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  For Alexander and Flora




  







  Author’s Note




  If we get right to the heart of things, the South Hams District Council is responsible for the existence of this book. Their relentless pursuit of me through the courts took on

  an almost messianic quality and focused my attention as never before on issues of justice and injustice. Without the expertise of Nigel Butt, litigator, and Walter King, inventor, they would have

  had me dead in the water long ere now. Or maybe in Holloway.




  I have named the fictional South Hams State Prison in their honour.




  







  HUGH




  But why did he kill them?




  Try as I might, I cannot find an answer that satisfies me. Stephanie assures me that I would understand if I could see him, but I’ve been blind for a quarter of a century. I cannot make

  out as much as a man’s outline in full sun. And yet even on the first day I met him, he gave off a sense of threat as soon as he entered the room. He was only a boy then, a couple of months

  short of sixteen, and already a multiple murderer who would have been on death row if not for his age. That could hardly be it though. I was used to murderers. I knew the rattle-clank of chains and

  leg-irons.




  The more I think about it, the more I think it must have been the way he breathed; I swear I could hear his fury at the very oxygen that gave him life as he took it into his lungs and let it go.

  The Chernobyl meltdown had dominated the radio for almost a week, and I remember thinking, ‘Rage is the nuclear core that powers the boy.’




  All this intensity failed to tell me why he killed them. It stil does.




  Twenty years of living with the question, and now I find myself in the absurd situation of a man about to be murdered – without the hope of my answer first.
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  SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS: A Tuesday in mid-January




  A truck approached along Route 97 out of Springfield, Illinois, going towards Petersburg. A slanting, bleak, early-morning sun shone, there was no warmth in it. This part

  of America is fiercely cold in winter. The truck slowed as it passed through the gates of Oakland Cemetery and hit the buckled road that is never repaired until spring, Persimmons and pawpaws grow

  here, nothing but bare branches now and the south fork of the Sangamon River is almost close enough to see.




  This is one of the most famous burial places in the country. It’s the site of Edgar Lee Masters’ Spoon River Anthology and the grave of Ann Rutledge, beloved of Abraham

  Lincoln, ‘wedded to him,’ as Masters’ poem on her gravestone reads, ‘not through union, but through separation’. Edgar Lee himself is buried here. So are his wives,

  his parents, his grandparents, his and their children. So are dozens of characters from his poems, Mitch Miller, Lucinda Matlock, Bowling and Nancy Green.




  The paved road ends beyond the famous graves.




  The truck jounced along a dirt path and stopped in a secluded area, where there was only a single grave, a hand-carved stone rather like the ones found in English country churchyards. The

  dogwood that overhangs it blooms every spring. Several men bundled out and stamped their feet against the cold.




  The ground was solid ice some five to six inches beneath the surface that morning. In olden days, winter corpses piled up in the woodshed until spring and the thaw. No longer workmen set up a

  propane heater to defrost ground. These graves-to-come, fired up pneumatic drills, to ream out holes for stakes, erected poles and strung ropes to build a frame. What emerged was a Fair Ground

  tent, with scallops around the edges: an unexpected summer gaiety in a winter cemetery. It was summertime inside too. Portable heaters warmed the air. Brilliant-green AstroTurf covered the floor.

  There were banks of flowers everywhere. Chairs stood in rows, a heavy mahogany lectern in front of them.




  This was an important funeral. The press would attend, and the crew sensed excitement in the air.




  HUGH




  My name is Hugh Freyl. I am a corporate lawyer, and I went blind in O’Hare airport only half an hour before the last flight to Springfield.




  At the time, I was deep into the hydra-headed litigation spawned by the merger of Michigan Genetic and Westman-Boyle. There was $800 million at stake, and the route to this pot of gold was

  littered with class-action suits, accusations of covert premiums, secret share deals, illusory poison pills. No corporate lawyer can resist a case like this, and I had just about mastered enough of

  the detail for a plan of action to emerge.




  I cannot imagine why I should have felt abruptly restless. Nor can I imagine why I left the safety of American Airlines’ business lounge or why I wandered out into the concourse or why I

  sat down there in among the bustle of people. But the last thing I saw was Terminal Two’s high-vaulted ceiling. I looked up at it, then rested my head in my hands and closed my eyes. When I

  opened them again . . .




  Not a thing. Nothing. A blank screen.




  My beautiful Rose had migraines; she had described the blind spots that preceded them – and always went away. I told myself to be calm, to wait it out. I told myself this too would pass.

  But even as I mouthed the words, I bolted off my chair, stumbled, half fell, reached out, caught hold of somebody, started to babble.




  ‘Please help me. I do not know what’s—’




  The somebody shook me off.




  I stuck my arms out in front of me – there were people everywhere, I could hear them – and yet somehow, magically, there was only empty space around me, eye of the storm,

  pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey at a children’s party. I lunged out and managed to snag a passer-by.




  ‘You’ve got to help—’




  ‘Let go.’ It was a man. I had him by the coat, and he yanked at it.




  ‘Find me a doctor.’ I could hear pleading in my voice. ‘Please help me to—’




  ‘Let go of me!’




  ‘I need a—’




  ‘Just let go, huh?’




  ‘I cannot see. I know there’s a medical station by the—’




  ‘Sure, sure. Wait here, huh?’




  And he was gone. I waited. Nobody came.




  I caught hold of a woman next. She escaped with a shriek. I caught another. She listened and disappeared. I got a man who found me a place to sit down before he disappeared too. I sat there for

  . . . I could not possibly say. It seemed hours. I did not dare get up. My legs felt gelatinous; I knew I would never find my way to another seat.




  And then she came to me: ‘You okay, mister? You’re looking kind of peaked.’




  It was a wavery voice, impossible in a young woman, but not weak or aged either; when she left me – ostensibly to find that elusive doctor – it did not cross my mind that she would

  come back any more than the others had. And yet five minutes later I had a whole medical team around me.




  ‘Where’s my good Samaritan?’ I said to them. ‘Please. I must thank her. I must speak to her.’




  ‘Don’t you worry none,’ came that wavery voice. ‘This here’s a doctor. He’s gonna fix you up. You gonna be okay.’




  ‘I hardly know . . .’ I had not wept since I was a boy; I was so grateful that tears poured down my cheeks. ‘How can I ever thank you?’




  ‘No need for that, sir. Anybody’d have done the same.’
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  PETERSBURG: Same day, mid-morning




  At ten-thirty, just as the workmen packed away the last of their tools, the media began to arrive at Oakland Cemetery. WICS-TV had come from Decatur where there had been

  mysterious attacks on three McDonalds in a single week. The CNN crew had travelled overnight from Biloxi and a story on the run-ups to the Miss Winter Orange beauty contest. Video technicians

  wielded shoulder cameras, filming this grave and that vista. Audio technicians tested microphones. Interviewers jockeyed for position. Print and radio reporters arrived with notebooks, tape

  recorders, still cameras.




  All were in place by the time the President of P. M. Wurtzel Funeral Home arrived. The son and heir of the original P. M. Wurtzel himself was fresh-faced, pink-cheeked, athletic if somewhat

  overweight, a Bible-belt product of vitamins and virtue. He bowed for the cameramen, who filmed him and the box he carried so decorously, a small, highly polished wooden thing decorated with a

  filigree design in polished brass.




  At eleven, Springfield’s matriarch, Becky Freyl arrived in the family Lexus and got out, helped by the substantial Lillian, her cook and companion. Microphones, interviewers, tape

  recorders rushed forward. Cameras rolled and clicked. At eighty-seven, Becky was tall and fine featured, as intensely feminine as the Southern belle she had always been, but she ruled this town

  with the sharp wit and the painfully sharp tongue that had whipped it into shape sixty years before when she arrived from the big city of Atlanta to marry into the Freyl family of Springfield.




  Interviewers began talking even before they reached her.




  ‘What about the investigation, Mrs Freyl? What about David Marion?’




  ‘Is Marion still in custody? Four days is a long time to hold somebody without a charge. Can you comment on that?’




  ‘Do you think they’ve got the right man?’




  ‘Do you think he killed your son?’




  Becky did not flinch. She stared them down with an old-fashioned school marm’s cold disapproval, not the slightest attempt to cover her face or avert her eyes. No hint – beyond

  pursed lips – of the pain they were causing her. Composure this imperial is rare. These crews had never run into it before, and they fell silent in front of it, awkward, sheepish,

  uncertain.




  ‘Would you kindly let me pass?’ she said then. Her voice carried a whisper of a Southern accent.




  The questions erupted again.




  ‘You get them cameras out of here,’ Lillian said, taking over. ‘You know you ain’t supposed to talk to her. You know that. What’s the matter with you anyhow?

  Ain’t you got no respect for nothing? You bother her with one more question, and that’s the last one you ever ask in this town, you hear me?’




  The flock retired in disarray, and Becky resumed her stately progress up the AstroTurf path towards the tent.




  Once inside, she turned to P. M. Wurtzel’s President. ‘And you are?’




  He cleared his throat to emphasize his illustrious name. ‘I am P. Morrison—’




  ‘Yes, yes. The undertaker,’ she interrupted.




  He bowed. ‘Bereavement Consultant, Ma’am. At your service.’




  Becky frowned at the vulgarism, looked around her and noted the little box that P. M. Wurtzel’s President had placed on the chair his crew had set beside the freshly dug opening in the

  ground. ‘What’s that?’




  ‘We have been privileged to place the deceased’s mortal—’




  ‘A jewellery case? You’ve put my son in a jewellery case?’




  ‘Oh, no, no, no. No, no. This is the very finest in our top range for loved ones who have been cremated. You yourself chose—’




  ‘What is he doing on a folding chair? Hugh hated chairs like that. They wobble. Take him off at once.’




  P. M. Wurtzel’s President was flustered. He blushed. He shifted from one foot to the other. ‘I’m afraid the workmen broke the altar when they—’




  ‘Do you always blame your shortcomings on other people, young man?’




  ‘Oh, no, Ma’am, I assure you—’




  ‘Can you not at least cover it with some of that’ – she gestured at the AstroTurf – ‘that hideous material?’




  Over the next few minutes, cameras recorded snippets of other mourners as they arrived in cars as elegant as Becky’s and climbed the AstroTurf path to the tent: lawyers, doctors, bankers

  and their wives, the cream of society, members of that most exclusive of clubs, the Springfield One Hundred – some of them with a full five generations of Illinois history behind them. But

  when Senator John Calder arrived, cameras surged forward.




  ‘What about the future, Senator?’




  ‘What do you think of the Governor’s Mansion, Mrs Calder?’




  ‘What about Governor Szymankiewicz? When are you going to start getting him out of there?’




  Everybody said John Calder was going to be the next governor of Illinois. The election was a year away, but Szymankiewicz didn’t stand a chance next to Calder. Everybody knew that.

  How could it be otherwise? Nobody could pronounce that tongue-twister of a name. The press had gleefully dubbed the poor man ‘Sissy’. Besides, John Calder was the one who had the Freyl

  fortune and the Freyl connections behind him. Even more important, he was Springfield’s own son; he’d been born and educated with other local kids. He’d giggled over bowls of

  garlic-laden chili at the Dew Chilli Parlor and got drunk at dances at the Country Club. He’d worshipped at the feet of Libby Jennings, high school sweetheart, and crashed his father’s

  car into a motel out near White Oaks Mall. Then to top it off, he’d come back from law school in Chicago to practise in the town just like Springfield’s most famous lawyer, Abraham

  Lincoln. And like Lincoln, John Calder was one of those rare figures whom the camera loves. Practically every picture of him ran, no matter how mundane the setting. Which is to say that whatever

  John Calder did was news. Whatever his young wife did was news too; in this cold graveyard she clung to his arm and smiled adoringly up at him. She was elaborately coiffed, dressed in multiple

  layers of mourning, hatted and veiled. A reporter from the Illinois Times noted all this into a tape recorder. Sometimes Mrs Calder made her own clothes; as soon as the press discovered one

  of them, women all over the state employed seamstresses to copy her.




  The Senator wore a sombre overcoat and a stiff collar; nobody should look too comfortable at a funeral. ‘This is no time for speculation or politics,’ he said. ‘I am here to

  mourn my friend and to do what I can to support his family through this terrible hour. Hugh Freyl was a great American. His death is a blow to the country and to freedom itself.’




  It was an eminently quotable speech: short, to the point, emotional but not sloppy. It would make the opening slot on evening news programmes throughout Illinois. The cameras followed the

  Senator into the tent. His head was bowed. His pace was reluctant but brave. Perfect.




  Inside, the Calders embraced Becky, who bore up under their tributes with rigid shoulders and a straight back, just as she had borne up under the attentions of lesser mortals. All the seats in

  the tent were full. The minister arrived last, tall, thin, decorous if a little pinched – the cold perhaps. His ears and nose were a startling pink. He whispered to Becky, held her hand,

  whispered some more, went to the lectern, opened his prayer book and began.




  ‘“Man, that is born of woman, hath but a short time to live and is full of misery. He cometh up and is cut down like a”—’




  And who should walk through the opening to the tent but David Marion himself.




  HUGH




  I spent my first year as a blind man going from doctor to doctor and test to test. One famous Chicago authority announced that I had Ocular Larva Migrans, an infection

  caused by roundworms in the intestines of dogs and cats. Another insisted on a rare inherited condition called Leber’s Optic Neuropathy while a colleague of his scoffed at nerve involvement

  of any kind. Between them they ruled out all vascular ailments and injury. The only thing the experts agreed on was that I had suffered sudden bilateral painless visual loss. Their joint diagnosis

  boiled down to an idiopathic condition, which turns out to be an elegant way of saying that no one had any idea why I had gone blind in two seconds flat.




  I ended the year as helpless as I had begun it.




  Sudden disablement is a terrible shock to the system. When the able-bodied call people like me brave, what they really have in mind is, ‘Thank God I don’t have to do anything about

  you.’ I hated them for it. I hated them for being able to see when I could not. I hated them when they helped me, and I hated them even more when they failed to help or made no effort to do

  so. Furniture, knives and forks, toothbrushes conspired to hide from me, and I hated them too. Learning Braille seemed like an admission of defeat. So did using a cane or any other tools the blind

  rely on. I spent my days slumped in front of a television I could not see listening to the sound tracks of old movies.




  The sad and humbling fact of the matter is that bitterness at this level bores everybody, even the one who feels it. One afternoon, grudging and complaining, I allowed Rose to coax me into some

  lessons in Braille. To my surprise I turned out to be good at it, and I had forgotten how much pleasure there is in mastering a new skill. Then one day – it was very sudden – the

  thought that a guide dog might allow me to walk outside on my own seemed exhilarating. So was the thought that I might find my way around inside the house with a cane.




  I spent the next six months as a resident at the Lincoln Center for the Newly Blind about 100 miles north of Springfield. I had to learn everything again like a child: how to overcome such

  obstacles as rain, snow, gutters, gravel; how to negotiate a doorway in a strange house and cross a four-lane highway; how to make a mental map of my route indoors as well as outside; how to boil

  an egg and find a water glass on a table without knocking it over. I even learned some wrestling and judo to heighten my grasp of space relationships. Equally important were simple social

  techniques: how to attend a concert, a parade, a state fair; how to handle a menu in a restaurant and go dancing in a night club.




  It was in pursuit of this last goal – an evening on the town – that I ran head on into the hardest lesson the newly disabled have to learn and one that no school is equipped to teach

  even though all of them try very hard to prepare their pupils for it.




  The evening began well – perhaps too well. There were twelve of us in a party that included our instructor, several partially sighted pupils from the centre and several of the wholly blind

  like me. Dinner was at Las Cruces, a catfish restaurant on the banks of the Illinois River. The food was good. So was the wine. The talk was animated, and I remember a sense of burgeoning

  confidence, almost elation, as the meal progressed. After dinner, we left in taxis for a night spot called Nemesis – a painfully apt name as it turned out – on the other side of the

  river.




  A band from Carbondale was playing that night; the atmosphere was heady and noisy as we paid the cover charge at the door. Waiters pushed tables together for us. I had only just sat down when

  our instructor touched my shoulder.




  ‘You’d better get up again, Hugh,’ she said. ‘We’ve got to leave.’




  ‘What’s the matter? Is somebody sick?’




  ‘They’re throwing us out.’




  I knew from her voice that she was not joking, but the evening was so full of promise that I could not quite take it in. ‘Whatever for?’ I said.




  ‘The manager is right here beside you, and he is adamant.’




  I am basically a peaceable man, a firm believer in negotiation. But my reaction was the instant, visceral rebellion of a five-year-old when his favourite toy is snatched from his hands.

  ‘If he wants me out,’ I said, ‘he is going to have to drag me.’




  ‘Now you just look here, mister,’ came the manager’s voice, a meaty baritone, full of swagger and demand. ‘It isn’t safe here for you guys. It’s crowded, and

  I sure as hell am not going to find myself sued when one of you gets hurt. You’re going to be spilling drinks all over the place. You’re going to be bumping into people and knocking

  over tables. Who’s going to take you to the bathroom when you got to go? Tell me that, huh? My staff got too much on their hands to babysit you.’




  Ignorance and callousness are hard enough to bear, and I had already learned far more about them than I wanted to know. But this time there was loathing: black skins, yellow skins, Muslims,

  foreigners, women – and the disabled. Blind, Down’s syndrome, deaf, legless, epileptic: what difference does it make? ‘We are no more likely to spill drinks than you are,’ I

  said, and I had to fight to keep my voice steady. I turned to the others. ‘Please sit down. We have every right to be here.’




  The manager withdrew without another word. We tried for a few minutes to recover the party mood, but it was a lost cause; we were all in agreement that the evening was over by the time we heard

  the wail of police cars – which none of us associated with ourselves. I was just getting up to find my coat when I felt a policeman’s hand on my shoulder. ‘Sir, if you don’t

  leave I’m going to have to arrest you,’ he said to me.




  I sat down again at once. I crossed my arms. ‘Are you aware, Officer,’ I said, ‘that Illinois was the first state in the union to institute a White Cane Law? I believe the year

  was 1937.’




  He sighed. ‘Okay, guys, we got no choice.’




  They handcuffed my hands behind my back and jostled me into a squad car along with two others, both of whom had backed up my protest. It is not easy to describe a first taste of unadulterated

  humiliation. They say that doctors have no grasp of disease until they have been seriously sick themselves. Lawyer that I had been, I knew nothing of the burn of injustice. I had no idea what it

  did to people, and I was sunk so deep in it that I only half heard the charges against us: remaining on land after having been forbidden. I alone was singled out for aiding and abetting others to

  commit this violation of the City Code. A date for an arraignment was set, and we were released on our own recognizance.




  I had a bad night, but by morning, I knew what to do. Before noon, I had composed my first legal letter since going blind. I addressed it to the City Attorney, a Mr Phillip Ross, and I laid out

  for him a clear case against the city and the police department for false arrest and for violation of the White Cane Law. I gave him two weeks to reply. I noted at the bottom of the letter that

  copies were going out to newspapers, both local and state-wide. A media outcry followed. All charges were dropped, but by this time not one of the twelve members of our ill-fated party was willing

  to let it rest. We formed a legal committee. We brought suit on behalf of the centre and ourselves. We won just over $500,000 in damages, and with it, the Lincoln Center built and equipped the

  first computer department in the country dedicated solely to the needs of the blind.




  But what was most important to me personally was that I was back. I had reclaimed the tools that I had lost. I was in business again.




  Somewhat to my own surprise I found that the cut-throat world of corporate law still intrigued me more than the civil rights that had nudged me back to my profession, and yet blindness had

  changed me subtly as well as obviously. I felt the need – almost a vocation – to help other people in some simple way, something comparable to what the centre had done for me. My

  friends and colleagues thought the idea was just sentimental. They enjoyed teasing me with proposals; I have forgotten which of them brought up the Illinois State Literacy in Prisons programme

  – always in need of part-time teachers – although it was just another dinner-party joke. I remember the laughter, and yet I knew at once that I had found what I was looking for.




  I do not doubt that criminals should be segregated from law-abiding citizens. But I despise the idea of degrading people just for the sake of it, whether the people are the disabled, the poor,

  the old or the convicts we put behind bars. Of all of us, prisoners have it worst; their humiliation is continual, ritual, extreme. Part of the reason it persists is that most inmates are ignorant;

  they do not have the tools that allowed a blind man like me to make a stand for his dignity. Most convicts must burn – as I did – with the injustices of the system under which they

  suffer. Education alone delivers the weapons to fight it.




  I put my name forward.




  I had been teaching for nearly three years when young David Marion appeared on my list of pupils. I was not called in on his case because he expressed a desire to learn –

  he most emphatically did not – but because he was so young. As far back as 1917, Illinois state law required that children be educated to the age of sixteen and to the literacy standards of

  the sixth grade; this boy was only fifteen, and his record stated that he could not read at all.




  ‘Good afternoon, Mr Marion,’ I said to him. There was no reply, so I said to the guard, ‘Would you kindly remove his manacles? Nobody can learn if he’s in

  chains.’




  The guard refused. I insisted.




  ‘Now you may go,’ I said to the guard.




  He refused. I insisted.




  When David and I were alone, I turned to him. ‘You do not belong in this facility, Mr Marion. I will arrange a transfer at once. But that’s a . . . curious name to have . . . in

  here: Marion.’




  It was more than just ‘curious’. The prison was Marion Federal Penitentiary at Marion, Illinois, south and a little east of Springfield, and it is a barbaric place, the most violent

  and repressive in the entire federal system, the true heir to Alcatraz. By the time of my first visit with David, it was already the repository of many of Alcatraz’s former prisoners.

  Institutionalized racism, institutionalized religious intolerance, inedible food and inadequate portions, solitary confinement for ninety days for minor infringements, minimal medical treatment,

  mass reprisals at the slightest infraction, routine beatings, the constant threat of sexual assault.




  To bestow the name Marion on a child sounded like a curse to me – and so it turned out to have been when I learned a little more about the boy. It is hardly surprising that there was no

  reply to my comment.




  ‘Mr Marion?’




  ‘I ain’t going nowhere.’




  ‘This is a federal prison, and yours is not a federal offence.’




  ‘I got to stay where I am, hear me?’




  ‘You were convicted of murder in a state court, Mr Marion. You do not belong in a federal prison?’ for that reason alone. Because of your age, you do not belong here, under any

  circumstances. Do please understand that my only purpose in arranging a transfer is to make your life more bearable. I am certain that you will adjust readily to the change.’




  The tension on the other side of the table was electric. He made me think of an animal when the trap snaps shut over its leg or the prisoner at the bar hearing a death sentence delivered, and I

  wondered a little nervously if I had been hasty in asking the guard to remove his chains. Perhaps he had become sexually entangled with one of the inmates. Such things are very common in prisons,

  especially with boys as young as he, who are often mercilessly abused and exploited by older prisoners. The lives of these victims can be miserable beyond our imaginings; all manner of horrors can

  be held over their heads to keep them compliant – beating, mutilation, enforced prostitution, threats to friends and family on the outside, even death – easily frightening enough to

  provoke the kind of reaction I sensed in David Marion. As a lawyer, I knew I must get this vulnerable young person away from the penitentiary as quickly as possible, with his cooperation or without

  it.




  This tense silence stretched between us until I was almost ready to call the guard, then abruptly he relaxed, as though he had managed to steel himself against the move or had resigned himself

  to whatever it entailed.




  ‘I try reading. I get to keep the book, right?’




  ‘Of course, Mr Marion. It belongs to you.’




  ‘Reading and writing, huh?’




  ‘That is what I am here for.’ I considered him a moment, opened my briefcase and pulled out a Dick Tracy comic book. I kept my elementary reading materials in binders identical

  except for Braille embossing on the spine so that I could find what I wanted quickly. I lay this one on the table and opened it.




  ‘Ah, fuck,’ he said. ‘Guard! Get me out of here.’




  ‘Not yet, Mr Marion. Is it too easy?’




  ‘Guard!’




  ‘We are going to be together a full forty-five minutes whether you like it or not. Let me see if I can find something more to your taste.’




  I tried a number of slim volumes: adventure stories, mysteries, even Playboy magazine – banned from prison cells at the time. They fared no better. After some half dozen rejections,

  I sat back, considering my options. Then on a hunch, I pulled out the Dick Tracy again.




  Before I had time to open it, he said ‘Fuck it, man, I hate Dick Tracy.’




  ‘How do you know this is Dick Tracy?’




  ‘It’s the first fucking thing you showed me.’




  I couldn’t help laughing in delight. ‘This is the binder that contains Dick Tracy, yet there is nothing to indicate the fact except a notation in Braille. If you can pick up Braille

  even though nobody wants to teach it to you, you can also read written English, at least a little. Why do you pretend you cannot?’




  He said nothing.




  ‘So the question becomes, how do we play the game here? Shall we start at the end instead of the beginning?’ I heaved a heavy volume out of my briefcase. ‘This is the third

  edition of The American System of Criminal Justice by the great jurist, George F. Cole.’




  Again the tension was almost electric.




  ‘Does this suit you better?’ I asked.




  ‘I hate people shitting me.’




  ‘I have cleared the book with all the relevant authorities, Mr Marion. From today forward, it will serve as your official reading primer – if you will accept it, that is.’




  Another pause, then again that abrupt relaxation. ‘A goofy old blind guy knows what I’m gonna like, huh?’




  I leaned forward in my chair. ‘I do not deny being blind,’ I said, ‘but even so I see that your self-control is not absolute. You would not be behind bars if it were. I also

  see that your intellect is more than adequate to the job I have been set to carry out on your behalf. Finally, I see that you are not aware of how very ignorant you are. It is here that I can be

  most helpful to you, because I am sorry to inform you that the uneducated are the un-empowered in our society and that neither your self-control nor your intellect will get you anywhere –

  behind bars or out in front of them – unless you have access to power. Blind though I am – “goofy” though I rather hope I am – power is precisely what I have to give

  you that I think you will very much enjoy and I will do my utmost to decline it.’




  Yet another pause. ‘Where the fuck did you get a hold of a spiel like that?’




  And so the lessons began.
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  PETERSBURG: A few minutes later




  There was no chair for David in the funeral tent. Of course there wasn’t. He stood by the opening, holding the canvas flap against the wind; the minister fluffed

  himself and began a second time.




  ‘“Man, that is born of woman, hath but a short time to live, and is full of misery. He cometh up and is cut down . . .”’




  Imagine somebody who had always kept his word in a world where nobody does. Imagine somebody who had actually delivered the power he’d promised in that elegant, early speech. Then this

  very same person proceeded to get his pupil out of prison to make use of it. For eighteen years, Hugh was visitor, teacher, advisor. And finally, liberator.




  How could such a man be reduced to something that would fit into such a little box?




  







  4




  SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS: After the funeral




  The graveside service for Hugh Freyl was mercifully short, and the funeral guests departed for a buffet lunch at his mother’s house some ten miles south-east in

  Springfield itself.




  Springfield is the state capital of Illinois. Lincoln practised law here for nearly a quarter of a century; he ran for Senator here both as a Whig and as a Republican, and even though he lost

  both senatorial bids, he initiated his campaign for President here. To this day, he brings in hordes of tourists that keep the town’s cash flow so healthy that his birthday is celebrated as a

  major holiday for a patron saint. Springfield grew into a big town on his back, 115,000 strong, and the Freyls have been its leading family since long before he arrived in it.




  Right at the beginning the Freyls bought large tracts of land both in the middle of town and in the surrounding countryside; there are streets named after various forefathers and a square

  dedicated to Becky Freyl’s husband, dead of a heart attack over a decade ago. The Rebecca Freyl Museum of Art houses the work of artists from across the country and the Rebecca Freyl Opera

  House was nearly complete in a special plot just off the Capitol Complex. Becky herself lived beneath a pure copper roof in a stately structure surrounded by a private park. The funeral guests took

  roundabout routes to the house to allow for the few minutes of preparation that would be necessary.




  By the time Allen Madison, President of the First National Bank of Springfield, pulled up in his Cadillac with his willowy and still-handsome wife there were already two dozen cars along the

  driveway. His wife sighed irritably as he rang the bell beside the massive oak door.




  ‘We’re late,’ she said.




  ‘If you hadn’t bawled on that pancake you slap all over your face, we’d have been here first,’ said the banker. He was a dour, bitter man, very proud of his presidential

  name and his resemblance to the affable Ronald Reagan – which really was marked if he got drunk enough and the light fell on him from just the right angle. But he hadn’t yet had his

  first drink of the day, and morning light is always harsh. He gave her a cold glance. ‘You didn’t even like Hugh Freyl.’




  ‘How can you say such a thing? I adored him – especially looking at him. Pity I never got much closer than that.’




  Tall, long windows flanked the front door; the son of Becky’s staunch protector and servant Lillian opened it for them. ‘Morning, Mr Madison, Mrs Madison,’ he said. ‘If

  you can just step this way, Mrs Freyl will be right with you.’




  The couple were wholly familiar with the elegant Chinese slates in this foyer; they knew the graceful arch of the staircase that rose up to the bedrooms above. They’d been coming here for

  a quarter of a century, dinners, cocktail parties, Sunday lunch. But this morning there were so many people packed into the space that the quarried floor tiles were barely visible and the living

  room beyond was blocked from view. The banker’s wife – her first name was Ruth – hadn’t counted on a receiving line; it clogged the flow of new arrivals like a supermarket

  checkout at rush hour. Besides, her shoes were patent leather and a little tight. She let Lillian’s son remove the coat from her expensive shoulders, and she turned distractedly to embrace

  her closest friend and bridge partner, the broker’s wife.




  ‘Where’s Piet?’ she asked.




  These two women had known each other since they were children; they’d been the most popular girls in town all the way through school, but the broker’s wife hadn’t held on to

  her looks the way Ruth had. Not even plastic surgery could disguise a thin neck barely supporting a head that wobbled pom-pom-like on top of it.




  ‘He got here early,’ the broker’s wife said of Piet, her husband. ‘The bastard.’




  ‘Trouble?’




  ‘Need you ask?’




  ‘Oh, dear,’ said Ruth a little absently, craning her neck to see who else was corralled in the foyer. Hugh’s four senior partners at Herndon & Freyl clubbed together as

  they always did, wives on their arms – all except for Jimmy Zemanski. Hugh’s doctor and his wife were there along with the biggest Angus breeder in the state and his wife. The owner of

  Wake & Field Engineering, who supplied toilet fixtures to motels throughout the Midwest, stood just behind a grouping that included two identical blonde heads. Why do women of uncertain age

  insist on that shiny gold? It makes them look so haggard. Anyhow, those two bleaches meant that the Mayor of Springfield was right on the point of entering the sanctum beyond with his twin

  daughters and probably their husbands, too.




  The crowd in the foyer thinned more rapidly as Hugh’s partners began their way through the receiving-line formalities. Ruth’s friend, the broker’s wife, shifted foot to foot.

  ‘Only six to go,’ she sighed.




  Ruth turned to her with a delighted smile. ‘David Marion’s already in that room, you know.’




  ‘No! He’s here too? That beat-up Chevrolet is his?’




  Ruth nodded. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he got us a mention in the society pages of the Chicago Tribune.’




  The broker’s wife laughed. ‘Not even the maid would drive a heap like that.’




  ‘Come, come. It’s a classic. She probably couldn’t keep it up.’




  At the entrance to the living room stood the Senator and young Mrs Calder, both of them at Becky’s side. When the Madisons finally got that far, Ruth and the Senator’s wife kissed

  cheeks. The Senator shook the banker’s hand and held it in both of his (he was famous for this handshake).




  ‘Sad business. Sad business,’ he said.




  ‘A difficult time for us all,’ said the banker.




  Then came Becky herself. Ruth would have kissed her too if that unyielding back had not indicated that the time for such things was past. Ruth stumbled a little – fearful that she might

  not be doing precisely the right thing – but managed to deliver the little speech she kept in reserve for the bereaved at funerals. Becky cocked her head to catch every word. The banker

  received the same rapt attention. Becky thanked them both graciously and said, ‘Please have Lillian give you something to eat and drink.’




  The Madisons moved on into a living room that was airy, rich-textured, as elegant as any that featured in style magazines from New York and San Francisco. There was a Japanese subtlety to the

  arrangement of pictures on the walls and the artefacts on tables and shelves, even in the tapestry that Becky had designed herself: these things showed an éclat that everybody here had the

  money to indulge in if only they’d known how. How easy it was to see that she was born to the sophistication of Atlanta. No wonder she was still arbiter of the town’s taste, bellwether

  of its manners, its style, its pursuits.




  The large room was crowded. At one end stood a mahogany dining table laden with platters of rare sliced beef fillet and German potato salad, bread, china, silverware. There were bottles of

  Scotch, bourbon, martini mixings, a bucket of ice and frozen glasses. Lillian presided. Becky’s liquor was always the best, and the guests collected drinks and drifted into little groups.

  Ruth Madison floated out of her husband’s vicinity and towards Piet, husband of her best friend. They had recently come to a private arrangement that included Tuesday and Friday afternoons at

  the St Nicholas Hotel; the affair was only a month old, and standing near each other in public brought with it a tantalizing, illicit charge.




  ‘I’ve had such a hard year,’ she whispered into his ear; her large brown eyes sloped downwards at the outer edge, giving her the vulnerable charm of a night animal in the

  forest.




  ‘What is it?’ he said, solicitous, worried, knowing from her voice that she wasn’t talking about Hugh.




  ‘Hems were up in January and down again by November. It’s so much work.’




  His smile was a little uncertain. Her coquettish humour had enchanted him ever since he was a boy, but he didn’t understand it any better now than he had then. He strained to think of

  something sophisticated to say. Nothing came to mind. Fortunately, the crowd eased around them just then. They caught sight of David Marion at the same moment – and both forgot their game

  entirely.




  There he stood – this gate-crasher of graveside funerals and private funeral parties – right out in plain view. Or rather, there he leaned against a wall across from the mahogany

  table, glass in hand, a tall man, heavily muscled as long-term convicts tend to be, body relaxed into a belligerent indifference as though he had as much right to be here as any of them,

  more right than they did. And yet amid all the black finery he wore no tie, no jacket, crumpled jeans, crumpled shirt open at the neck, sleeves rolled just short of his elbows. A moat of

  empty floor space surrounded him.




  ‘How could he show up dressed like that?’ Ruth said to the broker, who only shook his head. ‘I bet he’s slept in those jeans for a week. What do you suppose he thinks

  he’s doing? Spitting in our faces? He hasn’t shaved in days either.’




  They watched in fascination as Becky made her way towards the pariah in their midst. A hush fell over the entire company.




  ‘Mr Marion,’ Becky said. Usually her height gave her an edge; she could look most men straight in the eye. To her annoyance, she had to look up to this one.




  ‘Mrs Freyl,’ he replied. The voice had a gravelly resonance to it, and the tone was both gentle and polite, which was surprising – even a little alarming – because the

  tension in him was palpable.




  ‘We did not expect you.’




  ‘No.’




  He nodded to her and turned towards the feast on the mahogany table as though she’d suggested he lead the company in partaking of the food; so far none of them had yet been able to

  distract their attention from the liquor long enough to consider eating. The guests shrank back to let him pass. At the table, he picked up a plate; they watched transfixed as he speared the first

  slices of beef from the platter. Then he spooned up the first of the potato salad.




  ‘We ain’t got no beer, David,’ Lillian said, ‘and you’re sure enough going to need something to drink with what you’re eating.’




  He cocked his head at a collection of bottles. ‘What’s that?’




  ‘This here? We got some red wine.’




  ‘It’ll do.’




  Lillian filled a glass, handed it to him. ‘David, don’t you pay them folks no mind, you hear me?’ Her eyes took in the roomful of guests as she spoke. Then hands on hips, she

  addressed them in that strong voice of hers, ‘Ain’t the rest of you going to eat any of the food I done prepared in Mr Hugh’s honour?’




  The guests hurried to line up like good boys and girls. Ruth found herself separated somehow from the broker and next to his wife again. As the two women picked up plates, they watched Becky and

  the Senator disappear off in what they assumed was the direction of a telephone.




  ‘They can’t be going to call the police, can they?’ said the broker’s wife.




  ‘I’d guess at damage limitation of some kind.’




  ‘I’d guess the damage is done.’




  ‘There’s something about a man that big though, don’t you think?’ said Ruth, looking David up and down.




  The broker’s wife laughed. ‘Ruth Madison, you ought to be ashamed of yourself.’




  ‘Oh, I am. I am.’




  There was a panther in the zoo out at Lake Springfield that prowled back and forth across his cage the way David moved; its musculature shimmered with fury beneath its pelt. The zookeeper stuck

  bleeding meat on the end of a long pole to feed the beast – none of the other big cats required such extreme caution – and Ruth wouldn’t have dared get any closer to David than

  that even though it was last summer’s dreams of him, not the broker, that had led to her month of afternoon appointments at the St Nicholas Hotel.




  ‘Becky says he was born for the electric chair,’ said the broker’s wife.




  ‘Nonsense,’ said Ruth, who had an unexpectedly literal mind. ‘Illinois uses lethal injection. Or rather it doesn’t do anything at all any more.’ There’d been

  a moratorium on executions for several years, and it was likely to stay in force until John Calder got into the Governor’s Mansion to revoke it.




  ‘He killed Hugh,’ said the broker’s wife. ‘I know it. You know it. So does everybody else.’




  Ruth bit her lip. ‘I went down to the Illinois Times yesterday and looked up the original report.’




  ‘Yeah?’




  Ruth nodded. ‘“Two men dead at Fowler & Son Garage”.’




  ‘“Two men”? Oh, that report. How long ago was that anyhow? It must be twenty years if it’s a day.’




  The story had plastered the front page, photographs of the dead men, another of the very young David – a school picture probably – with tousled hair and cocky grin. He’d been

  at his foster father’s garage out near White Oaks Mall with his foster father and foster brother. There hadn’t been any witnesses to what happened; a customer had returned to pick up

  his car and found what looked at first like no more than a kid beaten to his knees in some kind of brawl. But a glance in the pit beneath his car was enough to send the customer reeling out of the

  garage screaming for the cops. Two of the brawlers were dead. They were real dead too, messy dead, sprawled in a stew of blood, brains and black engine oil.




  When the police arrived, the lug wrench David had killed them with lay on the garage floor right out in plain view.




  ii




  A panther can see the world from behind his bars even as the world can stare in at him, and for David, this money-draped room in Becky Freyl’s house didn’t

  have much of an edge on an oil pit with the stench of death in it. At least death was real. Everything on show here was pretend. These people reeked of greed and shallow, stagnant convention.




  He watched them pick at their food. Some sat. Most stood, plates in one hand, setting glasses down on strategically positioned coasters so they could juggle knives and forks. Their concentration

  was split between him and the liquor while his attention was on them alone. He was an expert watcher. Prison trains a person in the art. It’s not that there’s little else to do in a

  cage; it’s that prison is a place for predator and prey, a place where panthers belong, where everybody is to be feared: guards, other inmates, everybody. All it takes is a single

  unanticipated gesture, and you’re raped or mutilated or dead – or all of these. This lot? An endangered species. Not one of them would last twenty-four hours. Even so, their behaviour

  was wholly familiar to him.




  Sometime around the middle of his sentence, Hugh had given him a copy of a little-known work of Emile Zola’s called Death; he read it with great curiosity because it showed him that

  people on the outside react to death just like people on the inside: the full gamut from deep grief, through sadness, passing regret, hypocrisy, simple pleasure, right on up to hard-headed

  calculation. Rebecca Freyl’s guests added only sanctimonious references to the much-vaunted ‘closure’. Most of them were well along in the familiar process of distancing

  themselves from the dead man, jockeying for position, trying to decide who would bear the mantle of successor at the Sangamo Club, the country club, the cocktail party, the dinner table, the legal

  world. This dividing up of the dead man’s garments was the only reason David had forced himself to come here: to see if one of them snatched at the spoils too hungrily.




  Most of them had avoided his gaze, but as he was getting ready to leave he caught Helen Freyl’s eye across the room. She looked away at once, but he knew perfectly well that she’d

  been watching – just like the others – to see what he might do.




  Helen was Hugh’s daughter, pretty as well as bright, very much her father’s heir – as serious a scholar as he was, educated at Choate Rosemary Hall, a Phi Beta Kappa graduate

  of Vassar, a doctorate in physics from Columbia. Her hair was dark where her father’s had been light, but she had his startling-green eyes; she had his cheekbones too and the crisp family

  features. She even had something of his quirky rebellious streak, dressed in pale blue among the mourners in black. Part of what had made Hugh attractive was that he wasn’t aware of it

  himself; she was the same. She was one of those soft women; in this, she was just like her mother. Her skin was so fair that David could see blue veins beat at her temples, and she bruised easily,

  a trait she despised.




  She was standing with Jimmy Zemanski, the partner at Herndon & Freyl who had arrived alone. Jimmy had been fidgeting because her attention was not focused exclusively on him. It did not help

  – not at all – that she was as preoccupied with David as the rest of them. Helen was Jimmy’s. He saw himself as Hugh’s heir, the youngest of the four senior partners

  in Herndon & Freyl. He was tanned, square-jawed, smooth-skinned, cow-lick in the hair. His hand-made suit showed off an all-American’s bulging muscle to perfection – half-back at

  UCLA. Well, near enough to perfect: there’s time and chance and all that, and the guy was several years past forty. The ruddy cheeks probably had as much to do with liquor intake as with

  tanning bed – alcohol was the town’s weakness – and the suit hid a roll of flab along with the sinew and bone.




  But he was a man of substance like the rest of them, and it showed. Helen’s exchange of glances with David, that quick lowering of her eyes: these were things he could not allow to go

  unremarked any more than he could allow a jailbird motherfucker to walk out of here unchallenged. Besides, there’s security in numbers; there were nearly fifty people in the room. Jimmy gave

  Helen’s distracted shoulder a proprietary pat, picked up his drink and took a few steps towards the arch to block David’s path.




  ‘How you doing, David?’ he said in a courtroom voice that threw another hush over the room.




  David nodded his head in token greeting. ‘I’m just on my way out.’ As he’d been with Becky, he was polite, even gentle.




  ‘Come to pay your respects, have you?’




  ‘Something like that.’




  Jimmy lifted his drink to salute the rumpled clothing. ‘My, my,’ he said. ‘Quite the fashion plate, aren’t we? Is there some point you’re trying to make?’




  ‘Your plans didn’t leave me enough time to change.’




  Jimmy gave a short laugh. ‘Not me friend. A few days in the clink was an order from the dowager herself. Last thing she wanted was the likes of you fouling her nest today. She’s mad

  as hell about it. So is the Senator I bet. In fact, I bet the entire Police Department is cowering behind doors until the storm dies down. By all rights that leaves some unfortunate desk-job cop

  stumbling all over himself with apologies. You’re probably going to cost some poor bastard his job this very afternoon.’




  There was a pause. David made a move to step forward into the foyer, but Jimmy stayed where he was. The funeral guests held their breath. ‘Is there something I can do for you?’ David

  said.




  ‘You? Do something for me?’ Jimmy lifted his drink as he had before. He eyed David up and down. ‘Nah. Not a thing.’




  David nodded his head, a token bow this time. Still Jimmy held his ground. ‘You don’t really want to get in my way,’ David said then.




  Jimmy moved out of his way at once.




  HUGH




  I never intended to teach anything beyond basic reading and math, and the only difficulty I expected – and for the most part encountered – was working out ways

  to mediate between my disability and my pupils’ sight. But the people who became my charges were astonishing to someone like me. Long-term prisoners are raw, stripped-down, painfully direct.

  Their reaction to what I had to teach them often mirrored my own grudging and yet hopeful first approach to Braille, and I sensed in all of them the same bafflement I still feel myself.




  But it did not take long for me to realize that any sense of community I might have felt with them was illusion. Prisoners are different from you and me. They’re aristocrats in the world

  of pain. Most of them are born to it, and their life stories still shock me. Few had anything I recognize as a childhood. In an effort to understand them, I sought out books on sociology and

  childhood psychology, but such studies are written by highly paid, earnest college professors with degrees from Brown and NYU, dry academics from comfortable homes who know as little as I do, who

  could not possibly grasp what lies at the heart of lives like these. Their texts rely on statistics, bare-bones case histories and classifications reminiscent of consumer satisfaction sheets handed

  out by market researchers on street corners.




  Despite David’s youth, he had been convicted as an adult in an adult court; hence the murders he committed were a public matter. All prior records, while he was still officially a

  juvenile, were privileged. I did not see them until much later, when I became his lawyer as well as his teacher. My textbooks would have deposited what I have learned of his upbringing into a

  category entitled ‘Abuse and Neglect’ and a sub-category entitled ‘Very Extreme Violence’. The writer in one of my books set up a check list: tick the box next to the words

  that apply. That things like these form part of any child’s life is horrifying; that they happen so commonly as to figure in the dry form of a chart is enough to take the breath away. If a

  reader ticks seven out of nine of the boxes below, the subject fits the category. In David’s case the reader would have to tick them all and still be a long way away from a sense of what had

  actually happened to him.




  

    

      [image: ] bite




      [image: ] hit with a fist




      [image: ] beat up




      [image: ] break bones




      [image: ] burn or scald




      [image: ] tie up with rope/wire




      [image: ] infect with venereal disease




      [image: ] threaten with, use knife




      [image: ] threaten with, use gun


    


  




  Apparently David comes from nowhere. Until he was six or seven he had no birth certificate, no last name, no official existence. The fact that the birth was not registered leads me to assume

  that he was born without medical attention. No place of birth is indicated either, but the east side of Springfield is likely since his grandmother had an apartment there, and he went to live with

  her almost at once. His mother disappeared without a trace.




  He first came to the notice of Child Welfare Services when an unidentified neighbour made a furtive telephone call about a little boy who never went to school. The social worker assigned to the

  case found him playing in the gutter outside his grandmother’s tenement. Her apartment was locked, and she was away for the day. The social worker’s report states that the boy was badly

  bruised. He was also dirty, infected with lice and impetigo, malnourished and very, very hungry. He was not even registered at school.




  Not long ago, I sought out that very same social worker and spoke to her myself. She had never forgotten him; there were very few children she disliked, but she had mistrusted this one on sight,

  even though she figured he wasn’t much over six years old. She told me that she won his confidence by buying him a hamburger and a chocolate milkshake.




  ‘What’s your name?’ she asked as he wolfed down the food.




  ‘David.’




  ‘David what?’




  ‘David.’




  ‘Your last name, kid.’




  ‘Just David,’ he spat at her.




  ‘Don’t you talk nasty to me, or I’ll take that milkshake away.’




  ‘David Marion.’




  When they finally tracked down the grandmother, she said, ‘He don’t have no name. David, that’s him. He’s a bad, bad boy. He’s always doing something bad. Some days

  I call him David Marion ’cause that’s where he’s going to end up: the pen at Marion. You just wait and see. His mother was bad too, nothing but a whore what didn’t have no

  name neither, and his father never was at all. David nothing or David Marion. Take your pick.’
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  SPRINGFIELD: Mid-swing in the funeral party




  David made his way across the vast, open space of the Freyls’ foyer. A crystal chandelier hung above the Chinese slate floor, and the cut-glass panes of the tall

  windows on either side of the front door put glitter into the light from a winter sun. He found his coat, a leather jacket as inappropriate as his crumpled jeans. He was putting it on when Becky

  Freyl and John Calder emerged from the study.




  ‘I’ll join you in a minute,’ Becky said to the Senator.




  ‘You’re sure you can handle this yourself?’ the Senator said.




  ‘I am not a child.’ She turned to David. ‘Mr Marion?’ There was no warmth in her voice. ‘I have to talk to you.’




  ‘Sure you do.’




  ‘The others are waiting for you, John,’ she said to the Senator, who still stood beside her indecisively.




  ‘Listen, Becky, maybe I’d really better—’




  ‘Please do as I ask.’ The Senator gave David a worried glance, started towards the living room, hesitated, then went on. ‘In here,’ she said to David. She led him back to

  the study.




  This was where Hugh worked, where he and David had talked so many times in the two years that had followed David’s release from the South Hams maximum security prison north-east of Havana,

  Illinois, where the best catfish in the state can be caught. The study was a gentleman’s club of a place, large, wood-panelled, leather sofa, deep carpet, velvet drapes, a beautiful room by

  anybody’s standards. It had always made David intensely uncomfortable. The world outside a prison was an alien place to a man who had spent his adult life in a seven-by-ten-foot cell –

  open toilet in the corner – when he hadn’t been in solitary or chained to the floor in one of the punishment blocks. But the luxury on show here didn’t bring to mind the sort of

  remote heaven most men dream of inhabiting; it had all the feel of a honeyed trap.




  Hugh’s specialized technology for the blind only heightened the sense of threat. It looked to David as though it belonged in a silent Frankenstein movie, where Hugh was the great doctor

  and David the monster. The acoustic hood had cost a fortune; it was a trash-can-like object designed to mute the Braille embosser’s terrible racket, but it resembled a generator for the power

  that was to be injected into the corpse on the doctor’s table. The even more expensive jumble of metal and wires in a transparent plastic case – the Braille display that let

  Hugh’s fingers read the computer screen – could easily have been the capacitor that stored the power and delivered the huge jolt that got life going.




  Becky sat in the captain’s chair behind this barrier of equipment and the tangle of wires that connected its various elements. ‘How dare you come here today?’ she said to

  David, who stood before her.




  ‘You didn’t make it any easier for me.’




  ‘I instructed the police to hold you in custody until the funeral was over. They failed to follow instructions.’ David said nothing. ‘You haven’t been very

  helpful, have you? Friday evening until Tuesday morning at the police station – and not a single, solitary word out of you. The desk sergeant tells me you wouldn’t even give them your

  name.’




  ‘Are you going to ask me to sit down?’




  ‘You won’t be here long enough.’ He turned to leave at once. ‘All right, all right. Have it your own way. Sit. If you must.’




  He took off his jacket, tossed it on the leather sofa and sat beside it, leaned back, stretched his arms out to either side of him along the sofa’s substantial back. There’s

  something about physical grace that makes insolence all the more insolent – it seems to come so naturally – and Becky was not pleased. ‘You are an embarrassment to my

  guests,’ she said.




  ‘You could have stopped me at the door.’




  ‘That would only have compounded their embarrassment. Explain yourself,’ she said.




  ‘How do you want me to go about that?’




  ‘What I cannot figure out is why they let you go.’




  ‘They just could have remembered the law.’




  ‘I imagine silence was . . . prudent from your point of view, but it can hardly be said to be reassuring for my family, can it?’




  ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘My son is brutally murdered, and you’re sorry? That’s the best you can say for yourself? You’re sorry?’ Her misunderstanding was deliberate; it was just

  what David had expected of her, which she sensed and which infuriated her. ‘I’d have thought you’d be anxious to help all you can,’ she went on – very tart –

  ‘if for no other reason than to dispel the suspicion that inevitably surrounds you.’ She picked up a pencil, tapped it on the desk, set it down again. ‘Have you nothing to say for

  yourself?’




  ‘What about?’




  ‘Don’t you want to explain yourself? If I were in your position, I would be very eager to do so.’ David said nothing. ‘Innocent people protest their

  innocence.’




  ‘They’re stupid.’




  This is the truth. If a person is arrested for anything, the real professionals – whether they’re criminals or lawyers – keep their mouths shut. Open your mouth to state

  anything, and a diligent interviewer can find something in it, no matter how innocent or trivial that something may be, to indict you.




  Becky pursed her lips. ‘Just look at you,’ she said to David. ‘How dare you arrive at Hugh’s funeral unshaven? How dare you come to my house in this condition?’




  ‘Get to the point.’




  The winter sun filtered through into this room as it did into the foyer, its slant so steep that it lit up dust particles floating in the air. There was an unseemly burst of laughter from the

  living room beyond, and Becky’s lips pursed tighter. ‘I told Hugh that any attempt at rehabilitation would never work on a man like you,’ she said to David, ‘and that

  was long before I even knew what you’d done.’




  ‘People want what they want.’




  ‘However that may be, only five minutes ago, I finally learned why you went to prison.’




  For a moment David was taken aback. ‘Haven’t you always known?’




  ‘I do not lower myself to details of that nature.’




  ‘You’re the only one here today who doesn’t.’




  ‘My son’s intellectual weakness was the idea of a noble savage.’ She eyed David with disdain. ‘I could never understand it myself. A savage is a savage. He thinks like a

  savage. He responds like a savage. No combination of taming, training and high-minded intention is going to alter that. But even people as brilliant as Hugh are reluctant to let go of their

  dreams.’




  Becky expected obedience from her subjects. She expected fear and a drop or two of blood in tribute. And yet David kept his gaze on her face as she spoke, not a flicker, not even a blink. That

  was her trick. Seeing it in this low person made the police chief’s cowardly evasion of her outrage a few minutes ago even more intolerable. ‘To imagine I presided over a

  table,’ she went on, ‘where a man like you dined as a guest, not once but many times. I had no idea you’d committed such a terrible, disgusting . . . I’d never have

  permitted it. Never.’




  She shivered with distaste.




  ‘And still you keep quiet,’ she said. ‘My son is murdered. His murderous protégé is taken into custody – and refuses to speak. I should think simple

  gratitude for what he did for you would soften your heart. But no. Not a word. Not even to me, his own mother, in the depths of her grief.’ She paused for David to apologize. When he did not,

  she went on irritably, ‘Did you kill my son or didn’t you? This is the question. There is no other.’




  It was a question he had expected, but not so boldly or so soon. Next week perhaps, in the form of a royal summons to her lawyer’s office. Or perhaps in the person of Hugh’s lovely

  daughter. But Becky was claiming it for herself. She needed it, just as half a dozen guards equipped with truncheons and rib-spreaders need a prisoner to beat. He could not help a bemused

  admiration for her. She was as old as God; she faced him alone, which takes more guts than any guard he ever met – far more than Jimmy Zemanski had mustered just a few minutes ago backed by a

  roomful of supporters – and her timing was accurate enough to catch him off balance.




  ‘There’s nothing to tell you, Mrs Freyl,’ he said.




  ‘You do not deny that you killed my son?’




  ‘As I say, I haven’t got anything to –’




  ‘Am I to conclude that you admit it?’




  ‘You’ll conclude whatever you want to conclude no matter what I say.’




  She studied him a moment, savouring the blow she was about to deliver. It was the one pleasure she was likely to get on this terrible day. ‘I know you are in some way responsible for

  Hugh’s death,’ she said. ‘I have no proof, but I know it exists. The police will find it. Believe me, they will. The moment they do – the moment they find the

  slightest shred of evidence that places you within miles of the scene – I will hunt you down and destroy you. In the meantime, if you come anywhere near this house I will have you arrested.

  Do I make myself clear?’




  David shut the door to the study behind him and headed for the front door across the foyer, zipping his jacket as he went. The wake was in full swing in the living room: clink

  of glasses, shush and murmur of voices, tensions easing under the torrent of liquor and the presence of John Calder, town luminary – as well as the absence of David.




  He didn’t notice Helen at first.




  She stood at the far end of the foyer, a patch of misty morning sky in her pale blue dress, but it wasn’t sky he thought of when he caught sight of her. Hugh had had a favourite toy when

  he was a child; he’d kept it all his life until he gave it to David, who’d had no toys except the ones he stole. He’d never imagined things like this even existed: an antique

  brass kaleidoscope, jewel-like patterns that shifted at the slightest tremor despite a shiny exterior as tough as they come: a glorious, ordered beauty that is no more than a trick of mirrors

  – and nothing inside but broken shards of glass.




  Helen’s brows were knit across a fleeting range of expressions that moved so quickly he couldn’t quite catch them – grief? puzzlement? pain? – and yet there was a smile

  on her face too. She raised her glass to him.




  ‘To my father’s murderer,’ she said.




  There was barely a split-second delay in the zipping of his jacket. But she caught it, and her smile deepened before it disappeared completely.




  







  6
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  The area of Springfield where David lived was a dangerous place; it was the very same area where he’d lived with his grandmother as a small boy, no part of the

  Freyls’ town that rocked itself to sleep on goose down and dreamed of summer hemlines and hostile corporate takeovers. It was a hellhole, a free-for-all.




  You name the crime: it was daily currency here. Police did not patrol the streets any more. When they were called, they crept around the long way hoping that by the time they finally arrived

  there would no longer be a need for them. Burglaries, carjackings, gang wars, beatings, stabbings, driveby shootings, guns everywhere, drugs hawked on every street corner like cotton candy at the

  circus. The only legitimate businesses were liquor stores and loan sharks, and they operated behind heavy-gauge metal-mesh enclosures, wrapped up tighter than spider eggs in a cocoon. Everybody

  black hated everybody white. Everybody white hated everybody black. They hated their own colour too, if not quite as much as they hated each other. Boys roamed the streets in wolf packs, priding

  themselves on the ability to snuff out a life as quick as they could down a bottle of liquor or smoke a joint. No wonder either. Nobody in town gave a shit what went on here. Even on a good day the

  streets were upended-garbage-can filthy.




  David parked the ancient Chevy he drove – a white two-door Impala dating all the way back to 1967 when cars were big and horsepower really mattered – and walked past battle-torn

  buildings. His apartment was five flights up, past the sound of bouncing bed springs and the grunts of whores and their johns. At first sight, the desolation beyond his front door seemed of a piece

  with all of it. Grime on the windows was so deep that the rooms were twilit even at noon. But as soon as the eyes became accustomed to the light, the room showed itself to be as ordered as a

  military barracks. The furnishings were spare and austere: single bed, two straight chairs, round table in the centre of the room, minimal kitchen facilities. Pens, paper, envelopes lay in precise

  formation on a desk against one wall along with computer, printer, scanner.




  David had lived here since his release from South Hams State Prison two years before, and back then it had seemed to him too wonderful a place even to covet in his dreams. The splendour of it

  had dazzled him, disoriented him. Sometimes he awoke with a start and didn’t know where he was. He paced the floor, running his hands over surfaces just to reassure himself that all these

  miracles were actually there in the room with him. There were curtains across a window without bars. The bed had sheets and pillows. The mattress wasn’t lumpy; it didn’t lie threadbare

  on a concrete shelf. Not even the prison hospital block was so comfortable. Nor was there any stench from an open toilet in the corner. He could shut the door and be by himself; he could open it

  and go get himself a pack of cigarettes or a can of beer. He could walk eight paces in a straight line and still not reach the opposite wall. But most of all, it was his. He could do with it

  whatever he wanted to. No bed-wetting cellmates screaming with night horrors in bunks above him. No guards to trash the order he’d imposed just because they were bored and a few moments of

  bullying amused them.




  Even so, anybody who’d never done time would have found it amazing to think that during the past two years, a man had showered, shaved, dressed in rooms that would pass in gentler eyes as

  no more than a slum – had somehow made himself respectable enough to arrive at the ornate Freyl mansion and eat a three-course meal on a damask tablecloth. There were ties to that

  world though. Prints by the Dutch graphic artist Escher hung on the walls: a round tessellation of angels and devils disappearing off into a circular infinity and several of the studies of

  impossible buildings and illusion staircases. Even more telling were the two bookcases that ran floor to ceiling on either side of the desk. The lower shelves had already been packed into cardboard

  boxes – at this stage in a house move, it’s hard to tell whether a person is moving out or moving in – but the top shelves were still full of books. Nobody else around here owned

  as much as the Bible. Nobody would have been caught dead reading it.




  A man even bigger than David squatted over one of the boxes with a book open in his hands. He looked up and shook his head as David entered the apartment.




  ‘Un-uh.’ He shook his head again. ‘You taking all this shit with you?’ He tossed the book back in the box.




  David took off his leather jacket. ‘Good to see you, Tony.’




  ‘You’re a couple of days late.’




  ‘I had a few problems.’




  ‘So they tell me. I’m real sorry to hear about that.’




  David was surprised. He was touched too because Tony had never been sorry about anything in his life. Tony was a true American, named for the American way of life: Tonio Liberty Schama, a

  personal tribute to the Liberty Bell, as he always said, the symbol of freedom itself. He had all the country’s guiltless self-interest; he was even his own personal melting pot. His eyes

  were blue; they were the first thing anybody noticed about him because there had plainly been an African ancestor or two somewhere along the line. Not that he looked black. Not that he looked white

  either or Asian or any identifiable ethnic group; traits of one seemed to appear on his face then slip aside abruptly to admit the traits of another. And yet in spite of this complexity, he

  presented the world – just as his country does – with a deceptively simple face that smiled a lot, kept its secrets buried deep and gloried in an oversize body built out of solid

  muscle.




  He and David had grown up together until David went to prison. Or rather, they had seemed to. It was more half-together, half-apart; they’d fought their separate ways in and out of foster

  homes and juvenile detention centres that somehow managed to allow them to meet up again and again, tearing them apart each time only for their paths to cross yet once more. These meetings and

  re-meetings had come to have a fated feel for both of them, a dream-like intensity that provided the only continuity that either had to rely on in their rootless lives: brothers in shit if not by

  birth. Tony was the one part of David’s past that he could recall without hate or fury or pain or fear, and the bond had held all this time.




  They’d started working together almost as soon as David got out of prison. David had not remotely expected to find that it was as easy to make money when he put his mind to it as it had

  been before he went to prison, but he’d always had ideas. He’d always been the brains of the two of them, the leader. Carjacking, mugging, dealing when they were kids: it was usually

  David’s inspiration and David’s plan. It’s true that Tony had chafed in his secondary role from the very beginning, even when they were both small boys, but with David around, the

  money and the kicks came rolling in an awful lot quicker. Nobody could deny it – and together they made a formidable pair.




  ‘We got to rejig the Coopersville job,’ Tony said. ‘I hate those big old buildings. Why can’t they locate them closer to Springfield?’




  ‘They came to you?’ David flicked on a light.




  ‘I didn’t crawl around on my knees.’




  ‘Same day?’




  Tony nodded. ‘Next Monday.’




  ‘Same cut?’




  ‘Yeah. Long as we rejig it. She kick you out?’




  David flicked the light off again. ‘They figure I killed him.’




  ‘Well, fuck me,’ Tony said with a laugh. ‘Big surprise.’




  HUGH




  David’s criminal record didn’t start out so different from the other convicts I taught: shop-lifting at the age of seven, stealing car radios at eight, dealing

  at nine. At twelve, he was released illiterate – aggressively so according to the reports on him – from a juvenile detention centre.




  But three years later, at only fifteen, he was tried as an adult in Criminal Court – the gravity of his crime put him beyond the reach of the juvenile system – convicted of two

  murders and sentenced to life without the possibility of parole. There are very few youngsters like this among the prison population. The evidence against him was not strong in legal terms, but the

  records given me – I was issued a modicum of background material on all my pupils – stated that he had signed a confession and that his bloody fingerprints were on the murder weapon.

  For some reason, the file included a short newspaper story on the case that dwelt on the gore and said little more than that the dead were his foster father and his foster brother, a boy a few

  years older than he. The harshness of the sentence doubtless reflected the brutality of the killings and the fact that there were two victims; David’s history of delinquency could hardly have

  helped.




  His record in prison was not commendable. In fact, I am sorry that his is one of the most violent in the hundred-year-long history of South Hams State Prison, where I had him transferred within

  a month of our first meeting because there was no place available in a juvenile facility. It is also true that he has an extensive psychiatric record, but such records are common in prisons like

  South Hams and Marion where convicts are chemically restrained. If officials inject a man with massive doses of Thorazine, it is prudent – to say the least – to diagnose him as

  schizophrenic first; such interventions come under periodic review by various state commissions.




  All reports indicated that David’s final foster family had been kind to him. The social worker’s three-month evaluation revealed a devoted, close-knit group who managed to persuade

  him that there was another way. He did continue to truant from school, but he stayed off the streets and out of trouble. He worked in the garage his foster father ran out near White Oaks Mall; he

  showed a gift for car mechanics and indeed anything mechanical. He spent a great deal of time there, just as he did at home helping his foster mother.
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