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THE NEXT STEP
Chapter 1
“Good luck, Camden. You’ll need it!” The last prison guard I ever wanted to see gave me an evil grin and told me the last thing I wanted to hear.
I didn’t look back when the steel door closed behind me. No one would be waving good-bye and I didn’t need to remember the gray walls that held me for eighteen long years. I should have learned patience in all that time but I couldn’t wait to get away. I wanted to get on a bus before the parole board changed its mind about letting me go. Although I still faced seven years of supervision, the balance of my twenty-five year sentence, good behavior and a little luck had earned my release.
The prison van dropped me off across the highway from the truck stop where the Greyhound bus picked up passengers. All my earthly possessions were on my back and in a little green gym bag slung over my shoulder. Standing on the side of the busy road, I was dizzy from the line of cars speeding past. I had to wait for a lull in the traffic before I could cross to a new world as a free man, on my own for the first time in years.
The wind was blowing and there was a chill in the air but I could feel sky all around me. Nearly blinded by the bright sunshine, I was suddenly overcome with emotion. So this was Spring! How could I have let so many years pass without noticing or caring about Spring? Inside for eighteen years, my senses had been sheltered from the outside and insulated from the change of seasons and from the sky. I took a deep breath. How could I be sure my lungs would not burst, filled with fresh air?
I walked slowly, trying to get control of myself before I reached the restaurant, ready to blame the breeze and the morning sun for the tears streaming down my cheeks.
I was thrilled to be free, to be starting a new life, but afraid at the same time. Cops in Illinois still hated me. All of them knew my story, even the ones who were hardly out of diapers when I went to prison. If you want my advice, don’t shoot at a cop. Don’t even point a gun at a cop. If someone else kills him, you will pay the price. That’s what happened to me.
I was 23 at the time, old enough to know better. The steel mill closed, so I was out of a job, broke and trying to live on unemployment payments. When I ran into an old neighborhood buddy at a bar, he said I could help him make some deliveries. I would be his bodyguard.
“What kind of deliveries?” I asked.
“A hundred bucks cash for an hour or two riding in my car. You don’t need to know any details.”
We would be paid to deliver packages and to keep our mouths shut. The less we knew the better. A hundred bucks to go for a ride? You know what they say about something that’s too good to be true? I should have known better but I had an overdue car payment so I took the money on the first night.
Ted wanted me to carry a gun for security. I knew nothing about guns and shooting and didn’t want to learn. I refused, even though my job was to convince potential hijackers there were two guns in the car. It didn’t make any difference after all, because on the second night everything went to hell.
We were driving to Rockford on one of those two lane country roads, avoiding the toll roads and the traffic. When the red lights came on behind us, Ted hit the gas. He should have watched more television. Even I knew you couldn’t outrun the cops. I learned later that we were playing bumper tag with the Northern Illinois Regional Drug Task Force.
“Pull over!” I was screaming in his ear. There was nothing the cops could do to us that would be worse than hitting a bridge or a tree at a hundred miles an hour.
Maybe Ted figured it out too. He spun the car to a stop and tried to climb over me to get out the passenger side door. I don’t know why, but I slipped out behind him and followed him into the ditch. Ted started shooting. Behind us there were spotlights and muzzle flashes from what seemed like a platoon of cops. The shots sounded like fireworks on the Fourth of July, like a string of firecrackers going off.
In an instant, Ted went limp, either killed or badly wounded but the shots kept coming. I thought it was over for me too, but I picked up Ted’s gun and put a few shots of my own into the air before turning to run into the woods on the side of the road. I could hear lead ripping into the trees so I expected at any second a bullet would take me out. My pitiful life would end right there in the oak woods.
I don’t know how many trees died, but I was never touched. It was a miracle. Sometimes I get lucky. A helicopter with a giant searchlight circled all night while I stayed hidden in the woods with the sound of gunfire echoing in my head. They were hunting me down with everything they had while I cowered under bushes and in the tall grass near a fence.
Without a jacket, I shivered from the cold and from fear. I expected to hear bloodhounds baying as they picked up my trail. It was a cold night spent wondering if I could dare to give myself up. I didn’t know what had happened to Ted.
At dawn they found me at the edge of a cornfield. My hands were high in the air facing all those cops and reporters and television cameras. They couldn’t shoot me because there were too many witnesses. Instead they shoved my face in the dirt and knelt on my back to handcuff me. I was thrown into the back of a squad car, half frozen. That’s when I learned Ted was dead and a young cop had been wounded during the shooting.
Private Ellert had been rushed to the hospital where he died during the night. The fatal bullet came from the gun with my fingerprints on it. No one would listen to me. Ted had shot the cop, but he had been killed so they had to blame me. I never denied shooting the gun. I aimed at the sky and pulled the trigger twice while I was running away. They never gave me a chance to surrender and there were a dozens of them shooting at me. So I shot back. Then I dropped the gun and ran while they were calling for the helicopter and an ambulance.
I am truly sorry the cop died but at the time it was either him or me. If my shots hit him, it was an accident or at least self-defense. It all happened so fast I can’t even replay it in my mind. Before I knew it, everything was over.
Cop killer, they called me. The story in the news was that a good-looking young cop, the father of two, had been brutally murdered in a shoot-out with drug dealers. The newspapers and television carried a picture of the cop in his dress uniform and another of him standing with his wife and children. I never had a chance. The media and the public needed revenge for Ellert’s murder.
Bail was set at a million dollars. What a joke! Even if they had wanted to do it, no one I knew could put up enough for the bond. My only brother was a working stiff and my mom was living on disability, barely able to pay her rent.
I still remember the feeling of being locked up for the first time, my arms and legs wrapped in imaginary chains, I was helpless and unable to struggle. Sitting in the Cook County jail, there was no one to listen to my side of the story. I couldn’t sleep at night. Each hour was endless and it seemed morning would never come.
The hopeless do not sleep well. I could never get comfortable, tossing and turning, sweating then freezing. I fantasized that my father, who left us when I was four years old, would suddenly appear to save me. He never came. With no one to rescue me, my imagination began to create terrible nightmares, like those I had when I was a child, about being tied up and suffocated.
I desperately needed a friend, someone who would listen to me. My last hope was with the court appointed attorney who showed up before my arraignment. Even full of hope and fear, I remember thinking that he was old and puffy looking. His shirt and tie looked like they were on their second or third day. Looking down at a manila folder open in front of him, he shook his head. He claimed there was not much he could do to put up a defense.
“Here’s the story,” he said. “They’ve got your fingerprints on the murder weapon.”
“Ted did the shooting. I didn’t even have a gun.”
“Ted can’t be charged. He’s dead.”
“It wasn’t my gun.”
“Your fingerprints are on it.”
“I know, but I told you, I shot into the air and ran for my life.”
“And they’ve got about a dozen policemen who witnessed the shooting.”
“They’re lying! I know I didn’t kill anyone.”
“There’s not much…” He closed the folder and put his hand on it as a final gesture.
“I didn’t kill the cop!”
“…I can do,” he finished. “You’re looking at felony murder along with this list of other charges. If you’re convicted of the murder, the sentence is either death or life without parole.”
“What am I supposed to do?” I cried. My heart was trying to pound its way out of my throat. The pressure felt like a vise around my chest.
“Let me see if they’ve got anything to offer.”
In a surprise move, the prosecutor generously offered twenty-five years in exchange for a guilty plea to Second Degree murder and cooperation with the task force. There was nothing I could do but agree.
I was marched into an interrogation room where a pair of narco cops had all they could do to look me in the eye. They thought I was a cop killer and they hated me. So they grilled me for hours, taking turns, trying to get names and addresses. They didn’t get much information because I didn’t have much to give. I knew where we had been the night before Ted was killed, but I couldn’t give them exact addresses. Neither of them wanted to believe that I had been caught on my second night, but the deal had been made and they were finally tired of me and convinced I had given them everything I knew.
In the weeks following my conviction I began to realize everything the public defender should have done. He couldn’t separate himself from the hysteria at the time of the arraignment so he represented me, but he didn’t defend me. I guess he couldn’t be bothered to do any more than the minimum, going through the motions for whatever trifle he was paid.
We should have gone to trial. The plea offer from the prosecutor meant there was a case for my defense. There were witnesses who could have been called to prove my innocence. I believe that police witnesses, under oath, would have had to testify that Ellert went down before I picked up the gun and fired. They would have had to say, under oath, that it didn’t look like I was aiming at anything other than sky when I fired the shots. At least no one could say whose shot killed the cop. The facts just didn’t support my guilty plea.
Although I didn’t shoot Ellert, his family and the cops blamed me. Guilt had been Ted’s gift to me, small change in return for $100 dollars. Ted was the shooter and he had been killed. To this day, I believe the prosecutor knew it. The cops knew it. I knew it. But on the day of sentencing, the prosecutor told the court I had been “riding shotgun.” When the judge asked if I had anything to say, I couldn’t find any words. I should never have been there in the first place. I felt bad that the cop died but my remorse was for the conviction not the crime.
I blamed myself for being young and stupid. There was no way to deny I knew we were delivering drugs. The funny part is there were no drugs in the car when we were caught. The cops found nearly forty thousand dollars in a bag, but no drugs. That night, it seems, the package we were delivering contained only money. I wondered if things would have been different if Ted had known what was in the package.
The cops kept the cash even though they couldn’t prove it was for buying or selling drugs. But at least I escaped drug charges.
It all happened too fast. Before I knew it the deal was done, my plea was entered and my inner voice was still screaming “Not Guilty!” Too late! I knew then that protesting my innocence was a waste of time. Guilty is guilty even if it isn’t true. And when you have a public defender and plea to a lower charge, everything gets wrapped up neatly and you are sent away. There will be no appeal.
The judge approved the plea agreement because I was young and had a clean record. And it wasn’t twenty-five years out of his life.
The sentence wasn’t enough for the cops. They wanted me to get death or life without parole for depriving one of theirs. They preferred the death sentence even if they had to execute it themselves.
Without it, they had to be satisfied with the likelihood that I would suffer in prison because I was young. They expected prison life to destroy me.
Even then, some of them made it clear I would have to watch out when I was released. If it took twenty-five years, one of them would get me. Cops have long memories and needed to see no more than the shine on my belt buckle to shoot me down like a dog. They would be waiting for me now that I was free.
The cons had a lottery going on the inside. The winner had to come closest to the day and time when the cops would kill me. I hoped no one would win. On the outside, the price on my head was not in dollars but in revenge. It was bad enough that eighteen years of my life were gone. I was 41 years old and I didn’t have a home. Worse, I had to get out of Illinois before some renegade cop hunted me down and killed me.
Chapter 2
The customers at the truck stop knew I had just been released from prison. Everyone in the place was looking at me, but not directly at my face. I could feel their stares. They wondered, I suppose, if I was going to go berserk and shoot them all. If they only knew that I was more suspicious of them than they were of me! Were any of them avenging cops, waiting and watching for my first mistake? Did I dare a trip to the rest room? I couldn’t tell the difference between being vulnerable and being paranoid.
How should you feel when you have your freedom after almost twenty years? Everything familiar was back there behind the walls including my only true friend in the world, Father Drummond, the chaplain. Even if most of the cons were not my friends, they were at least known quantities. I was stepping into a world where I knew no one but where everyone seemed to know me, and where I already had enemies. I discovered it was possible to be elated and afraid at the same time.
If the highway and the truck stop were any measure, the world had become a busier place in the last eighteen years. There were cars and people everywhere and everyone was in a hurry. The traffic and the activity were dizzying compared to the orderly tempo of life in Stateville prison.
On one side of the truck stop there was a small supermarket called a convenience store. The fluorescent lights inside were as bright as the sun. I stood in awe for a moment. There was every kind of treat, candy, ice cream and even a popcorn machine. A magazine rack took up an entire aisle. I wanted to spend more time looking in every corner but I had to find out where to buy a bus ticket.
To the clerk I was just another customer and he was busy. I had to wait in line. When it was my turn, he expected me to know what I was doing. I fumbled with my money trying to pay the fare. Probably hundreds of ex cons had stood at this very counter buying a bus ticket. None of them could have been more nervous or self-conscious than me.
Across from the entry doors, the restaurant had tall windows looking out at the parking lot full of cars and trucks and sky. It was busy and as noisy as a prison mess hall. The booths and tables were full so I took a seat at a counter stool. I kept a tight grip on my bus ticket, expecting a guard to come up to ask what was in my hand.
The waitress was a high mileage blonde about my age. She knew where I had come from but she tried to make me comfortable. She smiled, talked about the weather and kept my coffee cup full. I didn’t know where to look or what to do with my hands until she reached under the counter and brought out a tattered USA Today.
“Have you seen today’s?” she asked, as if I read the morning paper every day.
I ordered my first meal on the outside, a hamburger, fries, a chocolate malt and coffee, a meal with actual flavor and not served on a metal tray. When the food came, I ate too fast to enjoy it. But the tension in my shoulders and neck eased a little and I was more comfortable. Eventually I dared to look around to size up the other diners. When I did, no one was paying attention to me.
I couldn’t avoid peeking at the women. I didn’t want to stare so I shielded my eyes with my hand and pretended to read the newspaper without understanding a word. I never expected to be so embarrassed. After the first few years locked up, my imagination about women failed me even with the porn that was constantly passed around the cellblock. I had learned it was best to concentrate on my studies instead of thinking or fantasizing about something I could not have. Now it was hard to imagine being with a woman again or to think about going out on a date, if that is what it was still called. I wouldn’t know what to say.
Reluctant to leave my comfortable place at the counter, I finished my coffee, left a tip and paid the check. I went outside for some privacy and to get some relief from my own paranoia. I needed to be alone again. Standing out near the highway, I would be able to see the Greyhound coming from more than a mile away and anyone who looked suspicious.
I needed to be outdoors to enjoy my freedom and to soak up the fresh air, the smells and the sounds of the nearby countryside. There is no better way to learn to love wide-open spaces than to be confined in a narrow prison cell.
In the distance I could see a farmer plowing his land, his tractor stirring a storm of dust and dirt that was carried away by the wind. On the highway, a nearly endless line of traffic sped past. Once in a while a car seemed to slow while the driver looked in my direction. Of course, I had heard of drive-by shootings. I couldn’t be sure whether or not it was a cop stalking me, ready to shoot me down or run over me at the first opportunity.
When the bus appeared, I hurried back toward the restaurant to be there when it stopped. There was a swirl of dust and a startling blast from the air brakes. The door opened and the driver nearly jumped down the steps.
“I’ll be right with ya,” he said, not even looking at me.
There was no choice but to stand and wait while the bus passengers stared at me through the dark tinted windows. It felt like a shakedown inspection. I wondered if there would have to be a vote, up or down, before I was allowed to come aboard. I was being too paranoid. What was I to them? How could they know where I was coming from? Even if they knew, why would they care? When the driver came back to take my ticket, I followed him up the steps into the bus. All eyes were on me as I walked down the narrow aisle. I ignored the stares until I found the first empty window seat.
The bus was clean and modern. The seats were deep cushioned in a nice blue fabric. It had been a long time since my back had felt the comfort of such a plush seat. At the touch of a button it reclined and I was living in luxury. But the best thing about the bus was my view of the world.
Apparently safe, I settled in to see what I had missed in eighteen years. It was a pleasure to have a window of my own to survey the vast fields of Illinois that in a few months would be green with beans and corn. I could watch the traffic, the countryside and the little towns in the distance, those the Interstate had passed by. I was curious about everything new and everything that had changed while I was in prison.
Everything I knew came from a small black and white television set the Chaplain, Father Drummond, brought for me. By maneuvering the rabbit ears antenna I had been able to get a fuzzy picture from two local channels. They had not let me see enough of the world. It had never registered with me exactly how many cars and trucks I would see on the road. A few were familiar from magazines and the television. Even semi-trucks had become streamlined, some passing the bus as if it was standing still.
Like a peeping Tom, I looked at the people in each car and truck that passed in the next lane. I wondered who they were, where they were going and what they were like. Where did they live and work? How did they feel about ex convicts? Would I always be a freak, the center of attention?
I was alone at my window seat for a while when a guy moved up from the back somewhere to sit next to me. He spoke quietly.
“You’ve been in there, huh?” He jerked with his thumb back toward prison.
“Good guess,” I replied.
“Man, I don’t know how you could take it.” The stranger shook his head.
“Well, it’s a long story.” I tried to dismiss him by staring out the window. There were things I didn’t want to talk about.
“My brother was in there. He got out but he was never the same.”
“The same as what?” I didn’t want to be rude but this joker had me trapped. Was he an avenging cop who had managed to be on the bus before it picked me up? Was he just trying to confirm my identity as the target? I didn’t think he was stalking me, but I couldn’t be sure. He hadn’t been invited to sit next to me and there were more important things on my mind.
I know. You think I’d be just waiting to talk to someone from the outside because so much was new to me. But this guy was too nosy and I was too suspicious of strangers. I decided he was the one who desperately needed a conversation. If he knew what I had been through, he might have let me be in peace. Besides, I could not share much about my destination, or myself.
Finally I just pretended to sleep. It wasn’t what I wanted to do because I had been enjoying my look at the world. When he finally took the hint and went back to his seat somewhere in the back of the bus, I sat up again to watch the cars and trucks, taking advantage of the dark tinted windows to inspect every driver and passenger.
I had only been out of prison for a few hours and I had made an enemy. That would never do. My first one-on-one contact with the outside in eighteen years, except for Father Drummond, and I had acted as if I couldn’t be bothered to make small talk. I had to come out of my private shell. I could not live in the outside world and be withdrawn from people like a hermit. It might work in prison, but not out here. I wasn’t exactly rich in friends so I promised myself I wouldn’t let it happen again.
When he got off the bus in some little town, he gave me a nod and a wave as if we were old friends. We were already ten miles down the road when I thought of it and wondered: How many people would come and go in my life, never to be seen again? I didn’t need any more regrets. If I ever met him again I would buy him a cup of coffee and volunteer my life’s story. I certainly didn’t need any more enemies. Cops were bad enough.
The April wind was whipping across the Illinois prairie, trying to blow the Greyhound off the road and me back toward Chicago. Through the windshield I watched the Interstate ahead beyond the fresh plowed fields. The bus struggled against the gusts, swaying back and forth. It couldn’t go fast enough for me, but I was satisfied that its pace was steady. I felt anxious each time the bus slowed to exit the freeway to roll to a stop at a local station. I couldn’t wait to get back on the road. Every milepost was a victory, a mile closer to anonymity and safety.
Chapter 3
When my journey began, eighteen dreary years ago, it was the end of my life, or the beginning I suppose, depending on how you look at it. Society had just given me a time out, a major penalty. Credit for time served included nearly four months in county jail while my case went through the system. Each moment, each tick of the clock burned another second of my life, gone forever. I knew it would be harder in state custody. Even though I was safe from the threats of cops on the outside I didn’t know what to expect from the prison guards, the cops on the inside.
I was angry, scared and all alone, consumed with deep dread, not knowing what was ahead of me but anticipating certain danger in prison. It hadn’t yet occurred to me that I had come out of it better than Ted. Instead, the future loomed like a black hole. My expectations were not very different from the cops who wanted me to do hard time. They hoped I would suffer in stir. I was sure their wish would come true.
What would it be like? How would I be able to live for twenty-five years? I found out that dread is different than fear and it is worse. It eats away at you, changing the way you think and changing your personality. I would have to cope somehow, but I didn’t feel strong. If I survived, I couldn’t expect to come out unchanged by the experience. Yet I felt my life was over so maybe it didn’t make any difference.
On the day I was transferred from the Cook County jail to the old prison at Joliet there were three of us being transported in the back of the prison van. Although we were probably having the same feelings, we didn’t have much to say to each other. There was no reason to be sociable. I suppose each of us was consumed by our own dark thoughts, staring at the gray outside world for the last in a long time. When we came through the iron-gate at the big house, we were processed with efficiency, marched through a two-hour ordeal of rules and warnings and a body cavity search. Finally humiliated, in our new uniforms, we were escorted to the mess hall for a drab lunch.
During that first prison meal I kept my eyes down, trying to avoid trouble. The cafeteria was cold and dark. My mouth was so dry it was hard to chew the food, a plain sandwich with some kind of ham and a fruit cup. I finished in a hurry then followed everyone else, standing in line to rinse my tray.
“Are you Camden?” A giant of a convict tapped me hard on the shoulder.
“That’s right,” I said, scared to death.
“Come with me,” he ordered.
I had no choice but to follow him down a long hallway. I was numb, as if in a bad dream. I believe my soul started to leave my body. Near the end of the hall, two convicts were mopping the floor.
“Whoa! Big John got himself a new girl friend!” One of them sneered and laughed.
“Shut up!” Big John bellowed.
I followed him through the open door into a windowless room. The only furniture was a table and a few folding chairs. A fluorescent light cast a harsh glow from the ceiling. Sitting behind the table was a little round man with a roman collar.
“Camden?” he said, “Meet John Kowalski.”
Only then did I get to turn and shake the huge hand of my guide.
“I’m Tim Drummond, the chaplain. If it suits you, I’d like to get together and talk. We can wait until you get settled, of course.”
In a state of shock, I agreed to sit down. The chaplain did not seem to be a threat and I had to be polite under the circumstances. More than that, it seemed like a respite, a little island of safety. There was a twinkle in his eye as if he knew something that I didn’t, and it was something quite funny.
“John is my friend so now he’s yours. He will take care of you in here so you can ignore the…” He pointed toward the still open door where the mopping had stopped.
“For now, all I can tell you is to be respectful of everyone in here. Don’t smart off unless you’re tougher than Trustee Kowalski here. And not even then.”
Big John had a crooked smile and many of his teeth. He laughed out loud with the chaplain. I almost expected one of them to ask, “Did you hear the one about…?”
You don’t expect to meet a person like Father Drummond in prison, least of all on your first, most depressing day. Have you ever met someone who is so full of good humor that everyone around them is affected? The cheerful are few and far between, but they seem to be in a mood in which they have just heard a good joke or are planning one. I don’t know where they get their disposition. The most miserable of us brighten when someone like that comes into the room.
Once in a while I get lucky, if you can believe that after you’ve heard my story and learned how I ended up in prison. Because of Father Drummond, John Kowalski became my protector. At first there was an undercurrent of snickering about our relationship, but everyone was intimidated by his size and his bad temper. John wasn’t stupid and he knew that his reputation was all the protection he needed from bad elements. That worked for me too because everyone needs a friend like him in the joint.
At first I couldn’t understand what I could do to repay his friendship. Later, Father D. told me that big John had murdered both of his parents in a violent rage. John was a devout catholic carrying a load of guilt for his terrible crime. He was completely devoted to Father Drummond so perhaps it was payback enough for me just to keep him in good standing with the chaplain.
If you’ve never been there, you probably think prison is only about confinement. For me, it was much more. It was about every kind of painful emotion a human being can experience, from fear to despair. In the beginning, Father D. helped me deal with my anger. I had to work through a mountain of bitterness and depression. There is a lot of that in prison, with a lot of bad places in between. Loneliness is one of the worst of these. It leads you down a dark road. Even when people are all around, most of them are dangerous strangers. You need people but you avoid them, trying to hide in a little world of your own.
It’s normal to wonder what other people your age are doing with their lives. You try to imagine what you are missing. Family, love, income and the freedom you had taken for granted. When I allowed myself to think about it, I was painfully jealous of those who had never been in trouble, those who lived normal lives. Drones like my brother Bob. All I wanted out of life now was a regular job, a paycheck, a wife, kids, house and a car. Nothing fancy, either. I would be happy to get up in the morning to flip hamburgers or work on a garbage truck.
It wasn’t just that I had to beat myself up for my mistakes, but that I had to feel the envy and I had to suffer through the utter hopelessness of my situation. If you ever wonder about suicide in prison, thinking that they are simply murders covered up, think about the despair, the pain of being without hope. You can be sure there are more suicides than murders. Not that it ever crossed my mind. I never wanted to give up.
If anything, I just wanted to be left alone to lick my wounds. But Father Drummond would not let me hide. I made it difficult for him at first but he called himself the “hound of heaven.” He tracked me down and adopted me. A few days after our first meeting I saw him again. I was no longer shaking inside, having reached a state of wariness but with hope and growing confidence in my protector. And I needed all the help I could get in adjusting to my new circumstances. I felt that Fr. D. was my best hope, someone to anchor me to the real world. Fortunately, he had taken an interest in my case and in me. He got me through those first few days and weeks.
“I followed your case in the news,” he told me. “Most of the people in here are career criminals. Between you and me, some of them will never rebuild their lives because there is nothing to rebuild. They are exactly where they belong. Now you, on the other hand, had never been arrested before but here you are! In here, you are truly the exception.”
I looked forward to his visits because he was the only person who wanted to talk to me. I didn’t want to be saved or converted but without him, prison would have swallowed me up and spit me out, probably after serving the full term. He was willing to listen to the short version of what had happened to me; how Ted had done the shooting; how I was just trying to save my life and how I had been railroaded into a guilty plea.
“So don’t believe everything you see on the news,” I told him.
“Still, you were lucky. You could have been charged with Felony Murder. There were people asking for that.” He was trying to see if I understood that my charges could have been much more serious.
“I didn’t kill anyone.”
He patiently explained that I would have to accept the verdict that life and the court had handed me. “You’ll find out that you will have no credibility with anyone as long as you keep protesting your innocence. Most of all, the parole board will demand that you take responsibility for your crime.”
“But…” I knew he was right. There were a lot of bad people in prison and not all of them were guilty. I knew I was not, but I was in no position to argue about it. At the time, a visit with the parole board seemed distant. My thoughts were toward some way to get a retrial. I wondered how that would be possible for someone who had copped a plea. I had already admitted guilt when I signed on to the arrangement that got me twenty-five years.
Father D was still trying to figure out how I got in trouble. “Why didn’t Ted just pull over? Did he really think he could shoot his way out of trouble?”
“At first, I don’t think he thought it was cops behind us, just, you know, we were being hijacked. But they did an autopsy. It showed he was higher than a kite.”
“What about you?”
“I didn’t know. I thought he was just excited.”
“No, I mean were you high too?”
“Me? Nope. They gave me a blood test. I was clean except for a little alcohol. I was no angel, but I couldn’t afford to buy drugs.”
“Good. That’s good.”
“A little weed now and then, when I could get it.” Something told me I had to be perfectly honest with Father D. I knew instinctively there is no fooling someone who has been lied to by experts. My instinct was right, so we got along.
He was short and bald, sometimes a comical little man. At first I wondered how he could relate to a prison full of hardened criminals. I think he read my mind without taking offense. The twinkle in his eye when he tried to console or cheer someone brought smiles from the hardest cons. Father D cheered everyone with the same good humor that helped him survive years being teased about his size. He told corny old jokes to make people comfortable. Yet everyone knew he was tough. He could handle himself with the meanest criminals. His nose was a little crooked from his early days as a boxer, before the seminary, of course, he always claimed.
“Were you any good?” I asked.
“I had a bad reputation. You know,” he would bob and weave a little, “too many low blows.”
“What would you have done if you weren’t a priest?” I tried to be serious.
“Basketball. Now that was my game. I could have been in the NBA. I could have played for the Bulls. Me and Michael. What a combination!”
No one whose jokes were so bad could ever pretend to be your superior. As a man of God from the outside, he knew that he needed something to bring him down to our level. He had those qualities that a prison chaplain couldn’t survive without, like integrity and honesty. Or are they the same things?
“Tell me about your family.”
“My mom and my brother? They can hardly talk to me. Can’t think of anything to say.”
“Your father?”
“I never knew my father. I was four years old when he left. But I’m making no excuses. Mom told us we were better off without him.”
Father D gave me friendship and a reason to live. He encouraged me to study and be prepared for the day I would be released. “David, I think you deserve a break, but you will have to make your own opportunity.”
“But twenty-five years is a long time. I’ll be so old!”
“You will still be a young man when you get out of here,” he said, with the patience of a man in his sixties. “You have to take the steps now that will make the rest of your life worth living.”
Looking at the months and years stretching ahead of me, I doubted his word but in the end I followed his advice. I started a new life. Prison does not have to be a complete waste of time. I began reading law books from the prison library. You would be surprised how much a high school dropout can learn without help. Of course, who would be more interested in the law than someone whose life had been so affected by it?
I read Oliver Wendell Holmes, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. He said, “Life is action and passion. A man must share the action and passion of his time, lest he be judged not to have lived.”
When I saw that, I wondered if my entire life would be wasted. As a felon I couldn’t even vote, I didn’t have that right. I was isolated from the outside world. When I complained about my wasted life during low moments, Father Drummond would say, “Yesterday’s headlines. Big deal. You have to understand it’s not what you’ve done that’s important; it’s what you are going to do. You can’t change the past but you get to choose your next step.”
He had a way of making you stand up and be a man, with a word or sometimes a gentle punch in the chest. Once when I was down because of over-thinking some simple problem, he told me that he was “going to get me some cookies and milk to make me feel better.” We both knew he couldn’t do that.
Father Drummond taught me not to be a loser. Before he was finished, I understood that the five years before my conviction had been a bigger waste than my time in prison. My education had taken far too long, but his encouragement and my interest in the law earned me a high school diploma and a Bachelor’s degree in political science. Not that I wanted to be a politician.
The public defender in my own case motivated me to take the next step. I didn’t believe he had done the best he could for me.
I was interested in Law School. I needed to know the law well enough to get my case retried. Any degree that would prepare me for the LSAT exam, the Law School Acceptance Test would do. There had to be room in the practice of law for people with more principles. Not that convicted murderers, cop killers, would be considered principled. But when I needed a true advocate, no one had been there for me. Would my life have been different if I had been able to afford a real defense attorney of my own?
I became something of a jailhouse lawyer and the other prisoners eventually respected me. The worst of them either left me alone or came to me for advice. I wrote articles for the prison newspaper, mostly about the civil disabilities that include prisoner voting rights. These were different in each state. Being an advocate for our civil rights did not make me any more popular with the guards. They were a lost cause anyway. I got along for all those years without getting in trouble thanks to Father D. and my cellmate, John Kowalski.
* * *
No one ever influenced my life like Father D. I was going to miss his advice and friendship. When I think about him, I wonder about all of those priests who have given their lives to help others find peace. Now more than a few of them have stained the reputation and good works of those like Tim Drummond, who didn’t deserve to be bunched together with pedophiles. He knew that people had started to look at priests in a negative light, yet he accepted the pain of it. That was his way, he accepted and he taught others to accept and go on, to take the next step, as he taught me to do.
His answer, when I asked him about those priests in the news, was that he was no man’s judge. He deplored the damage that had been done to children. Every child had the right to grow up normally. But he expected me to know better than anyone that there were plenty of judges and juries in the world, and he accepted the ultimate judgment of God. He believed that justice would prevail, if not in this life then in the next where the truth would be known.
“We are told to judge not, lest we be judged,” he said. “If God forgives sin, who are we to condemn anyone.”
“You mean who are we to condemn anyone to 25 years in prison?
“I didn’t say there would be no punishment. We’re obligated to seek justice but it’s not my job to decide who gets punished. And not yours either.”
* * *
At long last, the time came for my first parole hearing. I had accumulated what was called “good time” that helped make me eligible almost a year early.
It is rare to make parole on the first try and it doesn’t happen by chance. It happened for me because of Father Drummond’s coaching and an eloquent speech he made on my behalf. He convinced the parole board I would have no problem adjusting to life on the outside, that I would stay out of trouble and that I would be a productive citizen. And he told me how to behave at the hearing. My job was to sit at attention and answer questions clearly.
“Don’t cross your legs or twiddle your thumbs. Smile politely at the appropriate time, otherwise, just sit there. Sit up straight but relaxed. Don’t mumble. Look directly at the questioner when you give your answer.”
It grated on me that I had to admit guilt as part of the process. I wanted to scream “Not guilty!” at them but in 18 years I had learned to behave myself and to keep my cool.
“They will be asking you about your family, your plans and whether you take responsibility for your crime. Do you think you’re up to it?”
I never blamed my family for my problems. It was simple enough. As an adult, I was old enough to make my own decisions and I had to take responsibility for them. I didn’t end up in prison because I was abused as a child or because my mother didn’t take care of me. And I didn’t end up there because my father had left us when I was four years old. I was there because of my own bad decisions.
You think about your family when you are gone from them. I didn’t know that I would lose them during my years away. It would have been nice if they had stayed with me, loyal, believing in me, or at least loving me in spite of the crime. For me, that was not the case. But emotional abandonment is a two way street; I was the one in prison.
My only brother and his wife moved to California. When she was too sick to take care of herself, my mother moved to California where she could be with Rob. She died a few years later. In the early years, she wrote to me about once a month and after she died Robert took over for a while. I wrote but eventually got nothing in return. I suppose it’s hard to find time to write when you have a job and a busy family.
It was a dark and painful part of life, a part of being a prisoner that only prisoners understand, that is, not being able to take care of your family. Mom had worked to support us and tried as best she could to raise us. She never failed me. I failed her.
Years of smoking and drinking had taken a toll on her system. She was very sick. I should have been there to take care of her just as she had taken care of me after our father left. I wasn’t there when she needed me, when she carried around an oxygen tank that helped her emphysema. I wasn’t there when she took her last gasp in what must have been a painful death. I wonder if she thought about me then. I wonder if she hated me for not being there. If only her youngest son had been able to stay out of trouble!
When one of the parole board members asked if I still had family relationships, I had to admit that there were none because my family had moved to California. It would have been better to give a positive answer to assure them that I had a stable support system, but I had to tell the truth. I would have to be my own support system, except that Father Drummond was there for me and promised to be available to counsel me after my release.
Cops came to the hearing to fight my parole. There was that picture of Private Ellert in his dress uniform again, this time blown up to poster size. His widow was persuaded to come and beg that I be kept in jail so no more husbands and fathers would die.
Two grown children who had been raised without a father were sitting by her side. I had not seen them since my sentencing when they cried while she read an emotional statement. The past eighteen years had been hard on her. She looked old and tired, trying hard to hate me without looking in my direction. Her children, a boy and girl, looked my way now and then with no particular interest other than curiosity. I suppose they didn’t yet know what they had missed, being raised without a father. I knew what they had missed and I felt bad for them.
When it was his turn to speak, Father D. stood up in the wide space between the parole board and my chair. I will never forget him standing there like a famous lawyer summing up his case. He wasn’t much taller than five feet, a little elf of a man, but he had the respect of the parole board and he was persuasive.
He spoke to the cops in the audience as well as to the parole board.
“I have served the prisoners here for over twenty-seven years now. In that time I have seen the best and the worst. I admit that by the time they find their way to this place many of them have little hope of changing their lives. Very few are here because of a single mistake in judgment. Most have taken many backward steps to this low point of life.”
He stopped and looked into every face in the room, then at me before he continued.
“I am here on behalf of David who didn’t live a life of crime before his terrible mistake. I have spent many hours with him and I believe I know what is in his heart. For eighteen years he has refused to sink into despair or depression or depravity. Instead, he worked hard and earned a high school diploma and a college degree for himself. Every step he has taken since he came here has been a step forward. I’ve never seen a candidate for parole with better prospects for success.”
He took a deep breath. “The board members know I have never come here just to be a cheerleader for a prisoner. I try to be honest and truthful based on what I know about the individuals I’ve counseled. Give parole to David and you will never see him in prison again. No one will ever be sorry that he was set free to start a new life.”
After thinking about it for a few weeks, the parole board agreed that I was unlikely to kill again. As if it were not enough for Father D. to teach me how to answer their questions and to make sure my efforts in prison were recognized, he was also the key to my career. As a felon, the only way I would be admitted to a law school or the bar in any state would be to prove that I had changed while I was away. He would be the witness I needed to establish my strong moral character. A career was important, but what I really wanted was a chance to prove that I was not a murderer and not a cop killer.
I was lucky to come out on parole a better man than the boy who had been sentenced so long before, but I needed two more things. For my safety, I had to get away from Illinois and away from any place where I would be known as a cop killer. And it had to be a place with an affordable Law School in a state that would allow a felon to practice law.
Fr. D knew about the threats that had been made, about my fear that cops would be waiting for me on the outside. He tried to reassure me while he went to the trouble of finding a program for me in a state that met all of my requirements. The program was reciprocal between states. It helped newly released cons find employment and provided a place to stay, in a halfway house, until they were on their feet. But I resisted going to another institution. I wanted to get as far away from the corrections system as I could.
Father D. persisted, “I know you would like to separate from the crowd, but you need this program. This is the next step you have to take. You’re going to do just fine out there.”
I had become used to doing what I was told so I accepted his judgment. At least I was guaranteed a place to sleep when I arrived at my new home, but I hoped I would be able to get a place of my own very soon. I would be happy to take a little sleeping room and a job near the right law school.
Even though I was going to another state I was both excited and apprehensive about my parole. I couldn’t disclose the city or even the state that accepted me. There were still too many cops out there who wanted to change my luck.
Chapter 4
Finally relaxed, two states away from Illinois, I fell asleep in the comfort of the reclining bus seat. The freedom and the fresh air along with uncertainty about my safety had been a physical ordeal. I was still concerned about an ambush when I reached my destination because if vengeful cops had done their homework they knew where I was going to live. But for the moment, my paranoia eased and I lapsed into and out of confusing dreams, aware only of the droning of the bus as it sped along at seventy miles an hour. Perhaps the cops who hated me most were long retired or at least far away.
A few hours later I was awake to see my new hometown from the bus window. I couldn’t wait to get a closer look. The Interstate circled a city that was not too big and not too small. If it was big enough I would be able to remain anonymous and keep my past a secret. I was optimistic. It looked like a good place to adjust to a new life of freedom.
The bus slowed to go down a long exit ramp where it turned onto a wide street lined with strip malls, fast food restaurants and gas stations. They seemed to stretch endlessly toward some taller buildings, a blur in the distance I took to be downtown, the center of the city. Every few blocks we came to an intersection with a stoplight where cars sped to the right and left following arrows and signals. Even from the bus, safe above the traffic, it was like a three-ring circus. There were no pedestrians. Anyone walking here would be taking his life into his hands. As soon as the bus reached speed it had to slow again for another red traffic light. Then, after about ten minutes we came to the bus depot, a dirty little corner nestled among the tall buildings.
Some of the passengers were met by friends or relatives when we climbed down from the bus. I wandered into the bus station alone, like a lost child. A ticket agent behind the counter noticed my confusion and asked if I needed help. I fumbled for the letter of introduction to Horizon House folded up in my jacket pocket and showed him the address without letting him see the letterhead.
He knew the neighborhood. He smiled and gave me directions, repeating them when I seemed confused.
“How far would that be?” I wondered.
“Ten minute drive, maybe.”
“Thanks. Thanks a lot.” I didn’t tell him I wouldn’t be driving and that I couldn’t afford a taxi.
I didn’t mind finding my way on foot. It was four thirty in the afternoon so the sun was still bright. There were hours of daylight left and when you have been confined for so long finding your way around is an adventure. Can you understand what it is like to be able to walk free? North or south, right or left, anywhere you want to go? There is no greater freedom. When you walk, you can really see the world and by this time I was so much in awe of the city that I couldn’t get enough of it or enough freedom.
A block from the bus depot I found McDonald’s Golden Arches and had my second hamburger and french fries of the day before setting out in the general direction of Horizon House. I had to look over my shoulder to see if anyone was following me or watching me. There was no one.
I wandered about, amazed at what I saw, trying to keep my mouth closed. I didn’t want to look like a hick from the hills, but it was hard to be worldly in a world that was so changed from the last time I had been in it. I was distracted, hardly able to concentrate on finding my way. Everything was new to me. Can you imagine what it is like to see everything as if it was brand new? There were more cars, stores, shopping malls, houses and townhouses than I had ever imagined. Seeing the world on a 9” black and white television set with bad reception isn’t the same. The city was so interesting that for the first time I thought it might even be a pleasure to move into the halfway house.
A few blocks beyond McDonald’s, I walked through an area of narrow streets and small houses built close together, separated by only a few feet. Many of the yards were surrounded by chain link like little private prisons. I supposed some were fenced to keep people out, others to keep children and pets inside. If this was the poor part of town, no one was too depressed about it. The neighborhood was full of life. Children were everywhere, running, biking and yelling. Spring had arrived and they were playing outside in light jackets. Boys played ball or pushed each other around. Little girls were quiet, huddled together deep in conversation.
Just looking at the houses and the streets, seeing the traffic, the way people looked and the way they looked at me made my walk a great adventure. What was commonplace to them was fascinating to me. And for some reason, walking through these lowly neighborhoods made me feel safe.
Cars were parked everywhere, in the street, in yards and blocking sidewalks. People were working in their yards or on their cars. I recognized some of the models that had been new eighteen years before. Sooner or later I would have to own a car again. Maybe I would end up driving a twenty-year-old Buick like the one I used to own. After my arrest, I never saw it again. It was repossessed long before I went to state prison.
Trying to imagine what kind of place the Horizon House would be, I stared at the number and name of the street for a long time. The address said nothing about its neighborhood. I followed directions from the bus depot as best I could, then found the street and walked toward the number of Horizon House. The street was lined with ancient trees, towering elms that gave dignity and shade to an old neighborhood. If the tall old houses were down at the mouth they at least had dignity and shade. I liked what I saw. It didn’t look like an Institution.
I stood at the front door, tired out from the long walk and the stress of freedom. While I was trying to decide whether to knock, the door opened.
“Com’on in, man. We’ve been expecting you.” A little man identified himself as Kenny.
“David Camden.” I stuck out my hand but Kenny had turned around to walk into a large sitting room.
“Fresh meat!” he yelled. In a dark room I could make out half a dozen men sitting around a big television set.
The interior was dark and reeked of cigarette smoke. Its walls were paneled in dark wood, mahogany or walnut, lit by dim sconces on the wall. Hardwood floors were covered with old oriental rugs scattered here and there. The furniture was old and overstuffed, just the sort to appeal to those who had spent months or years sitting on hard chairs or thin prison mattresses.
The residents were sprawled out on the furniture, intently watching an ice hockey game on television. I stood around uselessly, trying to pretend I was interested in the game. When there was a break in the action, Willard Klein stood to shake my hand, introducing me to the others, admitting that I would probably not remember their names right away. He showed me the dining room and pulled out a couple of chairs from the long oak table.
“Have a seat. Let me give you a rundown on how things go around here.”
Willard, weighing in at about three hundred pounds, was the program manager. He had a big red face and nose and always seemed to struggle with his breathing. At the time it wasn’t clear to me whether or not he was an ex con like the others.
“Have you had anything to eat?”
“I stopped at McDonald’s.”
“Good. You can usually find some leftovers in the frig here.”
He would be collecting $70 a week starting with the second week, to cover the cost of food and supplies. Everyone was assigned chores that changed from week to week on a rotating schedule; clean toilets, mop floors, vacuum rugs, haul trash and wash dishes. I would have KP duty about once a week, depending on the number of residents living in the house at a given time. On Saturday, the house was cleaned and deodorized. He warned me it would smell like Lysol, but like most ex cons I’m not too fussy about odors. There were rules about cleanliness and personal property.
“Follow the rules or hit the road,” he said with a grin.
He showed me a room upstairs that I would share with another resident. It was plain and clean with a window that looked out at an alley and rooftops and big trees. I would find clean bedding in a linen closet next to the only upstairs bathroom.
“If you’ve got any valuables,” he looked at the gym bag still hanging from my shoulder, “keep them on you or locked up in the safe. I’m the only one with the combination.”
The center of social life was the old television set in the living room, if you could see it through the haze of cigarette smoke. There was a certain level of courtesy, surprising for a bunch of ex cons when it came to choosing television channels. I arrived during the hockey play-offs so that was the consensus choice.
Kenny, it turned out, was my roommate. That explained why he had been waiting for me, greeting me when the door opened. He came upstairs not long after I had made my bed.
“Is the game over?” I asked.
“Yeah. They put on some old movie. I’m turning in. Got to be at work early in the morning.”
“Oh. I’ll turn off the light.”
“No that’s okay. Nothin’s going to keep me awake.”
When I came back from the bathroom he was snoring loudly. I turned off the lights and climbed into bed for my first night outside of prison. There was a cool breeze from the partially open window but the noise from Kenny’s side of the room was worse than any I had heard in the big house. I thought about waking him up but decided not to make a new enemy.
I should have been able to fall asleep quickly after such a hard day but my mind wouldn’t stop working and I had slept too much on the bus ride. When Kenny quieted down, I was still wide-awake trying to force myself to sleep. I changed positions every minute trying to get comfortable. Finally, after a couple of frustrating hours, I got up, pulled my pants on and went down the stairs.
In the living room, someone was asleep on the couch, snoring while the television screen hissed visual static. The light was bright in the kitchen. For a while I sat at the table with my head in my hands. There was a stack of magazines on a side counter so I paged through some of them with no particular interest. After another hour, I decided to try bed again and fell into a fitful sleep, dreaming of cars and traffic. After that first night, I slept well, learning to get to sleep before the start of my roommate’s snoring and nightmares.
Horizon House was supposed to give everyone a chance to adjust to life on the outside. We were to take a long view, at the horizon, to know where we were going. It was pretty dismal but it beat the hell out of prison and I already knew two people on the outside, Willard and Kenny.
Willard was an ex con employed full time, five days a week at Horizon House. He had been known as the rat in a minimum-security because he hoarded snacks. He enjoyed food and his round mid-section showed it. But he was pleasant to be around and liked hearing stories about the big house so I didn’t mind taking my turn at kitchen duty. I peeled potatoes, washed pots and stirred and tasted whatever was on the stove. Willard visited family on weekends. When he was not there we were on our own for meals, but he made sure there were leftovers in the refrigerator so we didn’t have to starve.
Dinners at HH were usually congenial. At least until it was time to clean up and do the dishes. No small job, there were usually six or seven at the table plus Willard. The cook was not eligible for the clean up so he did not spare the hardware. The sink was often piled high with pots and pans and bowls that, when added to the dinnerware, required about an hour of work to wash and dry. The food was good, but then what did I have to compare it to? What did any of the residents have to compare it to? Depending on how long we had been away, it had been a long time since we had home cooking.
For the most part, everyone was on their best behavior, playing it cool as if the parole board had installed hidden cameras. Except for Kenny, everyone referred to each other by their last names as if they were still in prison, so I was simply Camden.
If I found out anything about my housemates, besides their love for television sports, it was their dislike of criminals. It would have been ironic except I knew they were mostly small time crooks. The criminals they hated were the corporate types who robbed investors by inside trading or big time scam artists who conned little old ladies out of their life savings. They resented big time offenders, the ones who got off because they could afford expensive lawyers.
Over time everyone revealed a little of their criminal history. Although in the right circumstances they were appropriately contrite for their crimes they regretted being caught. Most of them were guilty of property crimes. They were burglars, robbers and con men. Nobody there had violent streaks or at least, they were not bragging about it or flaunting it. Because of my nasty criminal record, as ex cons went, I outranked everyone in the house. But I didn’t brag about it. I admitted only that I had been in prison in Illinois for manslaughter. A little white lie, but it was all they needed to know.
Although there was plenty of talk about women, I didn’t know anyone at Horizon House that was actually dating. A few had old girl friends or ex wives they were going to call soon. They seemed to be hanging on to desperate hope for reconciliation. I was just happy to be in a new place with no emotional baggage beyond the terrible waste of my youth.
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