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This memoir is written with deep appreciation for:


Sister Helen Prejean and her inspiring fight against the death penalty,


All who stand by loved ones in prison despite the hardship and pain,


My children, my family, and my friends who stood with me for twenty-five years as I fought to free my husband from one of the most vicious prison systems in the United States of America.




PREFACE


IN 1984, I WITNESSED THE executions of two men at Angola, Elmo Patrick Sonnier and Robert Lee Willie. I was their spiritual adviser during their last months on death row, the last hours of their lives, and their executions.


They began my thirty-four-year fight against the death penalty.


Dead Man Walking tells their stories. My book, and the movie it inspired, shows they were not beyond redemption. They were children of God, despite their crimes.


In His infinite wisdom, God gave us the power to protect ourselves from the hate so many feel toward those on death row. Forgiveness illuminates the path to redemption.


Forgiveness is the path to heaven on Earth, the sense of community that comes when we live according to the greatest theme in Christendom: Loving our neighbors as ourselves.


It shows us there is value in every human being. When forgiveness fills our hearts, we live in the peace that God intended for us. We are protected from hate’s temptation and the awful state it can create in those who succumb to its appeal.


This book tells the story of a woman’s journey through a quarter century of hatred that threatened her soul until the sight of the Cross on her mother’s church saved her early one morning.


Her love for her convict husband—a man who was once on death row—teaches us the soul can endure when it is filled with love.


Sister Helen Prejean
New Orleans, Louisiana
2018




FOREWORD


“From the first moment I set eyes on you, I became a complete man— a man with purpose and hope. I loved you then. I love you now. And I will love you until the last breath leaves my body.”


HE WROTE THOSE WORDS IN 2005 as hope began to fade that he would ever come home.


Therein lies a story of pain so deep that I could not write it for twenty-five years. But I swear no other man could have given me so much life.


Jodie Sinclair
December 2019




THE FATEFUL DAY


“Crime, like virtue, has its degrees.”
—Jean Racine, French playwright, 1639–1699


THE SWEET SCENES OF EARLY spring rolled by one after another as my photographer and I headed up a country road on March 17, 1981, toward the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola. Known as the Alcatraz of the South, the state penitentiary was preparing to carry out its first execution in decades. I was assigned to do a five-part series on the death penalty for WAFB Channel 9, the CBS affiliate in Baton Rouge where I was the capital correspondent.


An inmate on Angola’s death row had kicked off a media frenzy when he persuaded a local court to set a death date in his case. In 1978, Colin Clark was sentenced to death for the brutal after-hours killing of a Baton Rouge restaurant manager. When he told a local court that dying in the electric chair was better than spending years waiting for his appeals to work their way through the court system, the judge obliged him with a date in late April for his execution.


The series was a prime assignment. Interest in the death penalty was at an all-time high. No reporter had been allowed to interview death row inmates in Louisiana or get video of their highly restricted cell block in a decade. My stories would bring viewers face-to-face with the electric chair in Angola’s death house. Every element was fascinating—how the chair kills, what happens during a man’s final hours, what his family feels, what victims’ families feel, and the religious, moral, and ethical questions that surround the calculated taking of human life.


Executions had resumed nationwide in 1977 after states rewrote their death penalty laws in the wake of the US Supreme Court decision in 1972 in Furman v. Georgia, which declared the death penalty unconstitutional as it was then being applied. The high court upheld these rewritten state laws in 1976 in a series of decisions—Gregg v. Georgia, Roberts v. Louisiana, Jurek v. Texas, Profitt v. Florida, and Woodson v. North Carolina. Now, Louisiana would have its first opportunity to carry out the ultimate sentence under its new law: death in the embrace of “Gruesome Gertie,” as the state’s electric chair was popularly known.


The road ended abruptly at the Angola front gate. We stopped the car and waited for approval to enter. Spring sunshine lay across the prison’s vast fields, stretching on their alluvial plain as far as the eye could see—eighteen thousand acres of continental soil, silt the Mississippi River had deposited there for a thousand years. A soft March wind blew across its fields and an azure sky belied the prison’s infamous past.


Angola is a stain on Louisiana’s history. More than two hundred graves a year had been dug at the prison for convicts treated like slaves in the 1880s: men, women, and children dying under the whip and worse at the height of a callous prison operation on a plantation named Angola.


The road into the prison slanted down from the surrounding hills, their woods the last trees for miles. To the right of the front gate, hard up against the hills, stood a separate building—Angola’s death house—its bunker-like concrete covered with flaking green paint. Beds of rosebushes dotted the lawn inside its razor-wire enclosure.


Far inside the prison, crops pushed up sturdy shoots. Convicts in work gangs moved among them in the humid heat; rags tied around their heads kept steady streams of sweat from their eyes. Guards armed with shotguns rode on horses beside them through the fields as the inmates tended the crops.


I knew little of Angola’s history. Crime was not my usual beat. When I wasn’t covering the governor and the legislature, I was a general-assignment reporter covering fast-breaking news. I loved its pace, urgent demands, and excitement.


I had followed the usual pattern for middle-class women growing up in the 1950s. I married at nineteen and had my first child nine months later, followed by two more children by the time I was twenty-six. At night, in my early thirties, as I watched the evening news on a small TV set in my kitchen on Camp Street in New Orleans while I fixed family dinners, I began to picture myself in place of every woman reporter I saw.


Feminism was in full flower in the 1960s and 1970s. Marching and burning bras, women were raising hell all over the country for equal rights, demanding political, economic, and social opportunities. Millions of women benefited. We became people in our own right. We could have credit cards in our own names even if we were married. We could have careers instead of secretarial jobs. We could look forward to college degrees and titles instead of the usual Miss or Mrs. in front of our names.


When I was thirty-six, I swallowed the fear that I wasn’t smart enough to earn a college degree and became a freshman at Loyola University in New Orleans. I majored in communications and loaded my curriculum with courses in history and economics to make sure I had the background to be a good reporter. I graduated magna cum laude in May 1979. But no TV station in New Orleans would hire me. Neither would any other station in Louisiana.


I was a misfit, a forty-one-year-old woman hoping for a job in TV news despite its emphasis on youth. That fall, after searching all summer for a job at TV stations across the state, I was hired at a small station in Cheyenne, Wyoming. I spent four months there during the fall of 1979, thousands of miles from my family. In January 1980, I was hired at Channel 9 in Baton Rouge, just eighty miles from New Orleans, an easy ride home for weekends. Now I had the best assignment of my budding career—a series on the death penalty.


A prison guard at Angola’s front gate approached us to search our car. Everyone, coming or going, was subject to a mandatory search. Drugs and other contraband were often smuggled into the prison, sometimes in the hands of the most unlikely carriers.


The illicit drug trade that had formed the basis of the inmate warlords’ power, and their unholy alliance with corrupt prison officials, was still too much of Angola’s recent past for anyone to escape a check. My photographer, Susan Jackson, smiled and raised the trunk of our news car to allow a look at the camera, lights, and other equipment we carried. The guard was polite.


“Drive down to the main administration building, and there'll be an escort waiting to take you to Camp F. Know where the main building is?”


Five miles of flat green fields separated us from the death house at Camp F. Our drive ended at a cinderblock complex not unlike the prison’s other out-camps. Outside, flags snapped in the breeze as the wind rippled across a small lake and birds circled and wheeled above newly plowed fields. A sign at the entrance of one of the building’s wings warned that only those on official business could enter.


We unloaded our equipment and stepped into a large, sunlit room. Inside, a lush green fern stood in a pot by the door. A small caged-in office faced us across the room’s broad expanse. Adjacent to it, one after another, lining a short hall to the right, were holding cells where prisoners were taken to wait out the final hours of their lives.


 At our escort’s direction, Susan and I lugged our heavy equipment toward the opposite end of the big room, away from the cage and the cells, toward the door of a small room with the electric chair. Just inside the death chamber, I knelt and placed the heavy lights I carried on the floor, glad to be rid of their awkward burden, and glanced up at the people I was told would be there: a TV crew from Lafayette, the warden, and two award-winning prison inmate writers, Wilbert Rideau, an African American inmate from Lake Charles in South Louisiana, and Billy Sinclair, a white prisoner from Rayville, a small town in rural northeast Louisiana.


Nothing in my life prepared me for what happened then. At the sight of Billy Sinclair, time stopped. I stared, fascinated, and knew I would never forget him. In that one moment, he became part of a special catalog in my mind filled with sights that touched my soul: tall yellow grass blowing on Wyoming hills, wind in South Texas pine trees, the sun glinting on the water off Mexico’s Pacific coast as I watched whales play in the ocean from Acapulco’s cliffs when I was twelve. Now, there would be Billy Sinclair.


He stood next to the electric chair, like the reincarnation of some mythical Western figure, one long booted leg stretched out in front, the other bent at the knee, braced against the wall behind him, his lanky frame at ease in the small room with Angola’s electric chair. He was impeccably dressed in pressed Levi’s, a starched blue jean jacket, and a denim work shirt. His boots were polished to a military shine.


Why did I immediately feel like I knew him?


His face held my attention. Its high cheekbones and dark mustache awakened something lost in memory. Inchoate half thoughts swirled to the top of my head, illusions drifting up like smoke from somewhere deep inside my brain. He was an archetype, a throwback to Old West outlaws who rode backcountry trails too rough for lawmen to follow. I could picture him on horseback, a bedroll and rifle lashed to his saddle.


A wild response to him rushed up inside me, the urge like nothing I had ever felt. I wanted to press myself against the hard muscles beneath his jeans, the sudden desire as natural as the need to breathe. For a moment it played within me, wild and unfettered, a reckless response to the stranger standing before me.


The attraction was instant, compelling, and unavoidable, a magnetic force that pulled me out of orbit. It was as natural as the genetically ordered shape of my face or the color of my eyes.


“Jodie Bell, meet Billy Sinclair.”


At the sound of the warden’s voice, I broke free of my strange fascination with Sinclair. We shook hands by the electric chair as Warden Frank Blackburn stepped forward to introduce us. Warden Blackburn was a short, round, pleasant man, a psychologist and a minister. There had been no inmate killings during his four years at Angola's helm, a miracle in a prison famous for its inmate-on-inmate violence. But Blackburn had managed to maintain peace under a humane rule.


Coolly, I reached out to Billy Sinclair’s hand. Protocol protected me. Our first words were merely the pleasantries polite society reserves for such occasions.


I knew almost nothing about him when we met, so it was not his reputation that stunned me. It was the power of his physical presence. If his years at Angola had scarred him, I couldn’t tell. There was no fawning, subservient quality about him. His level gaze met mine like any professional peer.


There was no sign he noted my sex. His manners were studied and correct. His demeanor, I would later learn, was a carefully practiced art, necessary camouflage in Angola's dangerous environment.


I had no plans to use Sinclair’s interview, or Rideau’s, in my death penalty series. The warden had simply told me that they were prisoners who once had been sentenced to death and that their views might add perspective. He did not tell me they were national award-winning prison writers. But Rideau and Sinclair were coeditors of the Angolite, the only uncensored prison magazine in the United States.


The Angolite’s rise to prominence began with a federal court order that deposed the corrupt regime governing the prison. No longer would abusive guards and wardens share their power with drug lords. Prison families—tight cliques of inmates bound together for protection and profit—were broken up. Homosexual slavery rings and the illicit drug trade that formed the basis of the inmate drug lords’ power were smashed. To stifle conjecture and stave off violence, as inmate suspicions about the changes grew, the administration unshackled the Angolite, giving its coeditors the unheard-of freedom to publish prisoners’ stories and their complaints.


The license to write, to move freely around the prison, to question administrators, to quote inmate leaders, to examine documents and report on meetings, to criticize and editorialize, helped defuse inmate tension. With the most savage prisoners locked away, and the Angolite providing moderate inmate leaders with a voice, a new order gained traction in the prison community.


Stories by the two self-taught inmate editors exposed the truth at Angola, shattering conventional beliefs about keeper and kept. They wrote of cell madness and the scalding shame of homosexual rape, of guards turned pimp and drug runner, midnight suicides, cell-block bitches, self-mutilation, and the paranoia necessary for survival in prison. The inmate editors’ lack of formal education was no obstacle. They worked at carefully crafting their words and tempering their bitterness. They were insiders exposing the truth about Angola. The impact of their journalism was stunning.


Between 1979 and 1982, Rideau and Sinclair won seven national journalism awards between them: five for Sinclair, two for Rideau. They included the profession’s highest honors: the Robert F. Kennedy Special Interest Journalism Award to both editors for separate articles; an American Bar Association Silver Gavel to Wilbert Rideau in 1979 for his “Conversation With The Dead”; a George Polk Award in 1980 to Billy Sinclair for his treatise on the death penalty, “The Other Side of Murder”; another Polk to Rideau that same year for “The Sexual Jungle,” his savage account of prison rape and homosexual slavery at Angola; a Silver Gavel in 1980 to Billy Sinclair for his article “A Prison Tragedy,” about the murder of an African American inmate leader trying to protect young prisoners from rape; an ABA Certificate of Merit to Sinclair for his story of a prison suicide; and the Sidney Hillman Award in 1981 to Sinclair for his article “Louisiana Death Watch,” about the state’s last execution in 1961.


Susan started shooting video inside the death chamber—the red phone on the wall in case there was a last-minute stay, the huge fan to suck out the stench of burnt human flesh after an execution, the small window in a half wall behind the chair that let the executioner see the warden’s signal to throw the switch, and the big window into the death chamber for the witnesses to watch. When she finished getting the video I would need, I interviewed Warden Blackburn about sending the signal that would kill a man.


Then we moved out of the death chamber to set up my interviews with Rideau and Sinclair. Susan grabbed two straight-back chairs and placed one facing the other. They were close enough for me to hold the microphone, just below camera range, near Sinclair’s mouth. Then, she stood behind me, her camera aimed at Sinclair’s face, ready to tape the interview.


As I sat down, my left knee brushed Sinclair’s leg. I sucked in a deep breath at the physical response in my body and tried to concentrate on the interview as he described the different methods of execution he had studied during his six years on death row.


He said it could take up to four minutes to die in the electric chair, twenty-seven minutes in the gas chamber, and twenty minutes by hanging, if the neck doesn’t break. Death by firing squad was usually instantaneous.


I listened to his timetable of death, unaffected by his laundry list of dying. Instead, it was his down-home drawl and Southern slur that captivated me. Deep creases at the corners of his eyes spoke of his birthright—a life in the sun, hard rider over fields, and hunter on horseback. He was instead one of the living dead, a man with a perpetual life sentence. Near enough to lean against him, I watched the breath rise and fall across his broad, powerful chest, knowing how close he had come to death, going rigid in the electric chair.


It had been sixteen years since he shot a convenience store clerk and nine since the US Supreme Court’s decision in Furman v. Georgia overturned his death sentence. He was resentenced to life without parole, releasing him from death row into the general inmate population at Angola. He was a thirty-six-year-old with a life sentence that would never end. In his mind, it was worse than dying in the electric chair. The year before, he said, Louisiana’s pardon board had recommended commuting his sentence from life to forty-five years, a decision that would have made parole possible had Governor Edwin Edwards signed the recommendation. The Cajun governor was noted for his liberal attitude toward clemency, but he refused to approve the pardon board’s recommendation.


Sinclair had to begin the two-year clemency process again, this time under the state’s first Republican governor in over a century, Dave Treen, an ardent political conservative. For months, the new governor had refused to discuss the clemency process with reporters who questioned him about his policies concerning Louisiana’s large and growing number of lifers.


From 1972 to 1980, Governor Edwin Edwards had released twenty-four murderers during his two consecutive terms in office. None had served as much time as Sinclair or had as good a prison record. Some, Sinclair said, had been freed despite criminal records and crimes far worse than his. I was braced for the appeal I felt he would inevitably make. I made a mental note to investigate what he said. If it was true, it seemed strange, but I wanted to trust him.


In the background, the warden’s two-way radio crackled out a message. Somewhere a cell door slammed shut. The background noise threatened to drown out Sinclair’s voice on the tape. I reached out to tap him lightly on the knee to silence him, as I had done in other interviews when noise threatened to interfere. Instinctively, I stopped. My hand might betray me, conveying more in its touch than I wanted him to know. My photographer caught my hesitation.


“Don’t worry, Jodie, we got it. The interview’s fine.”


I turned my attention to Sinclair’s coeditor, Wilbert Rideau, an equally valuable source, the warden had said. He was a smaller man, but more intense in starched, pressed jeans like Sinclair’s. He riveted the viewer with a steady gaze, one round black pupil clearly visible, the other half-hidden by a drooping eyelid.


A slight smile played at the corner of his lips. Mercy was a Johnny-come-lately in his world. There was a bitter irony in what he said: his victim had begged for mercy, but he ignored her pleas. Living on death row made him realize the stark fear and despair she must have felt before he cut her throat. He would never be released, he said. An African American man cannot kill a white woman in the South and expect to be freed. His crime was still infamous in Lake Charles, where it had occurred in 1961.


He held up a Lake Charles bank next door to the Singer Sewing Company store where he had worked as a janitor for months when he was nineteen. He took three hostages, two women and a man, all of whom worked at the bank, all of whom he knew. Later, in a wooded area outside town, he tried to kill all three. The man managed to run away. He shot the two women. He thought he had killed one of them. He turned on the other one.


“Why did you cut her throat?” I asked, recoiling at the thought.


“I think I ran out of bullets,” he said in complete candor.


It was a crime of passion, he said, against white oppressors. He went on to other remarks then, about crime and the ultimate punishment, these more in the vein of a general assessment. Our interview concluded, I shook his hand and rose to make way for the reporter from Lafayette in case he had questions.


I stood in the hall near the complex door as my photographer packed our equipment, surprised to find Sinclair suddenly by my side. We began trading stories about our beats, mine at the state capitol, his at the prison, and he gave me no sense of being different from other reporters I knew. Our conversation flowed as if we had known each other for years. I basked in the friendly repartee, hoping it would last as he leaned against the adjacent wall, much as he had when I had first seen him with one foot braced behind him, thumbs hooked in his jeans. The others began to drift toward us. It was time for lunch and the trip home.


Quickly, I shook his hand as I realized he and Rideau were not allowed to eat with visiting reporters. I wasn’t finished with our conversation, nor was I ready to say goodbye. Resentment pricked at me as I was ushered off to the out-camp dining room with the warden. The abrupt end to our meeting left me with no appetite. I picked at the prison food, wondering all the while where he had been taken. It was a relief when lunch and its social demands came to an end. I looked forward to the trip back to the station. On the drive, I could lose myself in a mental review of meeting Billy Sinclair. I knew he would stay on my mind.


THE NEXT MORNING, I WAS late for the 9:00 a.m. news meeting. The news director’s voice boomed across the room at me as I opened the door to the newsroom.


“Hello, little woman.”


I dumped my purse on my desk and headed over to the conference table.


“How are you this morning?” Carlton Cremeens asked in an exaggeratedly polite voice, as though he were greeting a visiting movie star. Carlton was an easygoing news director who knew the business inside and out. He patted me on the shoulder and pulled a chair up to the table for me. Every woman in the newsroom knew his comments were jokes.


The newsroom’s TV monitor was off. We sat around the table: Carlton; reporters Chris McDaniel, Jeff Simon, Frances Hutchins, and John Voinche; Paul Gates, the assignment editor; and me.


Maxine Crump sat at an adjacent desk. She was a morning show anchor.


“Hey Carlton,” she jibed, “you better lay off those biscuits.”


His tie looked like it was sticking out at a forty-five-degree angle. He fixed her with an amazed stare.


“Now, Maxine . . .” he scolded.


Carlton’s sincere blue eyes looked out on the world like a child in permanent surprise and disbelief. But there was a cunning behind them that belied an “Arkansas bumpkin come to town.” Carlton was an accomplished news director. He had more than twenty years in the business. Leaning back in his chair, his more-than-ample belly straining against his dress shirt, he looked over us like we were his grandchildren.


“Well, Miss Frances, you look lovely this morning.”


“Thank you, Carlton,” she said, waiting like everyone else for the pleasantries to cease.


Paul cleared his throat. He ran the desk and handed out assignments.


“Now if you all don’t mind,” he said, his voice rising like that of a Southern preacher, “we’ll proceed with the formalities.”


Paul sat on a stool, his heels hooked over the edge like a school-boy. He had a smooth quality, an easygoing, melted-butter manner that attracted viewers and helped grease the newsroom’s wheels. In a position easily disliked by independent-minded reporters, he had the cooperation of every member of the staff. It was a gift. He smiled at Carlton.


“Now,” he said, “let’s get on with it.”


He thumbed through the newspaper clips in the day file.


“Voinche, see what you can do with this,” he said. “The city says it hasn’t got the bucks to upgrade the sewer system. Get some video of lines in a poor neighborhood and grab a few sound bites at city hall. You know, like when the hell is it gonna be fixed? Try to take a little bit different angle from the paper. Humanize it a bit more. People don’t give a damn about the money. They just don’t want to be knee deep in crap.”


“They already are,” Jeff pronounced from his side of the table, “just living with this city government is enough.”


Jeff bit into his biscuit and bacon. I glanced at Carlton. For once we would apparently be free of the don’t-eat-your-breakfast-at-the-morning-meeting lecture. Paul turned to Frances.


“Tougaloo . . .” he said, looking at her.


Tougaloo College in Mississippi was her alma mater and Paul’s favorite nickname for her. “There’s a hearing at natural resources. I think it’s already in session. Lyle’s gonna be in early. Grey is already on a fire,” he said, referring to two dayside photographers. “Take Lyle when he gets in. You all go over to natural resources. Get me some good stuff. You know, people with all that shit in jars from chemical dump sites. I want some of that Lord-God-we’re-all-gonna-die sound.”


Frances smiled and folded her hands.


“Oh, Paul, those little people are really scared,” she said.


“I know, Miss Frances. Just get me that shit on camera. It’ll help them out.” Across the newsroom, the side door swung open. Lyle had arrived. Paul was ready with a directive.


“Hey, Lyle, get your gear and get on over to natural resources with Frances.”


Lyle sauntered over to the assignment board to see what else Paul had listed.


“Lemme get my equipment loaded.” He started for the equipment room to get freshly charged batteries.


“Just hang in, Lyle, I’ll cut you free for something later,” Paul promised.


“Need any help, Lyle?” Frances asked.


“Naw, I’ll get it loaded OK,” he said.


Paul turned his attention back to the rest of us. Chris sat some distance from the table, long legs stuck in harness boots, hooded eyes staring through his cigarette’s smoke. A worn tan corduroy jacket covered his brown plaid shirt. He suffered through the morning meetings. As Channel 9’s investigative reporter, he dug up his own stories.


 “Come on, Paul, let’s get it rolling. You people are wasting Paul’s time,” he scolded us. Paul continued handing out assignments.


“Jeff, there’s a school board meeting this afternoon. See if you can get a sound bite with that woman who always shows up carrying a sign. I think she’s trying to get herself arrested to prove her point. Just be there and be ready. You got all morning to set it up and get your sidebar stuff.”


Paul handed Jeff a newspaper clipping with the story about the woman’s fight with the school board. Jeff held a cigarette, his morning breakfast half-finished, scraps of biscuit and bacon scattered on the small paper plate in front of him.


“Finished down there, Jeff?’ Carlton couldn’t resist a dig.


“You want the leftovers?” Jeff said, a hint of sarcasm in his voice.


“Watch it, Carlton, you ain’t gonna be able to sit down at the table if you keep it up,” Maxine crowed.


“Let’s get settled down here,” Paul interjected. I could see the grin in Chris’s eyes. He loved a good fight. I glanced back at the assignments board, waiting to hear what Paul wanted me to do.


“Jodie, head over to the capitol. See if any of those committee hearings are worth it.” The immediate assignments handed out, Paul shifted his attention down the table. “Jeff, if you got any of that stuff left over . . .” Paul started to say. Chris unfolded his long body and grabbed Jeff’s plate.


“I’ll eat the motherfucker,” he whooped. “It ain’t kosher anyway, Jeff.”


Jeff stared back at him, meticulously flicking his ashes in a Coke bottle.


“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here,” Paul intoned, “to try and get this show on the road. Amen. Anybody has questions, see me at the assignment desk. Max, I’m going across the street to get a biscuit.”


“Here,” Chris said, fishing Jeff’s half-eaten biscuit out of the garbage where he had tossed it. “Try this. It’s kosher bacon all the way from New York City.”


“You could do worse,” Jeff laughed. “It has my blessing.”


“Well, I think this meeting is over,” Carlton said, mildly stating the obvious. He had an appointment upstairs with the station manager.


“Better hump it, Carlton,” Maxine warned.


“Hey, Chris.” John lobbed a wad of paper across the newsroom at Chris, whipping off a fancy shot, underhand, from behind his back.


“Listen, Max, I’m gonna need some video from that last school board story,” Jeff said, rising from the table. “I think the last piece I did was a couple of months ago. It should be easy to find in the file.”


“When have I ever failed you, Jeff?” Maxine clapped her beautifully manicured hands together. “Tell me when,” she said.


The door pushed open. Grey Hammett walked in, carrying the tapes he’d just shot of the fire. I could tell he was on a roll.


“Hey, Boudreaux,” he called out to Van, another photographer. “Why’d you drown Mobile four yesterday?


“Well,” I said, interjecting myself into the conversation. “You know Cajuns, Grey. They just love the hell out of water.”


“Yeah,” he agreed. “But to drive past a road barrier, jump the median, and sink the sucker in three feet of water ain’t too bright. Hell, it ain’t a pirogue,” he teased Van.


The Cajun’s eyes lit up.


“Shit, man. Everything in Louisiana is amphibious. If it ain’t, it oughta be.”


I loved the newsroom’s banter and its fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants environment. I belonged there, more than anywhere else I had been in my life.


THREE DAYS LATER, LIFE IN the newsroom was hitting its usual frantic pace late in the afternoon. Voices, ringing telephones, and the steady clack of typewriters filled the air as the tension grew. The newscast would hit the air in an hour. The reporter next to me sat hunched over, staring into space, the earplugs of a tape recorder jammed in her ears as she listened to a crucial interview over and over, the lead story still working in her typewriter. Next to her, another reporter grappled with a final task: subtitles for his story, a perennial cigarette burning in the ashtray on his desk.


My story was finished. I sat with my back against the room’s cinder-block walls, feet up on my desk, skirt folded modestly around my legs. Across the aisle, the station’s anchor perfected his delivery of the evening news, reading and rereading his scripts out loud, the newsroom’s chaos tuned out as he prepared his nightly performance when I heard Paul Gates yelling at me over the din.


“Hey, Jodie, you got a letter.”


I wondered what sort of press release it might contain. Aside from my legislative stories, I covered breaking news, not the consumer issues or investigative reports that prompted viewers to write.


The letter was from Angola. But it wasn’t from a prisoner. There was no disclaimer on the back. Prison authorities stamped it in big letters on all inmate mail leaving the prison. UNCENSORED, NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR CONTENTS the disclaimer warned. But this envelope bore a set of scrawled initials I didn’t recognize above the prison’s return address. I decided it must be from an administrator and wasn’t an embarrassing declaration of love from a prisoner striving to make some midnight fantasy real. Female reporters in Baton Rouge had a justifiable dread of such letters. Letters like that made them the butt of newsroom jokes. Angola was in the station’s viewing area, and sudden declarations of love arriving in the mail weren’t unusual. The letters were often passed around the newsroom, from reporter to reporter, convulsing each in turn with laughter at the trite sentiments written in pencil on lined paper in the prisoners’ usually childish scrawl. But I had nothing to fear. Confidently, I opened the envelope and pulled the letter out.


A large ball, chain, and leg iron filled the upper right-hand comer of the page. It was the Angolite’s letterhead. The bottom of the page listed the magazine’s awards. They were a parade of the highest national journalism honors, firsts for prisoners. I glanced at the signature under the single short paragraph on the page. The letter was from Billy Sinclair. I flushed with pleasure. It was dated March 17, 1981, the day we met.




Dear Jodie:


It was a pleasure meeting you today and appreciate the interview. Wilbert is sending you some material under a separate cover. We will send you a copy of the issue we devote strictly to capital punishment. You’ve been placed on our complimentary mailing list. Take care.


Billy Sinclair





My interest in the letter was short-lived. It was merely a courteous, professional note. The lack of a personal message stung me. Only the letter’s last two words—“Take care”—suggested any sense of extra regard. I put it on my desk and rubbed my fingers back and forth across the two words as though they were Braille and might reveal a hidden message. Perhaps they were all he could say given the scrutiny of a prison administrator.


I felt another flush of pleasure at the idea. It transported me back to his side, just three days before, as we stood near the door outside the death house at Camp F, talking freely, as though we had always been part of each other’s lives. The feeling deepened into a crazy delight that careened around inside me. I quickly killed it with common sense. The two words that ended the letter were not unusual in casual business correspondence.


I put the letter back in its envelope and dropped it on my desk. He had only meant to be polite. Or to cultivate a reporter who could be a useful source, if not one who could be manipulated into doing favorable stories about him.


But why write to me? Famous reporters were interested in his case. The networks had covered his journalism awards. The New York Times and other equally prominent news outlets had done stories about the honors heaped on him. I was a small-time reporter, not a mover of mountains or conduit to his release from prison.


 Sternly, I reminded myself that he was convicted of murder. But there was nothing sinister in his appearance. The word “killer” didn’t fit him. Everything about him contradicted it. Yet he was still at Angola when inmates who had committed multiple serious crimes were serving less time. Politics was obviously playing a big role in his case. It wasn’t unusual. Trading flesh for votes was a time-honored tradition in Louisiana.


I wrote back, thanking Billy Sinclair for helping me with my death penalty series after I called him at the prison to check some facts.




March 26, 1981
Dear Billy,


Thank you for your help today. Small inaccuracies destroy credibility. So, I called to make sure there won’t be anything I use if there’s a question in my head about like how far it really is from the front gate to Camp . . . and if it’s called the front gate . . . or what? I’m sure I’ll need help as I go along. I’m doing a lot of work at home in the evenings these days on the “Electric Chair” series. It will run in May, as I told Wilbert. Meanwhile, I am wading through Angolites every night and spending a lot of time thinking about you all.


Jodie Bell





DAYS LATER, AS INTENSE RAIN pelted Baton Rouge just before the 5 p.m. newscast, Paul Gates’s voice suddenly jerked me upright. A tornado was slamming into Lutcher, a town south of Baton Rouge along the Mississippi River. It instantly became the lead story in the newscast at six.


“Jodie, I’m sending Joanie and Meaux down to Lutcher. Go with them. Phone me any details you can so we can update the show when it goes on the air. We can slap the video on the bottom of the show if you can get it back in time.”


High-heeled sandals hampered my stride, and my thin black sweater dress offered no protection from the wind and rain. I was dressed to cover the legislature. But Paul hadn’t been interested in sending me to any of the day’s committee hearings. Now, I had a breaking news assignment. I jammed a notepad and pen into my purse, paused at the door to get some last instructions from Paul, hit the street, and jumped in the news car.


Rain poured out of thick black clouds above us as we drove to meet the helicopter. We hit a nearby freeway on-ramp with a thud and fought our way across three lanes of backed-up five o’clock traffic, then shot down the next off-ramp, switching from one street to the next to avoid the traffic. Every road was a rain-slicked mess.


 At the helicopter pad, we raced to load the equipment. The rotors were already turning; the wind churned up from the steady beat of the propellers felt like a series of body blows as we climbed in and buckled down for the ride. The skies were clearing toward Lutcher, but black clouds were still hanging over Baton Rouge, and high winds rocked the helicopter. We put on headsets to kill the engine’s noise. The chopper lifted off, tilting slightly toward the front as we began to rise, and headed toward the I-10 freeway. I smiled, heady with the feeling, pleasure singing in my veins. The experience was everything I had dreamed of as I’d stood in the kitchen cooking dinner, watching other women cover the news. I had made it. I was part of that special world.


Rain pounded across the helicopter’s nose. The rivulets formed a pattern as they coursed backward toward its sides. I was above the world, plugged into a different sphere, on the front row, where I belonged. We flew due south, marshlands below, cars on the freeway, swamp shacks visible from the air. The pilot’s voice cut through my thoughts.


“We’ll be on scene in about five minutes.”


Below us, traffic on the highway was backed up for a quarter of a mile. Sheriff’s deputies directed each car in turn out of the congestion. We descended slowly, like gods dropping out of the sky into a lush field. Wind from the helicopter’s rotors flattened the grass. I slipped off my headset and fished a pen and pad from my purse as Joanie and Meaux slid out of their seats. I dropped out of the chopper and felt my heels dig into the mud. We all ran for the highway to get the video, interviews, and official information we needed. Across the road, we could see several houses off their foundations. Shards of timber littered their yards. I stopped when I reached a sheriff’s deputy directing traffic by the side of the road.


“Anybody dead?” I asked.


“Negative. Three houses wiped out and a mobile home off the foundation. That’s the major stuff.”


“Any estimates on the damage?”


“Naw, you’ll want to talk to the sheriff. He’s over there in that house trailer. Gonna have it added up in a little while. Man, it was fast. It tore everything all to hell in seconds.”


Bits of wet grass clung to my shoes and mud was splattered across my dress. A woman let me into her house to use her phone. It was ten minutes to six. I called Paul with details for the top of the show.


“Get me the video as fast as you can, Jodie. How far out are you?”


“About twenty to twenty-five minutes,” I answered.


“OK, land on the levee at the bottom of Government Street. We’ll stand by for your call.”


The levee was just a few blocks from the station. Outside the woman’s house, I stopped short. The helicopter was gone.


“He moved it across the road,” some kids called out. “You Channel 9?”


“Yeah,” I answered as I edged away from them toward the road.


“Which one are you?” they demanded.


“Jodie Bell,” I called out.


“Jodie Bell. We gonna watch for you, Jodie Bell.”


Back in the newsroom, Paul was holding up an envelope.


“Look who made an impression at Angola.”


He laughed as he announced to the newsroom that another letter from Billy Sinclair had arrived for me.


I had written him with more questions about the prison and the officials I was regularly encountering as I covered stories who talked openly of their opposition to his release. They were bitter that he hadn’t died in the electric chair.


That night, I sent him my home address along with a brief note to avoid another incident. I had more questions about my death-penalty series, and I didn’t want to be confronted with newsroom jokes about sick inmates courting a free woman’s love. I thought he deserved more than that. He was an award-winning journalist and an expert on matters at the prison. Sharing perspectives and information would give me valid insight into the shocking world confronting me.


“CHRIST, IT’S HOT.”


My photographer looked at me and laughed.


“Hell, you know better than that, Jodie. Why don’t you save your breath?”


Van Boudreaux was full of common sense, a trademark of Cajuns. We would suffer with the heat on assignments until October. Then the rains would start, and outdoor assignments would go from hot to sloppy.


“Bitch and moan,” he went on teasing me. As we drove toward our assignment, I sassed him back.


“Come on, Boudreaux, since when are you the epitome of patience? If I weren’t shooting my mouth off, you would be. We gotta spread this bitch-and-moan privilege around. Or didn’t you hear of women’s lib?”


“Well, I tried not to as long as I could.”


We were well on our way then, rolling down the freeway, off to interview Louisiana’s ex-governor, Edwin Edwards.


“Boudreaux, you got any idea where the hell this place is?”


“I was there once. It’s somewhere off Jefferson Highway.”


“Come on, Van. Photographers drive, photographers leave with directions. That’s the way the equation goes, baby. I don’t do windows.”


I looked at the speedometer as we shot down the freeway.


“Boudreaux, you’re doing seventy and you’re not sure where you’re going?”


“It’s hot!”


“That’s a piss-poor excuse. If you don’t get this air-conditioning fixed, I’m not gonna ride with you anymore, darlin’. ”


“Promise me, Jodie?”


I laughed. He blew smoke at me and picked up the two-way. “Mobile four to base two, I put our ETA at about five minutes. Mobile four, clear.”


He knew where we were going all along. We took the next exit and headed toward an unpretentious looking suburban bungalow. A small wooden sign hung out front, one word stenciled in capital letters on both sides: EDWARDS.


He was the most popular governor in Louisiana history, despite a reputation for corruption that dogged his sixteen years in office, longer than any other governor had ever served. During a successful election campaign in 1991 for his unprecedented fourth term, against David Duke, Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, Edwards’s bumper stickers put the voters’ choice in blunt terms: “Vote for the Crook.”


Scandals dogged Edwards’s political career. In a 1976 scandal known as Koreagate, Edwards was one of the one hundred US congressmen who allegedly took bribes from a South Korean businessman named Tongsun Park. Edwards admitted taking ten thousand dollars from Park in 1971 but said it was just a gift. He escaped indictment, but his former North Louisiana congressional colleague Otto Passman was not so lucky. He was indicted in 1978 for conspiracy, bribery, accepting illegal gratuity, and income tax evasion. It took a Monroe, Louisiana, jury less than ninety minutes to acquit the popular Passman. Louisiana juries saw nothing wrong with their representatives accepting a little gratuity.


Edwards’s first eight years in office, from 1972 to 1980, were blighted by charges of selling positions in state agencies. An ex-bodyguard wrote a book detailing the governor’s frequent extramarital affairs and gambling trips to Las Vegas. He left office in 1980, after serving two back-to-back terms, only because he could not succeed himself. He spent the next four years preparing to run for governor again in 1983 against Dave Treen, an election he would easily win. As we headed to interview Edwards that April, he was doing all he could to undermine Treen. There were whispers in political circles that Edwards had actually run a covert campaign to help Treen get elected in 1980 because he believed the Republican would be the easiest candidate to beat when he ran again in 1984.


“Come on, Van, let’s get this sleazo interview out of the way.”


His eyes lit up.


“Hey, you talkin’ about my governor. What’s wrong with a little here and a little there as long as it’s for a good cause?”


Edwards’s intense brown eyes never left my face as we sat down on a small sofa for the interview. I had been told his memory was legendary. His face was remarkably unwrinkled for a man of fifty-three.


“Rolling.”


Van was framed up on Edwards’s face. I lifted the microphone and started the interview, my voice at its professional pitch.


“Governor, Lieutenant Governor Bobby Freeman said today he’d like to be your running mate in ’83. But the governor’s race is still two years off. Will you commit to a choice like that this early?”


His legendary charm was evident. He was at home in front of a camera. He photographed well, and he knew it.


“Well, I am flattered he would want to run with me. It’s well known he has a personality conflict with Governor Treen. I feel sorry for him that the governor won’t give him anything to do.”


Edwards was a master at deflection and flattery. No early public promise would mar his reelection campaign. I admired the gambit and tried again to get a newsworthy statement free of deflection.


“Are you taking a potshot at our good Republican governor?”


“I only state the facts,” he said.


 I expected a courteous dodge. Edwards only told reporters what he wanted them to know, no matter how many times they queried him about a pressing issue. That night, he would get what he wanted. He would be the lead story in Baton Rouge on Channel 9, in an exclusive interview. I thanked him and rose to help Van take down the lights.


“My, you certainly keep yourself trim,” Edwards said as he watched me from the sofa. I had expected an intimate remark. He was well known for flirting.


“Thank you, Governor.” I smiled and moved away from the couch to help break down the equipment. He smiled and sat back on the sofa. He understood my message. Any interest I had in him was purely professional.


“Don’t mess with my lights.”


Van had a particular way of wrapping their cords. His mock-tough warning was a reminder. I turned back to ask Edwards an off-camera question.


 “Governor, I was at Angola on a story recently and I met this inmate, Billy Sinclair. He’s an Angolite editor. Your secretary of corrections and Angola’s warden are both on the record saying he’s rehabilitated. And your last pardon board recommended a time cut of his life sentence to forty-five years. How come you didn’t sign his clemency recommendation?”


“Well,” he said, “the Baton Rouge district attorney called me up ten days in a row and asked me not to sign it.”


I wasn’t surprised. No doubt it was politics. As soon as I started reporting at Channel 9 in January 1980, politics confronted me on assignments in almost every facet of life in Louisiana. It was the only reason I could think of why Edwards had pardoned twenty-four murderers but refused to sign a clemency recommendation for Billy Sinclair.


I SAW BILLY SINCLAIR FOR the second time in late March. I was headed back to Angola to interview two men who had the death penalty for my series. There, I came face-to-face with impending death.


I watched as they were brought to a holding area near death row one at a time, their legs chained together at the ankles, their hands in cuffs secured to a chain around their waists. I looked in their eyes, as the camera rolled, and saw their terrible fear and resignation. There was no way to escape the sentence the state would soon carry out as payback for their crimes.


Robert Wayne Williams hobbled into the interview room and sat directly across the table from me. The African American inmate was plainly terrified of the electric chair.


“Some bionic thing just holding you down and killing you,” was how he described it, his intense fear showing in his eyes.


Williams was sentenced to be executed on December 14, 1981, five years after killing an African American security guard with a shotgun during a grocery store robbery in Baton Rouge in 1979. A weapons expert testified at his trial that Williams’s gun could have discharged accidentally, as his defense lawyer claimed. Williams’s mother defended him.


“Killing is killing; no matter if you say you are doing it in the name of the law,” she said.


Williams was polite and composed when his head and one of his legs were shaved so the electrical charge would encounter no resistance. It was “please” and “thank you” when he was given Pampers to wear for his execution. (The involuntary discharge of body waste is an inevitable outcome of electrocution.)


 Williams’s mother was denied permission to accompany her son to the death house the night he was executed. She told reporters in a quiet voice, after waiting for hours in the December cold at Angola’s front gate for word of his death, “They used my son and they’ve abused my family.”


I asked Benjamin Berry, a twenty-five-year-old bank robber, cigarette smoke wreathing up around his face from hands chained to his waist, what he thought about the death penalty and if he would ask for drugs to make his execution easier when his time came.


“Naw,” the young Charles Manson look-alike said as he looked calmly into my eyes. “That old man didn’t have nothin’ when I shot him.”


In January 1978, Berry went into a branch bank in a bedroom community of New Orleans, armed with a 9-millimeter automatic pistol. He was wounded in a shoot-out with an off-duty deputy sheriff who was moonlighting as a bank guard. The guard died from three bullets to the neck and shoulder. Witnesses claimed drug use by Berry’s lawyer, before and during the trial, prevented him from effectively investigating the case and representing Berry at trial.


But courts at the state and federal level rejected the argument. The Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that “the fact an attorney used drugs, in and of itself, is not relevant to an ineffective assistance claim.” Berry was electrocuted on June 7, 1987.


After my interviews with Williams and Berry, I was escorted to the Angolite’s office in the main prison to see Sinclair and Rideau to check facts for the article I was writing about them for the Gambit Weekly, titled “Angolites in the Death House.”


The sight of Billy Sinclair took my breath away. The thought of him waiting to die like Williams and Berry shot across my brain. Billy was only twenty-one when he was sentenced to death. I wondered how a man barely out of his teens had dealt with his death sentence. What keys, if any, might that hold to his character?


As I sat across from him that late March afternoon in the Angolite’s office, there was no sign he thought more of me than any other reporter. The gulf between us was far wider than I knew. The Angolite’s editors had orders to obey a strict prison policy when “free people” were present. It prevented anything but polite reserve. It also protected inmates from the jolting pain of a “Dear John” letter. A “free woman,” enticed by an inmate’s behavior, might profess her love for him and then suddenly end contact. It was better not to invite that pain. But Billy’s measured reserve had deeper roots.


“Don’t ever get above your raisin’,” his mother would say, as she smoked cigarette after cigarette at the cheap kitchen table where she ordered him to sit and listen to her weekly tirade about the indignities inflicted on the lower classes by the elites.


“High-class people will always turn on you,” she’d warned, her eyes glittering with hatred. She told him they had snobbish, indecipherable ways.


“I’m telling you, Billy Wayne, they will hurt you if you get above your raisin’.” His mind rejected the message. But his soul absorbed it.


When I looked at him, I saw an accomplished journalist and paralegal whose soft-spoken reserve negated the label that society applied to him. When he looked at me, he saw a woman he wasn’t meant to have.


“You have class,” he would later tell me in reverential tones, as he touched my hair or gently patted my face, all the physical contact the prison allowed.


His childhood left scars that took years to heal. His father beat him with switches, branches, electrical cords, fists, and feet, and had tried to drown him in a washtub when he was eighteen months old. His collarbone broke before his hysterical mother could pull the hulking six-footer away. It was only the first time his father tried to kill him. John Sinclair believed that Billy—his second-born son— was a bastard, conceived by a cheating wife while he was away in the army during World War II. His mother escaped her abusive husband after a final, brutal beating that left her nearly senseless, lying in a bloody heap by the front door of a house in New Orleans his parents were buying.


Bessie Jewel Patrick Sinclair divorced her husband and returned to Rayville, the small farming town in northeast Louisiana where Billy Sinclair had been born in 1945.


 She rented a “shanty” Billy named “the green house” on the “colored” side of town. Its leaking roof, broken windows, and peeling paint were symbols of the social stigma Billy Sinclair would feel most of his life. In the racist South of the era, the few whites forced by circumstances to live in black neighborhoods were lower on the social ladder than local blacks.


Ranting about “class” was a staple as Bessie Sinclair struggled to provide for her five children on a rural Louisiana waitress’s pay. Water in the green house bathroom froze during the winter. The family heated the house with the kitchen stove’s burners and a small gas heater in the one large bedroom—the only sources of warmth in the house. The whole family slept together in that one room and bathed in a washtub with water heated from the gas heater. Often, there was little or nothing to eat.


They eventually moved into a better house on the white side of town. Extra money came from men that his mother invited home from the truck stop where she worked to subsidize the life change. She’d send Billy and his brothers and sister out to roam when “visitors” came to see her, as she looked for love and extra sustenance to feed her family.


The children’s clothes came from the Salvation Army. The shoes Billy was given one year in junior high school year were too large. Most of the stitches holding the leather tops to the soles had worn away. He wore three sets of socks to keep them on his feet and sewed the uppers to the soles with thin silver wire to keep them from flapping when he walked.


One day, during a lecture on hygiene, his seventh-grade teacher made him take off his shoes. She held them up for his classmates to see. They laughed and jeered. He ran out of the class sobbing and vowed never to return. A truant officer rounded him up for the trip back to school.


I grew up in one of Houston’s most affluent neighborhoods. I was the eldest of four sisters, the granddaughter of a Houston real-estate developer, the daughter of an independent oil operator, and the cousin of a US congressman. In 1956, when I flew to Europe to attend the Mont-Olivet—an exclusive Catholic boarding school in Lausanne, Switzerland, where I went to learn to speak French—the Houston Post carried a story about me with my picture on the society pages. I spoke fluent Spanish at eleven years old after living in upscale neighborhoods in Mexico City and Acapulco for two years when my father had moved us from Fort Worth to “broaden our cultural horizons.”


When I lived in Fort Worth, I took ballet, art, and drama classes on Saturdays at the Reeder School. It was an extraordinary nonprofit aimed at teaching young children the fine arts. Each spring, the school staged a classical play with imaginative props made by local artists on outdoor stages created on the palatial grounds of a local philanthropist we called “Sanny Sue.” Children were cast in every role. In the fall we took dance classes, learned to paint, and practiced portraying characters in mock dramas. From January to June, we memorized the roles we were assigned in classical plays.


I played Titania, the queen of the fairies, in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Miranda, the daughter of an exiled magician who falls in love with a shipwrecked prince, in Shakespeare’s The Tempest, and Aucassin in Aucassin and Nicolette, a French play derived from a twelfth- or thirteenth-century chantefable, a medieval love story written by an anonymous French troubadour. I had books of literature and poetry. But I was no stranger to child abuse.


Billy Sinclair and I lived on opposite sides of an impossible divide. Except for the abuse we suffered as children, stark differences in class and his life sentence separated us.


But desire sprouted in me like a hothouse flower as I sat across from him in the Angolite’s sparse office after my death row interviews that day. Smiling, I boldly dropped a note on his desk as my photographer and I left after taping interviews with the Angolite editors:




I know that I should leave this feeling at the front gate . . . But it makes me want to touch you.
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