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			1.

			“He’s going to die in there. I mean, it’s only a matter of time. My boy . . .” The man’s voice choked. “There’s a gang inside. Friends of the man that got killed.”

			Listening on his mobile, Colter Shaw noted the passive construction of the sentence. He didn’t say: Friends of the man that Jude was convicted of killing. Though that was what had happened.

			“They’re out to get him. I know it! He’s afraid to walk outside in the prison yard. He’s afraid to eat meals.”

			“Can’t they segregate him?”

			“No. Or they won’t.”

			“Has anyone else called about the reward?”

			“A couple people,” Arnie Sterling told him. “They didn’t know anything about the case. They were just wanting the money and were making up something about Jude. Alibis, but they weren’t right.”

			“You’ve tried private eyes?”

			“One or two. They weren’t interested. And I can’t afford them anyway, not the good ones. It was all I could do to scrape up the reward. I mean, it’s nothing, I know. But it’s all we could think of to do.”

			“Let’s get together. I can be there day after tomorrow.”

			“Really?”

			“Give me your address.”

			“Oh, thank you, sir! Bless you.”

			Shaw was spending this muggy June evening at his house in Florida. It was his fixed residence, though he spent little time in the place. It was a large, rustic craftsman home, on a lake: wormwood walls, leaded glass windows—several were stained glass. Gables. The siding was natural shake shingles. It featured four bedrooms, a study, a kitchen built for someone who was a far better and more eager cook than Colter Shaw. Eclectic assortment of furniture. Ancient maps were his main decorations—he collected them.

			The favorite feature was a long lake-facing porch for sipping coffee in the a.m. and beer ten hours later (where he presently was, and what he was presently drinking). People envied him, having such a homey, stylish place. He thought he should appreciate it more. Shaw was known in his family as “the restless one,” and his abode tolerance was about thirty days, tops. It was then time for the road.

			Shaw walked into the den, which was awash with brilliant light; the June sun was low in the west. He Googled “Jude Sterling” and was surprised that only three brief articles in the county newspaper, The Valley Register, came up. One was about his winning a long-distance foot race for his high school last year. The other two were about the shooting. To Shaw, it seemed odd there were no other articles.

			Hanson Valley Resident Charged in Shooting Death of Drug Dealer

			
				January 14. Jude Anthony Sterling, a 19-year-old resident of Hanson Valley, was arrested yesterday and charged with second-degree murder and related offenses in the shooting death of Daryl Williams, 29, on January 12.

				Williams was shot to death at the Mason Gravel and Rock Quarry off Pemberton Road. According to a Steuben County Sheriff’s Office spokesman, the quarry is known as a place for drug sales among local youth. Authorities in Canton, where Williams lived, reported that he had a history of drug offenses in that city and in Akron.

				The county sheriff’s office spokesman added that a certain amount of drugs and cash, traceable to Williams, was found in Sterling’s truck immediately after the killing. The alleged murder weapon was also found in Sterling’s truck.

				He will be arraigned tomorrow.

			

			Quarry Killer Found Guilty

			
				May 17. Hanson Valley resident Jude A. Sterling was convicted today of second-degree murder in the death of Daryl Williams, 29, on January 12 of this year. He was also convicted of possession of controlled substances and larceny.

				Williams, a known drug dealer, was shot in the back of the head by Sterling at the Mason Gravel and Rock Quarry. Sterling also robbed Williams of drugs and cash.

				It took the jury three and a half hours to reach a verdict.

				Judge Hanley Warwick Walker sentenced the defendant to twenty-five years to life.

			

		

	
		
			2.

			Colter Shaw arrived in Hanson Valley, Ohio, at ten in the morning, after fourteen hours on the road. He’d made the journey in his gray, thirty-foot-long Winnebago, whose odometer registered just over 139,000 miles upon his arrival.

			Shaw had owned four other RVs, similar to this one, over the past ten years. Two he traded in, according to his own admittedly arbitrary rule of thumb: when the odometer reached a quarter-million miles—ten times around the circumference of the earth at the equator. One camper was totaled in a crash in Colorado, in which he was injured, though not badly. The fourth was destroyed in Oklahoma City when a man threw a Molotov cocktail at it. The improvised explosive device didn’t breach the windshield, but the flaming gasoline flowed into the body and burned the vehicle to the rims in twenty minutes.

			Shaw, who was inside the RV at the time, escaped with most of his belongings. Six feet tall, and with a muscular build, he had been a champion wrestler at the University of Michigan and learned grappling—also known as street wrestling—from his father. When he located the bomb-flinger in his mobile home, it took only five minutes to convince the man to turn himself in, which he did, though only after a brief stop in the emergency room to treat the man’s dislocated shoulder.

			In Hanson Valley, Shaw parked outside of the Sterlings’ bungalow, located in a tattered section of town. They obviously weren’t a family that could easily spare the twenty-six hundred dollars they were offering to anyone who could prove Jude was innocent of the murder. Arnie worked for the power authority doing line maintenance work; Jewel was a checker at Foster’s, a local grocery store that had been in business for sixty-two years, a mom-and-daughter operation.

			Shaw always met offerors—his term for those posting a reward—in person. This gave each party a chance to size the other up. He’d need their cooperation and that meant they’d have to be comfortable with him. He, too, always made sure the offerors were people he wanted to do business with. Once, he’d declined a forty-thousand-dollar reward for a runaway teen. He’d walked into the father’s living room, noted the Nazi flag dominating one wall, and turned around and left, thinking to the teenager: Keep running, son, and good luck.

			Arnie Sterling was a wiry man in his forties, with thinning flyaway reddish hair. His wife was heavy and her face was pinched, as if fraught with constant worry. They warmly welcomed Shaw into their cluttered kitchen and Jewel poured coffee. He declined baked goods.

			“He got into a fight last night. This prisoner was baiting him. They finally broke it up but the guards don’t really care.”

			Jewel added: “And there was a knifing yesterday, he told us.” She was tearing up.

			Shaw said, “Let me tell you how this’ll work. You don’t pay a penny of expenses. That’s out of my pocket. If I find proof Jude is innocent, and he’s released, then you owe me the money. But not until then.”

			The husband and wife regarded each other. He said, “Seems fair.”

			“More than fair.”

			Arnie said, “We might be able to add to it, the reward, I mean. A cousin of mine is—”

			“No, the reward’s fine. Twenty-six hundred’s what you offered. That’s what’s on the table.”

			The husband gave a perplexed look. “You got a funny way of running a business, mister.”

			Shaw smiled. He produced a notebook and his favorite fountain pen, an Italian model, black with its trademark three orange rings.

			For an hour the parents talked about their son and the case, and answered Shaw’s questions, during which time Jewel kept the coffee mugs filled and Arnie would step outside every so often for a smoke. Shaw took copious notes, writing in small elegant letters, with each line perfectly horizontal although the notebook was not ruled. This was not a skill he worked at; he’d inherited it from his father. Curiously, his sister, Dorion, and brother, Russell, did not get the calligraphy gene.

			Slowly a picture of the young man emerged.

			Jude didn’t do well in school. He suffered from attention deficit disorder. “He was hyper a lot of the time,” Jewel said. “Just going, going, going. All the time. It could be exhausting to be around him. Of course, this frustrated him too and made him angry. He’d tend to act out a lot.”

			The school counsellor recommended therapists, but the Sterlings were unable to afford anyone other than a strip-mall psychopharmacologist, who saw Jude once every two months to prescribe and monitor his various medications. Success with the drugs was hit-or-miss.

			Jude got into some fights in school. “Like we all did, like everybody did,” Arnie said defiantly. He was suspended a few times because of it. Only once, in the ninth grade, were the police called. It was bad fight and the other boy was bloodied. But the prosecutor declined to take the case to trial and Jude was let go. He faced several trespass and shoplifting charges but there was never the evidence—or maybe the energy—to pursue those cases either.

			While his grades were not good, he showed talent in art and talked often about creating a superhero comic book series or graphic novels. (English and art were the only courses in which he ever received a grade as high as a B.) He didn’t do well at team sports but competed successfully in track and field; his sport was long-distance running, and for a year he held his school’s record for the ten-thousand-yard run. He still jogged regularly.

			Shaw could only imagine what living in a ten-by-ten cell was like for a fleet-footed young man like Jude.

			After graduation, Jude worked at a series of odd jobs—landscaping, fast-food, sorting packages at an international parcel delivery warehouse, stocking at an auto-parts shop.

			When he was between jobs, which was often, he’d just sit home, watching horror and superhero films, sketching in notebooks, smoking pot.

			His father told Shaw, “Never meth or coke, anything like that. It’s just that pot’d calm him down. He gets . . . Okay, I’ll be honest, Mr. Shaw. He gets angry. He’s got that side to him.”

			“Angry about what?”

			The mother shrugged. “Stuff. Can’t get a job, not a good one. And the ones he gets, he gets laid off. Not just him, but everybody around here.”

			Hanson Valley, Arnie explained, had been a busy mill and dairy farming town in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but as had happened in countless locales of similar sizes and economies, the fortunes of the town plummeted with the loss of industrial work overseas and the edging out of local producers by mega-farms. “Unemployment in his age group? Was thirty percent last year.”

			Jewel said, “And he gets mad about what happened to his brother.”

			The Sterlings’ younger son, Frank, fifteen, was disabled. Eight years ago, the car in which he was riding was struck by a pickup that crossed the centerline, the driver hotdogging and passing on a curve. No one else was badly injured but Frank Sterling’s resulting brain trauma left him emotionally and cognitively disabled. The boy was in the public school’s special needs program. The driver was a county official’s son and got only a ticket. This continued to infuriate Jude.

			“But whatever you hear people say, he’s not so mad he wants to hurt anybody.”

			Finally, Shaw capped the pen and rose. “I think I have enough to get started with.”

			Arnie walked Shaw to the door. “Bless you, sir. You’re the only one listening. We just couldn’t believe he was convicted of murder. We tried to talk to the lawyer, the police, the press, the parents of the kids who were at the quarry that day. They wouldn’t pay us any mind. Nobody cares about him. Just like that”—he snapped his fingers—“the whole world forgot about him.”
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