutor. Sinclair, without resources and having killed a favored southern son, had his fate sealed before he ever set foot in a courtroom.

But even had the case come out as it should have, at most a murder II conviction, Sinclair would still have landed in Angola, but not have been confined on death row. I remember so well the death row he describes. The oppressive heat, the smell and dirt of it; the yelling commotion and violent, spit-out curses and street epithets that rattled back and forth off bare concrete walls like unsheathed sabers. The blaring radios. But mostly I can picture the caged, condemned men, stalking their space, forever stalking and fidgeting. Waiting for the sparks to fly.

Life in prison is compressed, oddly energized, so that even the most innocuous act, the smallest thing, can explode into consequences that are totally out of proportion and wholly unforeseeable. And one can't just do the time and stand apart from the madness, refuse to encounter the routine unpredictability. You don't survive very long that way. I remember a client from a prison in Virginia. John M. was a black man, big in stature, but he was in for a white-collar crime and in no way street connected. He was on his own in prison and tried to describe for me what daily life was like:


Hey, I got only eighteen months to do; I just want to do my time, man, and get out of here alive. Do my own time; mind my own business. You see the yard, middle of summer, dudes with long fatigue coats on in all of that heat. They ain't hiding packets of sugar, man. There's some heavy-duty shit out on that yard. Every day I got to get up from my bunk, go to mess, go to work, maybe spend some time in the dayroom, go on back to my bunk, and I got to stare straight ahead. Can't chance to look left or right, can't stop to bullshit. 'Cause if I happen to see something go down, or if a dude even thinks I saw something go down, then I'm in it, man, like it or not, I'm in it. And some kind of nasty shit is always going down in here, brother, believe that.



I believe it. John M. never made it out of prison alive, and that same summer two other clients, young black men caught up in the drug trade so prevalent at the prison, also had their sentences reduced. Permanently.

The wonder of the Sinclairs' book is how a tale with its roots in tragedy — the death of an innocent young man in an act of murder — can have redeeming value. But it is the story of a resolute journey toward change. After recounting his crime, seemingly fated, as such events often are, by a childhood of hard abuse, Sinclair pulls us through a dark tunnel into the collectively depraved psyche of Angola's death row in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Then, from worse to worse yet, the book takes us into the prison's “Big Yard,” the hub of Angola, a place where death comes lightning quick, unforeseen and brutal. Such violence spun unchecked in the midst of a “profit center” with drug “wars” and bitter racial divides that were encouraged by prison officials as a means of lining their own pockets and controlling the prison population.

The story begins to chronicle changes in Sinclair, at first those that were the result of an awakening intellect: his gained expertise as a jailhouse lawyer, a status of important currency in the prison world; his writing partnership with a black inmate on The Angolite where the two spun out a brand of prison journalism that, in topic and content, pricked at its prison sponsors and astounded free world critics; and his adept ability, a key to his prison survival, to move with credibility among and about the various prison cliques and power brokers, a talent that would place him in the middle of the integration of the prison.

It becomes clear, though, that other changes were afoot in Sinclair, changes having more to do with heart than head. For seven years his own death stalked him, grinning over his shoulder in his death row cage, eagerly waiting to watch while they toasted him up brown and served him with his own boiled blood to quench the public thirst. But we find it was actual death that was more transforming: his brother's in Vietnam; old Emmitt's, by prison neglect and plain uncaring; Bobby's, stuck through the heart in a dispute over a stick of butter; White's, an angry, spiteful suicide by Sinclair's best friend; and Breaux's, murdered good and dead while trying to play the hero.

And because much of that death took place in the context of institutional systems forced to deal with it, and because of the unhappy, grossly uneven manner of that dealing, I believe anger, time hardened into resolve, also changed him. For throughout much of this story, the Sinclairs focus a harsh light on the not-so-hidden failings of our criminal justice system. They simply confirm, through a southern prism, what we already know: that our system of establishing guilt and handing out punishment is riddled, from start to finish, with ineptitude, neglect, corruption, and unequal access to resources. We read about it daily from the O. J. Simpson trial to the flawed Illinois convictions and that state's moratorium on executions which has revived the national debate over the death penalty.

I remember reading a book in the early 1970s, Struggle for Justice, in which the criminal justice system is likened to a funnel. At the top are bunched all of those who have committed crimes. At the bottom are those who actually end up in prison, a kind of college of crime. Those who commit crimes, but aren't caught, shake out. Those who are caught but aren't prosecuted, for whatever reason, don't graduate. Those who are prosecuted but work a plea often avoid it. Only a chosen few actually complete the journey. But — and here's the hitch — many of those graduates share common characteristics which markedly enhance their chances of joining what seems at first like a random pool of candidates. They are the poor, the uneducated, the offspring of abusive parents, or the products of broken families. A great number are minorities.

This aspect, let's call it the “social selectivity” of crime and punishment in America (sounds Darwinian, doesn't it; as though certain people are fated to be locked away), represents only a piece of the larger puzzle. Another essential piece is the caprice of the local and national body politic. It is a world fueled by quick reaction to shifting consensus, where many politicians are driven not by principle or personal conviction but by the compulsion to take hard stands on issues that will get them into office and keep them there. So when times are good economically and federal and state coffers are flush, politicians beat the crime drum to an audience squirmy with fear.

The result? Plea bargains decrease. Releases on probation or parole drop. Harsh punitive sentencing laws are enacted and prison construction goes up. The mouth of the funnel widens and the business of criminal justice flourishes for reasons not even remotely connected to solutions for the root causes of crime. As the Sinclairs demonstrate in this book, Louisiana's political system not only follows that pattern, it is a star in the firmament of political opportunism, ingrained corruptibility, and the quick fix; of government gone awry.

In 1972, I took a position in the District of Columbia and left the prisons of Louisiana behind. In a sense, Sinclair did too. He gradually had been pulling away from the criminal culture that surrounded him. But that process was completed when he met and later married the coauthor of this book, Jodie Sinclair. Improbably, Sinclair met a woman who fell deeply in love with him and, despite all that had gone on in his life, he discovered it was a love he was able to return in kind. Even from the distance of a cage.

For years, my wife and I have been involved in marriage preparation through our local church. One of the things we always emphasize is that married love involves a decision to love; that a commitment based upon feelings that come and go is no commitment at all but is simply convenience. The Sinclairs' marriage of eighteen years has been nothing if not inconvenient. Physical separation; retributive transfers; six hundred miles of weekend driving, year after year, to gain the chance at restricted, observed visitation; hopes raised, hopes dashed — if there are marriages made in heaven, this one has been lived out in hell. And maybe that's what they should have expected, but against such expectation their love has endured.

I have a picture in my office of Sinclair and me, taken on a summer day in 1971. It's here in this book, the only picture of the two of us that I know of. I had some medical experts flown in from New Orleans to examine the death row prisoners. We had landed a donated Cherokee Piper Cub in a field right next to the cell block, the crude landing strip marked out by an orange windsock tacked atop a wooden post. Funny the things you remember. We were taking pictures of the Row for evidence of the conditions there and someone must have snapped this one. I have saved it all these years, I'm not sure why.

I'm looking at the picture as I write this. I am struck by how young I look. And I am struck by something else. You cannot see Sinclair. He is not visible in the picture, blocked from view by the steel bars of his death row cage. 1971. It was the year of the Attica riot. In its aftermath, so much was written about the “hidden” prisons of America and the need to bring the way in which we punish people out into the open. To examine, with a bit more discernment, our motive, manner, and means of punishment. National study commissions were empaneled, reports and books were written, and various recommendations for “reform” poured forth.

As I look at myself peering into the bars of the death row cell thirty years ago, I can still picture from that time the face of prisons in America. I can see it in my mind in the form of a ghostly montage of all of the clients in all of the various prisons, some of whom really belonged there, and some who really didn't. Sinclair was one who really belonged there; and, I believe, he is also one of those who really no longer belongs there.

But this book is about so much more than that. It transcends one man's journey and gives us a rare glimpse of what it's like to be locked up in an American prison. It's a journey worth taking. And who knows? Maybe the face staring back at me in the picture will change somewhat as a result of this book, will recapture some of its lost youth and promise, left so long ago, somewhere way down South in a delta prison.

Richard Hand
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IT WAS DECEMBER 5, 1965.

Only five months earlier I had been released from a federal prison in Terre Haute, Indiana, where I had served a stint for stealing a car and taking it across a state line.

Now I was sitting in a stolen car, casing a Pak-A-Sak convenience grocery in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. A steady drizzle of cold rain occasionally lashed about by the wind could be seen falling under a nearby street light. I shuddered, taking another swig from the bottle of Jack Daniel's sitting between my legs. I needed courage, something to pump up the balls. I was about to pull my first armed robbery.

I reached over and removed the .22 caliber pistol from the glove compartment. It had a short chrome barrel and a white plastic handle. Despite its small size, the gun scared me. It represented raw, uncompromising power — a finger squeeze and it could snuff out a life. I opened the cylinder and counted five bullets. Shutting it, I left the firing chamber empty as a precaution.

I was a punk who wanted to take the money and ran. I had no intention of hurting anyone. I figured the gun would scare the store clerk the way it scared me. I shivered, telling myself it was the wind, and lit a cigarette, only to see my hands shake. A life of crime was not what it had been cracked up to be in the joint. I slammed my palm against the steering wheel, muttering, “Fuck it.”

A survival instinct warned me to drive away. It was like an ominous, foreboding voice telling me to go. I chalked it up to fear of taking the store down alone. With each small biting swig of whiskey, it became essential for me to walk through the door and pull the pistol. Destiny beckoned. I could not resist the force telling me to enter the store.

Two months earlier an ex-convict friend named John Alexander had come to New Orleans where I was working as a stock clerk in an office supply company. He told me he had escaped from a Texas jail and needed my help. It was natural that I help him. While in prison I had embraced a criminal values system, known as the “convict code,” according to which an ex-con should always lend a helping hand to a con “on the run.”

Alexander also dangled the lure of a “big score” at a small bank in his hometown in East Texas. It would bring sixty to one hundred thousand dollars, he said. The prospect of that much money — and the fast cars, nice clothes, and easy women it would buy — made me walk away from a steady job to chase the fool's gold of a petty thief. I had been brainwashed in prison with embellished stories about “scores and whores,” and I wanted a piece of the action.

But there had been no escape. And there was no big score. Alexander was lying. We ended up on a petty crime spree: stealing two cars in Beaumont and Birmingham; and robbing three convenience stores in Biloxi, Shreveport, and Baton Rouge, and a hotel in Miami. I was the lookout. We only had one gun — a .380 automatic — and Alexander always carried it.

I didn't get a gun until November when Alexander bought me the .22 caliber pistol in a Dallas pawnshop. He had suggested a larger caliber weapon.

“You want something that will knock his dick in the dirt.”

But I opted for a smaller weapon.

“No, I just want something that will make him give up the money.”

Our criminal partnership didn't last long. We split up in Dallas in early December following an argument and near fight when he threw down on me. I headed back to Louisiana with a few hundred bucks in my pocket, driving a stolen car. I wanted one more score to get enough money to catch a merchant ship out of Mobile to South America in hopes the heat would blow over.

I turned the key, giving life to the little green Chevy II. I wheeled it into the parking lot of the store. I got out of the car, glancing toward a young store clerk sweeping the pavement.

With a tentative gait, I walked into the store and looked around. The clerk behind the counter, a large man named J. C. Bodden, was waiting on an elderly lady. I turned to my right, walking down an aisle. I picked up a can of shoe polish and a box of cereal, leaving my fingerprints on both items. I waited until the lady left before approaching the counter.

Bodden had sensed trouble the moment I walked through the door. He watched every move I made, priming himself for a confrontation. He slammed the cash register shut just as I walked up to the counter. He was committed to resisting the robbery.

“Put all the money in a sack,” I said, pulling the small pistol from my waistband.

Bodden was not afraid.

“I don't have a key to the register — Ray has it,” he said, pointing to the clerk sweeping outside. Bodden stepped away from the register, placing himself in a position visible to the outside. I tried to take control of the situation.

“Open the register,” I demanded. “You just had it open for that lady.”

Bodden backed toward the end of the counter as he whistled to the clerk outside.

“Ray has the keys.”

An elderly couple named Katherine and Grundy Sampite drove up and parked directly in front of the store. Mr. Sampite got out of the car and entered the store. He picked up a newspaper from a rack near the door and walked toward the counter.

“Stay put,” I said, as he turned to walk parallel to the counter. “This is a holdup — back away from the window.”

Sampite complied, but Bodden used the old man's entry to move outside the counter. He now stood at the end of it, sandwiching me between himself and Sampite.

“Get back behind the counter and open that register,” I shouted.

“Get out of here,” Bodden replied, taking a couple of steps toward me.

A second customer walked into the store. He froze when he realized a robbery was under way.

“Back down that aisle,” I ordered.

“Stay where you are, everybody stay put,” Bodden shouted over my instructions.

I pointed the gun at the floor and glanced back toward the door. Ray Neyland, the clerk outside, had stopped sweeping and was easing toward it.

“C'mon in here!” I yelled.

Moving toward me, Bodden gestured with his hands for everyone to stay put. I pulled the trigger. The “click” of the hammer hitting an empty chamber was unusually loud in the quiet store.

“He's shooting paper wads,” Bodden yelled. “He's firing blanks.”

That mistaken belief propelled Bodden forward. I gave ground, backing up toward Sampite.

“Stay back, man,” I pleaded. “I don't want to hurt anyone.”

But Bodden had made his choice. He moved toward me, as though he were ready to make a tackle. I pointed the pistol at his leg and fired, hoping to stop his advance. I just wanted to get away. The muted explosion stunned everyone. Bodden froze, wavering on the edge of eternity. He looked down at his thigh. A patch of red blood was forming on his green pants. He still didn't believe, or care, that I was firing real bullets. He looked up at me. Our eyes locked, forever. Then he charged, screaming something I didn't understand. I turned and ran from the store. He picked up a broom as he chased me, lifting it over his head. I fired a shot as I ran out of the store across the parking lot. The errant bullet struck Bodden under the left armpit, traveled across his chest cavity, and nicked his aorta. He sat down on the pavement and bled to death in a matter of minutes.

I jumped into the little Chevy and backed up with tires squealing. I saw Bodden sitting on the pavement before I sped away. I still didn't realize he had been mortally wounded.

“Call the police, call the police!” he was screaming, pointing in my direction.

I sped away from the store, taking back streets and side roads to make my getaway. I knew nothing about Baton Rouge so I drove on blind instinct.

“Bulletin, bulletin, bulletin,” the voice on my car radio blared. “We just received a report that a store clerk was shot to death during an armed robbery on Greenwell Springs Road. The police have issued an all-points bulletin for Billy Wayne Sinclair in connection with the murder.”

As I sat in the car behind a deserted barn, listening to the wail of sirens, I stared at the little pistol in my hand. I had just used it to kill a man. I dropped it on the seat. It looked so harmless lying there. I leaned forward, pressing my forehead hard against the steering wheel. The word “murder” seared an indelible imprint on my brain. I was no longer Billy Wayne Sinclair — I was a murderer. Sartre has written that “the act of murder changes the victim into a thing and, at the same time, the murderer into an object.”

“God, please forgive me,” I whispered.

I heard the squawk of a police radio before I realized a slow- moving car was coming down the gravel road. The sheriff's car stopped, shining a spotlight around the barn. Paralyzed with fear, I prayed the officer would not get out for a closer look. I knew he would kill me if he did. The seconds passed through a time warp. I was like a blindfolded man awaiting the impact of the firing squad's bullets. The police radio squawked again and the car sped away, its siren piercing the night.

I got out of the car and tried to suck as much of the night air as I could into my lungs. My legs trembled as a muscle spasm erupted in my back. I walked to a nearby puddle of rainwater. Kneeling, I soaked my handkerchief and wiped the fear-sweat from my face. I looked out across the night knowing that I would never be the same; that I had fallen through the center of the world into a doomed colony of outcasts.

For a moment I thought of suicide, but instead of putting the gun to my head and letting my body be found in the winter mud, I got back into the car and sped away. I didn't have the guts to pull the trigger.
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MY CHILDHOOD WAS CRIME'S CRADLE. It fitted me for nothing else.

I came into the world hated and regretted. I paid a terrible price for the accident of my birth. There is not a single memory of hearing either one of my parents say, “I love you.” The first human acceptance I found was in prison among the ranks of society's outcasts.

My father tried to drown me in a washtub when I was eighteen months old. We were living in the small northeast Louisiana town of Rayville. John managed to break my collarbone before my hysterical mother could pull him away. I was never told why he wanted to drown me. I know only that it was the first of many times he tried to kill me.

I was the second born of six children — five boys and one girl. The third boy, James, died shortly after birth. He was the lucky one. I survived to endure a life of incomprehensible physical abuse and unconscionable emotional neglect. John reserved a special hatred for me, taking particular pleasure in abusing me. Perhaps it was my mother's alleged infidelity or nothing more than a senseless destiny the Fates chose for me. Whatever the reason, I brought out the worst in his brutal personality — one that derived pleasure from imposing pain on others.

John almost always beat me following dinner after he read the daily newspaper. I ate slowly on those nights, fear penetrating my brain like a laser light. My snail's pace was the futile effort of a terrified child trying to hold back the hands of time. I prayed for divine intervention — prayers that went unheard.

“You know what I'm gonna do?” John taunted. “I'm gonna blister that little ass. I might even draw blood tonight. Feels good to bleed, don't it, boy?”

I nodded my head in agreement as he jerked and twisted my ear, too paralyzed with fear to even scream. I was more afraid of John than any horror a child's mind might conceive. I flinched instinctively at any sudden movement he made.

“Please, Daddy, don't whip me,” I finally managed to plead. “I'll behave — I promise I won't do it again.”

He laughed, freeing my ear as he picked up another section of the newspaper. I was the prisoner of his power to abuse. He made me sit at the foot of his recliner as part of the ritual of terror. My brothers watched television while I sat with my back to the set. I leaned against John's leg, seeking mercy or some feeling of love. He pushed me away roughly as he would a stray cur. All I ever wanted was John's love. All I ever got was a kick in the gut or a fist in the side of the head — as often for doing the right thing as for doing the wrong thing.

“Your mother tells me you were in that old tree house again today,” he said. Not waiting for my reply, he casually reached down and grabbed me by the hair. He dragged me to the bathroom — his private torture chamber.

“You just won't learn, you little bastard,” he said as he slung me through the bathroom door.

Hollering at my mother to turn up the volume on the television set, John made me take off my pants while he turned on the bathtub water full force. He grabbed both my arms at the wrists and began beating me on the back and buttocks with his belt. I screamed as loud as I could. He began slapping me about the head and face. When that didn't stop my screaming, he threw his belt down in rage and began beating me with his fists. I tried to crawl away, to escape the bruising blows. He kicked me into a corner under the sink, stomping at my feet and legs with the heels of his shoes.

When it was over, John made me go to bed alone. He told my brothers not to talk to me. But Pat, the youngest, always defied his wrath. He would slip into the bedroom, quietly easing into the bed. Curled up next to me, he would say, “I love you, Billy.” John never beat any of the other children the way he beat me. He would often roughhouse with Pat, punching him in the stomach with a balled fist that sent the bow-legged kid sprawling across the floor. Laughing, Pat would wade back in for more, always ready for a fight.

As for my sister, John worshiped her. He bought her the best clothes and dolls. Mary was a beautiful child with long, blonde hair — the joy of John's life. Loving her was probably the only decent thing he ever did in his life.

But John directed a methodical and calculated cruelty at me, oblivious to the pain and suffering he caused. When we lived in a small apartment in New Orleans in the early '50s, he couldn't beat me as hard as he had in rural Richland Parish because my screams could be heard through the thin wall. The neighbors complained several times, saying, “He's gonna kill that kid one day.” He got around that minor obstacle by loading the family into a smoking '48 Ford and driving us to the city dump. There he beat me with discarded boards or tree limbs. No one could hear my screams in the foul-smelling night. On the way home John always stopped at a drive-in where he bought each of us an ice cream cone. He laughed, talking as though nothing had happened. As swelling developed around my bloody wounds, I choked off the tears of pain rolling down my cheeks. I gave Pat the bottom half of my ice cream cone because he loved it so much.

“Why is Daddy so mean?” the child whispered.

“He hates me,” I answered, not knowing why.

That hatred was unleashed in all its blind fury one night when John flew into a sadistic rage after I told Mother that he was with another woman. She confronted him with the allegation and he denied it. He became an enraged grizzly, mauling and slinging me all over the living room. I scurried behind chairs and the sofa trying to escape his vicious kicks and flailing belt. I cried out to Mother for help. She stood by, clutching the Bible.

“You shouldn't lie, son,” she murmured.

Frustrated, John yanked the television cord from the electrical outlet and ripped it out of the back of the Muntz television set. He turned the sofa over and dragged me, screaming and pleading, into the bathroom. He tore off my clothes and forced my head into the commode, slamming the seat on my shoulders. He placed his knee on top of the seat to keep my head in the commode. He lashed me with the telephone cord until the blood ran down my buttocks and legs, forming a puddle on the tile floor. He kept yelling at me to tell mother I had lied. Under the influence of pain, truth becomes a lie and a lie the truth, depending upon what the tormentor wants. Many idealistic rebels around the world have learned this brutal lesson in cold, dank torture chambers.

“I lied, Momma, I lied,” I screamed. “Please make him stop, Momma — please make him stop.” Mother said nothing. She simply stood in the bathroom door clutching the Bible.

John then beat me for “lying.” He kept punching me in the head with his fist. At some point I fell to the floor, nearly unconscious, and curled up into a fetal position under the sink. He kept kicking my battered body until my mother finally pulled him away. I locked my arms around the silver drainpipe. Mother stooped over and pried my hands loose, carrying me to the bedroom. The television cord had cut deep into my flesh, leaving ugly wounds.

“It's alright, son,” she whispered, trying to soothe me. “Don't lie — just don't lie, son.”

“I didn't lie, Momma,” I sobbed.

I couldn't stop whimpering. John suddenly appeared at the door like a ghoul from the Dark Side.

“You little sonuvabitch,” he cursed. “If you don't shut up that damn whining, I'll kill you. I should've done it a long time ago.”

Recoiling at the threat, I shivered at the thought of more abuse. Still, I couldn't stop crying. The pain kept coming, like pounding surf. John stormed back into the bedroom and dragged me into the bathroom. He beat me again with the television cord — for crying. I screamed and screamed until I lost my voice. I kept trying to scream but no sound came out. Through the blurred haze of pain, I heard my mother's voice, pleading: “Stop it, John — you're gonna kill him. For God's sake, please stop it.”

Then they were gone. I was alone in the bathroom. Trying to form a sound, I stared at the blood splattered all over the tile walls and the mirror of the medicine cabinet. I thought I was dying. I managed to crawl to the door. Blood ran freely down my face from a deep cut in my forehead. I spat out its sweet taste.

I saw them on the couch before I heard them. The sound of their grunting passion penetrated my wall of pain. I crawled down the hallway toward the bedroom. The sounds tore at my heart. I learned at a young age that life revolves around sex and violence.

I don't know what spawned John's hatred and rage. His parents were North Louisiana sharecroppers, good people who were always willing to take us into their modest country home and treat us with love. But Grandpa Sinclair was afraid of his son John. Grandpa tried never to anger him. Once I saw John punch the old man in the face because he could not learn to drive a car.

John's explosions of rage were all the more terrifying because they were unpredictable. But there was one situation that always ended in violence — family drives on Sunday afternoons in our '48 Ford. Then John's rage would surface at its ugliest. He loved to chase sirens, especially ambulances on their way to wrecks. A body- and-fender man by trade, John would speed to wreck scenes where he would prowl through the damage. He found a perverse pleasure in the damaged vehicles and mangled bodies, lingering until the wrecked cars and injured people were hauled away. One Sunday, John was speeding after an ambulance when a car driven by a black man suddenly pulled in front of him, forcing John to slow down. The speeding ambulance pulled away. John exploded, pounding the steering wheel with the palm of his hand as he spewed out racial slurs. He finally managed to pull even with the driver. John and the black man began to exchange threats and curses. Both men gestured for the other to pull over and stop. Mother was hysterical, begging John not to stop the car.

The black man pulled over. John pulled up behind him. The man motioned for John to get out. John reached under the front
seat where he kept an assortment of tools that could be used as weapons. He pulled out a ball-peen hammer — a standard body- and-fender tool. But this one had a sharpened four-inch point.

“You stay in the goddamn car,” he told Mother as he got out.

John walked toward the black man. He kept the hammer concealed behind his leg.

“Oh God, no,” Mother moaned. “John, no, no.”

All of a sudden, John rushed the black man, cursing as he approached. He swung the hammer full force from behind his leg, burying the sharpened point in the black man's skull. The man fell to his knees and tried to grab the hammer out of his head. His mouth was open. No words came out as he toppled over. John walked back to the car and drove away.

“Don't open your mouth, bitch,” he said, reaching over to slap Mother full across the face.

He double-clutched the car, ramming the floor shift into second gear in a futile attempt to catch the long-gone ambulance. I sat in the backseat with my brothers, Johnny and Dan, too afraid to cry.
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AFTER ELUDING THE MASSIVE police dragnet in Baton Rouge, I journeyed across the plains of Oklahoma, through El Reno on Route 66, on through the snow-covered mountains of Arizona to be with John, who lived in National City, California. I don't know why I turned to John. I had no reason to believe he would help me. Perhaps, deep down, I wanted to be caught.

John called the FBI as soon as he hung up the phone with me, telling them I was on my way to see him. Several agents arrested me at the Jeep dealership where he worked. I was leaning against a car talking to him when I felt the barrel of a pistol in the small of my back.

“Don't move.”

The agents quickly handcuffed and escorted me out of the building.

As the FBI led me away, I heard the last words John would ever speak to me: “I hope they put you in the electric chair.”

That was Saturday, December 11, 1965 — my last day as a free man.

On Monday morning I appeared before a federal magistrate in downtown San Diego on a “flight to avoid prosecution” charge. I was surprised to see television cameras and reporters there to cover the event. I felt important for the first time in my life. I waived extradition back to Louisiana.

On Saturday, December 18, two high-ranking members of the East Baton Rouge Parish Sheriff's Department flew to California in a small jet to return me to Louisiana. I sensed their hostility. They did not attempt to interrogate me — an unusual sign that raised an internal alarm.

The plane made a stopover in Dallas in the rain. Once we got to the airport lobby, one officer went to get some coffee. I sat down as the other officer walked around. Then he disappeared too. I was sitting alone, handcuffed, in the middle of a large airport lobby.

The thought of escape crossed my mind. Looking around, I eased up from the lounge chair and made my way to the double glass doors leading out of the lobby. I was primed to burst through the door and make a run for it until I saw the reflection of one of the cops in the glass. His gun was drawn. He was waiting to kill me.

I turned and walked back to my seat. My legs were ready to buckle. The Baton Rouge deputies had been sent to California with a secret agenda.

Both officers returned at the same time. They carried no coffee. Nothing was said as they led me outside the lobby and into the plane. Once off the ground and high in the air, one of the detectives turned to look at me.

“At least you're not stupid, Sinclair,” he said.

Nothing else was said during the rest of the flight to Baton Rouge. It was after midnight when the plane landed at the small city airport. A television reporter, along with a group of print reporters, covered my arrival. I was a front-page story.

The detectives quickly escorted me past the media and into a waiting car. It sped away to the parish jail where they placed me in a dirty solitary cell, a “drunk tank” used to sober up winos. The mattress stank of urine. The one dirty blanket was crusted with vomit. The jailers had installed a large light bulb in the ceiling light fixture. It was controlled by a light switch outside the cell. The jailers kept it on twenty-four hours a day. There was no escaping its blinding glare.

For the first few days, the jailers brought people to the cell at all hours to peer at me. Some were in police uniforms, others in civilian clothes. They cursed, threatened, and even spat at me through the food slot situated in the middle of the solid steel door. I cursed back, staring defiantly at the hate-filled faces.

I didn't understand the harsh treatment, especially since the state's most notorious killer occupied the cell next to mine. Wilbert Rideau was a black man who slit the throat of a white woman and tried to kill two other white people — the worst crime that could be committed in the South in the 1960s. Rideau and I could talk through the vents located at the bottom of the cell doors. He was being held in “close-security” because he was under the death sentence. But he was allowed the same privileges as other inmates — clean clothes, a daily shower, canteen privileges, reading material, and a radio. I was given nothing.

Rideau smuggled a few cigarettes and a pint of milk to me through a black jail trusty (a convict considered trustworthy and given privileges) who brought meals to the cells. The trusty then told the jailers, who warned Rideau not to give me anything else — he would lose his privileges if he helped me.

Two days after my return to Baton Rouge I made my first court appearance. The courtroom was packed with spectators, reporters, and members of the Bodden family. The jailers sneaked me into the courtroom through the judge's chambers.

“It's for your own safety,” one deputy said. “A lot of people want you dead, but we're not gonna let that happen. Your ass is gonna burn in the electric chair.”

Ossie Brown, a well-known criminal defense attorney, was appointed to represent me. Gasps of dismay and expressions of anger were heard throughout the courtroom when the appointment was announced. Brown visited me in the jail the next day. He was a glib, fast-talking lawyer who would later become one of Louisiana's most powerful district attorneys.

“I'm gonna lay the cards on the table, Sinclair,” he said. “I can't represent you. I've received a dozen messages from your victim's father telling me not to take your case. I have to live in this community with these people — I will hold political office here one day. There's no mileage in your case — none whatsoever. Frankly, the court will be hard pressed to find a good attorney who will defend you.”

I said nothing. I was a hostile, suspicious twenty-year-old in wrinkled denims facing a well-dressed criminal defense attorney. Brown stood to leave.

“Let me give you a piece of advice,” he continued. “First, don't say anything to the police. Second, when you get an attorney, tell him to plead you insane. If he can get you sent to the nut house for a year, he might be able to work a deal. This is not a capital murder case. J. C. Bodden was killed outside that store after the robbery attempt was over. He was not killed inside during the robbery attempt. That's not felony murder.”

Ossie Brown did not waste his insight and legal expertise on me. Citing his close ties to the Bodden family, he filed a motion to withdraw as counsel. The court granted the request. Ossie was a political animal. In the 1960s, he was an avowed segregationist, reflecting the views of southern voting majorities. On the campaign trail, he told voters that “having been born and reared in Louisiana, I firmly believe in segregation. If elected district attorney, I will do everything in my power to maintain segregation without compromise and without any bias or prejudice.”

He represented a group of Ku Klux Klansmen in Bogalusa, Louisiana, that the Justice Department wanted enjoined from intimidating and threatening civil rights advocates, businessmen, and Bogalusa city officials. He also represented another Klansman suspected in the nighttime killing of Washington Parish's first black deputy sheriff, although the case was never prosecuted.

The Boddens lived in an all-white enclave in North Baton Rouge known as “Little Dixie.” Blacks feared the neighborhood. Klan sympathizers were said to live there. Little Dixie's demographics fitted Brown's natural constituency. Its residents had left Mississippi to seek jobs in Baton Rouge in the 1940s.

J. C. Bodden attended Little Dixie's Istrouma High School and played football on the popular 1953 team. Its coach, “Fuzzy” Brown, became a legend in high school athletics, producing eight state championships for the Indians.

By 1965, many of Istrouma's players and supporters had risen to the middle echelons of city, parish, and state government and other positions of prominence. Fuzzy Brown was on his way to becoming president of the influential Louisiana High School Football Association. Others moved up in the East Baton Rouge Parish school system and the police and sheriff's department. The most prominent member of the 1953 Istrouma football team was Billy Cannon. In 1959, Cannon made LSU football history when he returned a punt eighty-nine yards on Halloween night to win the game for LSU against Ole Miss as the clock ran out. Later that year, the football great won the Heisman Trophy. Cannon's prowess on the gridiron led to a professional football career. He signed a one-hundred-thousand-dollar-a-year contract with the Houston Oilers and eventually retired from the Kansas City Chiefs after an eleven- year career in pro ball. It was said that the road to political office in Baton Rouge traveled through Billy Cannon. He was a political kingmaker until federal agents dug up $2 million worth of bogus hundred-dollar bills in two Igloo coolers on Cannon's property in 1983 and charged him with running a counterfeiting ring. But Cannon's conviction and his five-year sentence to a federal penitentiary did not spell the end of his popularity in Baton Rouge. Every Halloween weekend, local television news departments replay video of his famous punt return in Tiger Stadium as he led LSU to victory over arch rival Ole Miss in the last minutes of the game.

Several weeks after Ossie Brown withdrew from the case, I was returned to court to have another attorney appointed. Once again members of the Bodden family and the Istrouma football fraternity attended the hearing. Robert “Buck” Kleinpeter and Kenneth Scullin were appointed to represent me. Kleinpeter was a highly respected criminal defense attorney from a prominent, wealthy Baton Rouge family. He had never lost a capital case. Scullin, on the other hand, was fresh out of law school.

“Do you have any money?” Kleinpeter asked during our first and only interview.

“No.”

“Does anyone in your family have money?”

“No.”

“Well, Sinclair, there's not a lot I can do for you,” he said. “A good defense in a case like this would start at fifty thousand dollars. You don't have a nickel. You might get lucky, though — the court might appoint you a lawyer who wants to cut his teeth on a hard case.”

Kleinpeter and Scullin filed a joint motion to withdraw. The court granted the motion.

A lynch mob mentality infected the Baton Rouge judicial system. A politically powerful football fraternity had decided I would die. While I did not know their names or recognize their faces, I was determined to fight them. I saved the brown paper that my daily bologna sandwiches came wrapped in, and with a smuggled pencil, I wrote a letter to a local federal judge listing a litany of civil rights abuses — lockdown in the filthy, roach-infested cell; denial of basic hygiene, family correspondence, and visitation; threats of physical harm and verbal abuse; and the psychological torture of the twenty-four-hour light.

The letter never reached federal court. It was intercepted and given to the warden of the jail. He had me brought to his office where he assured me he knew nothing about the “abuses.” Clearly nervous, he said I would be removed from the cell and placed on a tier with other inmates, provided I didn't mail the letter. I agreed. I walked out of the warden's office with the knowledge that I had a source of power after all.

I was placed in a cell block called the “short tier” because it had ten four-man cells while the other jail tiers had twenty such cells. It was the jail's maximum-security tier. It housed hardcore inmates — murderers, rapists, armed robbers, and repeat offenders. Each tier in the jail (black or white) was controlled by an inmate “line judge.” He occupied the first cell on the tier. He told the inmates when to clean up, when to shower, when to make “store,” and when to use the telephone. Inmates who gave the line judge money got special treatment when it came to receiving these privileges.

It was a system of extortion, sanctioned and protected by the jailers. Since there was no on-tier supervision, the jailers relied upon the line judge to maintain order and discipline, irrespective of the means. The jailers picked the biggest and toughest inmates for line judges, giving them carte blanche to use fear and brute force to enforce their “rules.” In exchange, the line judge was given a carpeted cell, extra food and coffee, unrestricted telephone privileges, and unsupervised “special visits.”

The line judge on the short tier was a former Angola convict named David Ellis. He had three flunkies in his cell. They had the inmates on the tier buffaloed. At 6:00 A.M. the inmates had to leave their cells and remain in the bull pen until 8:00 P.M. The bull pen was located at the front of the tier. It was nothing more than a large cell. It had four metal dining tables and benches bolted to a steel wall. A shower and commode were located at the back. Inmates sat at the tables reading and playing cards or lying on the concrete floor trying to sleep. On visiting day, every Wednesday afternoon, inmates had to peer through hard, clear plastic windows at their visitors and speak through the small holes just below them.

Ellis and his flunkies, on the other hand, were allowed to move freely about the tier. He could go anywhere in the jail, in fact. He had claimed the first table in the bull pen as the “line judge table.” He forbade anyone to sit there. The table was complete with tablecloth, salt and pepper shakers, toothpick dispenser, and napkins. It was served first by the trusties running the food cart. Ellis could take as much as he wanted from the cart. He often took “extras” — little tokens he gave to some of the inmates later at night, like a king taking care of the servants who pleased him most.

A list of “Line Judge Rules” was posted on the bull pen wall. Inmates were conditioned to accept the rules when they were put on the tier. Those who questioned or resisted the rules were made to comply by brute force. Ellis and his flunkies beat them into submission.

One of their rules required prisoners who received money from home to put a “reasonable amount” in the tobacco-and-coffee kitty. The kitty was supposed to be set up to buy those commodities for inmates who didn't have money. In reality, the money was used to buy cigarettes and luxuries (“zoo-zoo,” as inmates called them) for the line judge cell.

I had been on the tier a couple of days when a quiet burglar named Wally Reed approached me. I was leaning against the bars staring at the free world four floors below.

“Let me give you some advice, Sinclair,” he said. “Watch Ellis. His cousin works for the sheriff's department. He's been told to fuck you up. He'll create a situation and crowd you with his boys.”

I had spoken to no one on the tier but I had observed Reed. He didn't mingle with the others. He always sat alone, generally reading a book.

“Why are you concerned about me?” I asked.

“I'm not. They crowded me when I was put in here because I wouldn't pay Ellis the dollar ‘toll’ to use the phone. I put up enough of a scuffle that they leave me alone now.”

Paranoia rustled like a quiet April breeze in my brain.

“You still haven't answered my question.”

“I don't like Ellis or the line judge system. I caught part of a conversation the other day when I went out to see my lawyer. Ellis's cousin and another deputy were talking. I picked up enough to know that Ellis is supposed to fuck you up. Do what you want with the information; I'm just passing it along.”

Ellis made his move a couple of days later. I had just received ten dollars in the mail from my family. He knew the letter contained money. The jailers opened all incoming mail, providing the line judges with a list of inmates who got money.

Flanked by his three flunkies, Ellis walked up to me as I lay on the bull pen floor reading Hondo.

“Sinclair, you're new on the tier,” he said, standing over me, “so you probably don't know about the tobacco-and-coffee kitty. When you get money, you're expected to put something in that kitty. The kitty is there to help inmates who ain't got nothing. We all take care of each other. Now, you just got some bread in the mail...”

“I don't smoke or drink coffee,” I lied, putting the book down and easing up from the floor.

“That don't matter, dude. Everybody puts his issue in the kitty when he gets money. That's a line judge rule.”

“Okay, I'll go get my issue.”

An ancient bagpipe started playing in the back of my head — the plaintive music of my Scottish ancestors. I walked across the bull pen to a shoe box where I kept writing paper. I had collected a dozen discarded radio batteries and had put them in a sock, tying off the sock at the toe to make a solid weapon. I was ready to fight. It was an inevitable confrontation. Ellis was the kingpin on the tier and the media had painted me as a hardened, cold-blooded killer. My presence on the tier posed a threat to Ellis's power. In his eyes, I was a coup waiting to happen.

With the sock wrapped around my right hand, I walked to the front of the bull pen where Ellis was leaning against the wall whispering to one of his flunkies. Reed stood up. With all my strength, I swung the battery-filled sock. The blow landed on the side of Ellis's head, stunning him. I didn't let him recover. I beat him about the head and upper body until he sank to his knees. Blood flowed freely down his semiconscious face.

Reed decked one of the flunkies with a vicious right hook to the jaw. The other two ran into the hallway outside the bull pen. They began “rappin' the walls” — a signal that there was an emergency on the tier. A slew of jailers charged onto the tier just as I was dragging Ellis to the door.

“Get this piece of shit out of here,” I said, dropping Ellis at the door of the tier.

The jailers carted Ellis away. I turned to the two dozen inmates who had gathered around. “We're not going have a line judge run this tier,” I said. “No one is going to sell you state food or charge you to use the phone or force you to buy his coffee. That's over on this tier.”

Reed stepped forward. “Sinclair's right,” he said. “We don't need a line judge.”

Like Bolivian citizens, the inmates cheered the change of order. They expected dictators to be deposed and replaced. I brought an end to the line judge system on the short tier and eventually throughout the entire jail, but not without paying a near fatal price.

An hour after my attack on Ellis, several jailers escorted me to a solitary cell located in the back of the jail. The cell had an iron bunk without a mattress and a stainless steel sink and commode. There was no window. The food slot in the solid steel door was the cell's only opening. I could see no one and no one could see me unless the slot was opened. Twice a day food was shoved through — a half-rationed lunch and a bologna sandwich for supper.

I was kept in the cell for sixty-three days without being allowed to shower, shave, or brush my teeth. It was mid-January. The jailers turned on the air-conditioning full force, pumping refrigerated air into the cell through a vent located above the toilet. The cold was unbearable. I wore short-sleeved white coveralls. I had only a thin blanket for cover. I could not lie or remain seated in one spot very long because of the cold. I paced back and forth across the floor wrapped in the blanket, shivering, until exhaustion allowed me to sleep.

I could cope with the isolation, rationed food, and unsanitary conditions, but the cold nearly broke me. A thousand times I wanted to scream out for mercy, begging for warmth. Instead, I paced and paced, knowing that my keepers had set out to break my will. But an ingrained Scotch-Irish stubbornness served me well. I refused to break.

Several weeks after I was placed in isolation, Rideau was transferred to a cell near mine. At night we climbed on our commodes and talked through the vents. Because I had to stand on my tiptoes, I could only talk for short periods of time. Besides the jailers who fed me, Rideau was the only human contact I had. He became a source of strength, always offering encouragement when my will seemed to waver.

I had been in the cell approximately six weeks when a quasi-official attempt to kill me was put in motion. An inmate opened my food slot at supper and handed me the bologna sandwich. I had never seen him before.

“I'm here to help you, Sinclair,” he whispered. “Reed and some of your friends want to help you. The jail's fire escape runs down the building in the back of your cell. There's a steel door at the end of this hallway and it leads to the fire escape. All you have to do is get the key to that door and go down the fire escape to freedom.”

Huddled with the blanket wrapped tightly around me, I tried to look down the hallway in front of my cell. But I could see only a few feet through the slot.

“How do I get the key?”

“The old jailer who feeds you has the key on a ring he carries. All you have to do is take it from him. I'll get you something to use to take it. You can get him to open this door by putting a roll of toilet paper in your commode and stopping it up.”

The inmate looked furtively down the hallway before turning back to me, saying: “I've got to split. The old man let me feed you tonight because I told him some of the fellas wanted to send you some candy bars. But he only let me have the key to the food slot. He keeps all other keys on his key ring.”

The inmate left. I paced the floor thinking about the escape plan. It was too easy — there had to be something wrong. But the more I paced and shivered, the more convinced I became that the old deputy had the key to the fire escape door. I had been beaten down by the cold, the hunger, and the isolation. I was often disoriented, unable to distinguish night from day because I had forgotten which meal I had eaten last. I risked discussing the escape plan with Rideau. His cell had a barred window covered by a thick screen. He could see the fire escape. He was receptive to the plan, saying I could hurry around to his cell once I was out of mine and let him out.

“It won't take you two minutes to come around here and open my door,” he said. “I've got the death sentence and you're gonna get one. You've got to give me a play, too.”

Two days later the inmate returned. He handed me a bologna sandwich.

“Be careful when you bite into it,” he said. “There's a switchblade in it. Just stop up your commode and throw down on the old man when he opens the door. He won't put up a scuffle when he sees the knife. He's afraid of you anyway. Just leave him locked in the cell. The sarge at the desk won't miss him for fifteen minutes or so — and you should be long gone by then.”

The inmate slammed the food slot closed and left. I unwrapped the sandwich and found a new switchblade knife in it.

“I've got the knife,” I told Rideau later that night. “I'm gonna make the play tomorrow night.”

I went back to my pacing routine. But this time I clutched the knife in my pocket. While I couldn't shake my suspicions that the plan was too easy, I managed to shove them aside, attributing them to paranoia.

Rideau interrupted the pacing by calling my name.

“What's up?” I asked, stretching to reach the vent.

“Something ain't right, man,” he replied. “I can see a car parked across the street. It's been there most of the night. Somebody's in it because I saw them light a cigarette a few minutes ago. I think it's a police car; they've got the back of the jail staked out.”

“It's a setup,” I said, my mind snapping into clear focus at last. I remembered the airport lobby. “They want to take me out when I come down the fire escape. That's what this thing is about — they put me in here to kill me.”
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