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From the Editor
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THERE ARE SOME TOUGH reads in this issue. In this issue we have face burning, murder, solitary confinement, homelessness, sexual assault, racism and racial slurs, and the stripping of rights from sentient beings. Consider this your trigger warning. It’s still a PG-13 magazine, but the topics should be screened before sharing it with a younger audience.

Of course, to some degree, the magazine’s topics have to be heavy because the really compelling ethical dilemmas fall on the edges of culture. There is no point writing about daisies unless those daisies cure cancer but are also sentient...

My uncle Russell once told me, “The good news is, as you get older, you get better at dealing with problems. The bad news is, the problems get harder.” I have found this to be true.

However, I would modify that maxim to say, “The good news is, as you get older, you get better at dealing with problems. The bad news is, you are able to finally see the serious problems you were too ignorant to notice before.”

We surveyed readers not long ago, and 75 percent of our readers would knowingly eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil and exit a life of ignorant bliss.

In that vein, combining the wisdom of my uncle Russell and our survey results, this is my wish for you. “May you be wise enough to see the deeper/harder problems that go unseen and unsolved by others.”
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The Scars We Bear
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Henry McFarland

* * *
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THE SENTENCING HEARING started, and my mother put her arm around me. The prosecutor, a tall, distinguished-looking woman, described the crime. John Callum punched Joellen Baxter in the face, knocking her to the floor. He dragged her to the electric stove in their studio apartment and pressed her face to it. Then he turned on the burner. She screamed as the apartment filled with the smell of burning hair and flesh.

Callum heard a pounding on the apartment’s door, which was a few feet from the stove. With one hand, he kept pressing Joellen’s face to the burner; with the other, he picked up a gun. A cop, Mark, smashed through the door. Callum shot him, and he fell. Callum kept firing. Bullets ripped into Mark’s body as he lay helpless on the floor. 

I wondered, Could Mark feel the bullets strike, the pain? I desperately hoped not.

The prosecutor paused for effect, then said, “John Callum ran off like a coward, leaving Joellen Baxter half blind and disfigured and Officer Mark Wade, who served our community, dead.”

Mark, the man I love, dead. The words sent a shiver through me. They still do. The prosecutor kept looking at the judge, “And now, if it pleases the court, I’d like to call Officer Wade’s widow, Stacy Wade, to the witness stand.”

Callum, a stocky ruddy-faced man with a shaved head, stared expressionless at a point just past me. I felt alone and insufficient as I tried to tell the court how much Mark meant to me, how much was lost because of his murder. My statement failed. Words could never express those things. Still, Callum got the maximum penalty, life without parole. 

As they led him away, I thought, He’ll rot in prison until he burns in hell. A few minutes ago, someone called to say that might not be true. She was coming over tomorrow to talk. I looked out my office window, and for a moment, I felt adrift. I suppressed that feeling and turned back to my desk. I had some law to read. 

* * *
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WE MET IN ONE OF MY firm’s conference rooms rather than in my office. That way, it would be easier to leave. Ruolan Fong showed up five minutes early. She was bright-eyed, no doubt fresh out of law school, in a crisply tailored navy pantsuit. We sat across a wide oaken table from each other, and she pulled a stack of papers from her briefcase. “Ms. Wade, as I told you, I’m with the public defender’s office, and we represent John Callum in his parole application.” 

I didn’t tell her to call me Stacy. “Go on.”

“I really appreciate your meeting with me. As you’re an attorney, perhaps you’re familiar with the Genetic Reformation Act of 2050—the GRA.”

Did she appreciate it, or was she checking a box? “I read the statute after you called.” 

“Mr. Callum fulfilled the requirements of the GRA. We wanted you to be aware of his application and to discuss it with you.”

“The court’s sentence was life without parole.”

She nodded. “Yes, and I can understand how you’d not want the matter reopened.”

“Can you? How nice.”

She gulped a little. “But now the law has a new option, one it didn’t have nineteen years ago.” She leaned forward in her seat, the gleam of true belief in her eyes. “Science has found two genes closely related to violent behavior. Genetic engineering enables us to eliminate those genes from someone’s genome, as we now do with genes that cause diseases like cystic fibrosis or Huntington’s.” 

“Huntington’s patients don’t choose dementia. John Callum chose to torture and kill.”

Her voice got a little faster. Maybe she feared she was about to be thrown out and wanted to get all her points in. “But that choice was impelled by his genetic makeup and his history. He was abused as a child. The combination of those genes, genes he no longer has, and childhood abuse makes violent behavior almost inevitable.”

“John Callum was thirty when he murdered my husband—four years older than Mark. Thirty is a little old to blame an unhappy childhood.”

“It was a lot worse than just unhappy.” She took a thick document from the stack in front of her and pushed it toward me. “I’d like to give you a copy of our petition to the parole board.”

“Thanks. Of course, I have a legal right to see it.”

She drew a long breath. “It describes the severe and prolonged abuse that John Callum underwent. There was a real cycle of abuse from father to son that genetic engineering empowers us to change.”

“Do you stop violent behavior by giving people excuses?”

“It also describes all he underwent to change, including a potentially dangerous genetic modification that—”

“Dangerous ten years ago, not so much now.” Did she think that would get sympathy?

Her voice took on a pleading tone. “He’s different now, different genes, really physically different.”

“Two different genes don’t make him a different person.”

“And also, a long process of therapy.”

“Bit late for anger management.”

Fong changed her tone from pleading to matter-of-fact. “You have the legal right to oppose our petition.”

“I don’t need you to tell me my rights.”

She sighed. “Before you make that choice, there’s someone else I’d like you to talk to—Joellen Baxter. She supports our petition. That was the woman—”

“I know who she is.” She hadn’t been at the sentencing hearing, but her statement described horrific injuries. Why would she support Callum’s release?

“Then you know she suffered terribly. And she’s sympathetic to law enforcement. Her brother is a prison guard. May I give you her contact information?”

“Go ahead. Anything else you want to tell me?”

She pushed a piece of paper with an address on it toward me. “Is there anyone else who might be interested in the petition because of their relationship with Officer Wade? Are his parents still alive?”

“When Mark died, Mama Wade said she’d always been sorry her husband hadn’t lived to see Mark graduate from the police academy, but now she envied him because he hadn’t lived to see Mark die. She lost all interest in life, just sat in her house looking out a window at the yard where her little boy had played. I tried to get her out of that shell, so did my mother, so did some women from her church. She’d sit there listening to us but not hearing. She died a year after Mark.”

“I’m sorry.”

“There’s no one else to speak for Mark. But I will, and I want justice for him.”

“Justice or revenge?”

The question made me catch my breath for a minute. “Justice that holds people responsible for their actions and makes them pay the penalty the law prescribes. I have work to do. You can show yourself out.”

She hadn’t asked about children, likely because she’d read the old press reports that didn’t list any. The day the doctor said I’d never have a natural child, Mark wrapped his arms around me and said he was lucky to have me. No one who died that young is lucky, but he had me to speak for him, and speak for him I would.

* * *
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MY LEGAL PRACTICE CONCENTRATED on wills, trusts, and civil litigation. I avoided criminal law—too many memories. To fight a parole petition, I’d need advice and perhaps an ally. Tom Conway joined our firm a few months ago to head the criminal practice group. He agreed to discuss my problem over lunch. As we both had a lot of work to do, that meant tuna fish sandwiches in a conference room, the same one where I’d talked to Fong. 

While unwrapping my sandwich, I asked, “When the court says life without parole, shouldn’t that be it?”

He fixed his large brown eyes on me. He still looked boyish despite being forty-five and having seen the worst of human nature as a prosecutor and criminal defense attorney. “It was, but the state legislature set up this alternative a couple of years ago. Supposedly it’s all based on science. The technology is beyond me, but you’re good at that sort of thing. I’ll send you some papers about it.”

“Thanks. So they opened a loophole. Can I stop Callum from going through it?”

“You can send a victim impact statement to the parole board. That can be written, audio, or video. Written is usually best—the others can look too gimmicky or slick. Also, with the new law, you have the right to testify at the parole hearing.”

“These statements, do they really get attention?” 

“They do. Opposed petitions are less likely to get approved. But the governor loves the idea that gene therapy can reduce crime without the cost of incarceration. The parole board is under pressure to show it’s open to a new approach.”

“I’ll do a written statement and testify. Anything else I can do?”

“The local Federation of Police can file a statement in opposition. They usually do that automatically.”

“I’ll call them and make sure they do.”

“That’s it, really. Let me know if I can help.”

* * *
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THAT NIGHT I READ THE parole petition and some articles on the science behind the law. Some people have a low-functioning MAOA gene that causes them to have too little dopamine and serotonin in the brain. Dopamine is involved in mood, motivation, and arousal. Serotonin is needed for impulse control. People with insufficient amounts of those substances, particularly if they are young, don’t cope well with severe stress. It’s worse if they also have a low-activity variant of the CDH13 gene, which affects the connections between our neurons. Then those connections aren’t as effective, which further reduces their ability to control violent impulses.

A slew of statistical studies showed people who had the wrong types of those genes and who were also abused as children frequently committed violent crimes. Not all of them, it wasn’t inevitable whatever Fong said, but over 90 percent. 

John Callum fit that profile, both because of his genes and because his father subjected him to years of abuse, including pushing his nine-year-old hand onto a stove burner and holding it there as he screamed. That left permanent scars on Callum’s hand and perhaps also his mind. Fong probably thought his father had the same defective genes. Maybe he did.

Until two years ago, John Callum’s life was one violent, brutal crime after another. He repeatedly went into solitary confinement because he beat other prisoners. He’d crippled one for life. Allegedly he also raped several prisoners. Then the genetic replacement program gave him two high-functioning genes and lots of counseling. The violent incidents stopped.

So far, no prisoner released under the program had committed another violent offense. That was based on only a small number of prisoners, and none had been out for more than five years. Still, no other rehabilitation program came close. 

That night, like every night for the last nineteen years, I looked at Mark’s picture before I turned out the lights and lay next to a large empty space in the bed. There were memories, not sleep. In college, I’d made extra money walking dogs. One day a large, black Labrador lunged unexpectedly and pulled his leash from my grasp. He dashed into a large field and began sniffing the ground. I ran after him. He must have thought that was a game, and he ran toward a highway full of speeding cars. I stopped and called his name. He just stood there and looked at me. 

Chase him, and he might run into traffic and get killed. Keep standing there, and I’d miss my next class. 

A guy rode by on a bike and called out, “Lie on the ground.”

“What?”

He stopped. “Lie on the ground. The dog will wonder what you’re doing and come to you.” 

I did it, and sure enough, the Labrador came to me. I grabbed its leash and got up. The guy came over. “Glad it worked. Hi, my name’s Mark Wade.”

I put out my hand. “Stacy McCann.” His eyes were the pure blue of the inside of a flame. The best times of my life were when that flame burned for me. 

* * *
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I TALKED TO JOELLEN Baxter in part so Fong couldn’t say I’d ignored her evidence and in part because I hoped to change Joellen’s mind. She lived in a small clapboard house that stood alone beside a road on the outskirts of town. She kept the right side of her face turned toward me as she opened the door. “Come on in, Stacy. I made coffee for us.”

She led me to a kitchen that was spotless but had only the bare essentials: half refrigerator, coffee maker, gas stove. I could see her full face while she poured the coffee. The skin on the right side was black, smooth, and flawless; the eye was bright, and the nose a perfect triangle. The skin on the left side was a mass of scars, mottled black and purple; the eye had the sheen of glass, and the wispy hair barely covered the melted remains of an ear. Not staring was hard.

The drive to her place had taken a long time. I asked to use her bathroom. 

“Yeah. If you want a mirror, there’s one in the cabinet under the sink. Put it back when you’re done, okay?”

The mirror had a thick coating of dust, quite a contrast to the sparkling clean bathroom. Under the mirror was a picture—Joellen standing in a long evening gown with a sash across her front. Once, she’d won a beauty pageant. 

When I got back to the kitchen, she said, “I heard you became a lawyer. Did you ever remarry?”

“No, I never did.” 

“You could. You’re a good-looking woman.”

People said that to me a lot, as if losing a husband was like having your car wrecked, and you went to the dealer and got a new one. “Haven’t found another right man yet.”

“Moving on’s tough, isn’t it?”

Was a desire to move on the reason she supported the petition? “For you too. Wouldn’t knowing Callum’s free make it harder?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, it might get easier. We can sit in the living room.” 

Her living room, like her kitchen, was spotless but barely furnished. The carpet was almost worn through in a few spots. Along one wall were two stuffed chairs with
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	Who do you think was more immoral in the story, Callum or Joellen? What factors are you taking into consideration in making your decision?

	Tom says, “Somewhere between maximum retribution and total mercy, there’s justice.” Do you agree? How would you define justice?

	Joellen says Callum is “king of the block in prison.” Does prison need more punishment, or is the inability to leave punishment enough? For example, should prisons have TV, internet, and access to leisure reading?

	If you were in Stacy’s position, would you have supported or opposed Callum’s release? Should there be a rule that punishments for crimes can’t be changed after sentencing so as to create certainty for victims?

	Does killing a police officer warrant stricter punishment? Why or why not? What other professions (firefighters, teachers, preachers, roadside construction crews...) might warrant enhanced punishment?
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