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Across a sun-cooked prison yard, broad shoulders part crowds of cons at recess. A head taller and a scrap-iron pile of muscle, this is Lenny. Lenny gets a wide berth.

 

Somewhere in his past, Four-year-old Lenny smiles, drenched in sunshine. Wrinkled hands reach out. Lenny giggles as they lift him. His Grandma Edna swings him through the air.

His Mother’s voice echoes back across the years.

Always such a happy baby, Lucinda says. Hard to remember that sometimes. That little boy would just shine. So bright. Like looking at the sun.

Edna sings, Moses, Moses on the mountain, Moses on the mountain at the back door again.

The front door of their small house slams.

I did my best, Lucinda continues. Lord knows.

A young, pretty, and overly manicured Lucinda darts from the house. She’s dressed for a party.

I told you this morning I was thinking about going to town, she shouts. And none of your pouting when I get back.

Wendell, skinny and bespectacled, mopes onto the front porch.

But, Lucinda, Wendell sputters and blinks. Sincerely. Please. Wait.

Little Lenny smiles and squirms, reaching out for his Father.

Lucinda’s floating words grows bitter. 

His Father, she says. Wendell. No good at all. He run off when Lenny wasn’t five, even. Just gone. After that, well, no room to help that boy. None. All-consumed. Like a stone. That’s my Lenny.

Wendell grins as he lifts Lenny into his arms.

 

Approaching a sliver of shade thrown from a high prison wall, Lenny’s shoulders drop. He finds a Huge Inmate kicking a much Smaller Inmate, huddled, bleeding before him.

Please, the man on the ground begs. No more.

The stomping continues. Other Cons mill around, tossing a basketball, laughing and joking, concealing the brutal beating from the guards. 

Lenny reaches down and drags the bleeding man to his feet. Everything stops. The beaten prisoner flees into the crowd. Lenny nods. The Huge Inmate nods.

 

I had him too young, a now much older but still heavily painted Lucinda continues into a scratchy prison microphone, adding an extra hitch to her voice. I know that.

 

A larger, staged commotion explodes across the prison yard. A shoving, shouting diversion. The Huge Inmate and Lenny grapple.

Guards squint from their towers. Machine-gun bolts snap.

The Huge Inmate pulls a sharpened screwdriver from his sock. Lenny buries it into his gut, breaking the man’s hand in the process. Pain and confusion cross the Huge Inmate's eyes as he crumples.

 

But we gave him a loving home, Lucinda confidently lies to the impatient Parole Board. Lenny’s Stepfather and me. Roy. Bless that strong man. Anybody could see we tried. Made no difference. One look at little Lenny and you just knew. This little boy’s a hundred years old.

 

Prison sirens blare as the bloody weapon drops among shuffling feet. The broad shoulders turn. Lenny’s face is a standing stone of detached anger. His eyes far away. His mind searching for answers without a clear question, desperate to silence a clanging drumbeat somewhere in the distance.

As always in his world, Lenny simply walks away, chaos erupting behind him.

 

In the humid and dusty meeting room at the far end of the prison, Lucinda clutches a handkerchief and sobs.

Across a long folding table, a prim Parole Board Chairman leans into his microphone, unimpressed. Ancient speakers scream with feedback. He shoves thick glasses into place.

Ma’am, please answer the question.

Lucinda’s sharp eyebrows do not like his tone.

Excuse me, she snorts. 

The question, he says. The exact same question directed to you every time we meet. Please.

I am, she says, tartly. I’m answering.

Good, he says. In that case, then let me just urge you to be as brief as possible.

Alright, she begins slowly, only getting an audience like this every couple years. Do I think . . .  That my . . .  Poor, poor little Lenny . . . 

Correct, he cuts her off, squinting into a file folder before him. Can you sit there and look me in the eye, look any of us in the eye, and honestly say that your . . .  Leonard Jacob Smith, convicted arsonist, thief and all around violent criminal . . .  Is or ever can be rehabilitated?

Lenny’s Mother blows her nose and folds her handkerchief.

No, she says.

Well, that’s lunch everybody, the Chairman chimes.

 

Inside a lonely hamburger stand located on a quiet road somewhere in the 1970s, Sixteen-year-old Lenny holds a huge revolver on an overweight Manager. The gun barrel droops with uncertainty. Lenny’s face is bruised and cut from fighting. The Manager is smiling at Lenny, moving behind the counter, reaching for something. Lenny shouts too late.

Gunshot. Then a flash bulb pops. 

A number bar hangs across Lenny’s chest. A Local Cop chews gum and winds a well-scuffed camera.

Name, he says. Date of birth.

Nearby, a Secretary taps at a typewriter. She’s not that much older than Lenny.

Leonard Smith, Lenny says. And today . . .  I’m sixteen today.

The Cop grabs him by the neck.

Happy birthday, she smiles as the heavy door slams hard behind them.

 

Out of thick darkness, a peephole snaps open. A bar of light crosses Lenny’s eyes, glaring calmly back. The hole snaps shut.

Locks turn and clank. The door swings open. Prison Guards in tactical gear stand warily, batons in hand, as if preparing for a riot.

One brave Guard steps forward.

Alright, big fella, he says. Let’s move it. Nice and easy.

Lenny is soon shackled to Lucinda’s chair. The Parole Board sneers at him. This time, a handful of Reporters are there with cameras and notepads.

Lenny, my release to the media covers many of the particulars of your, aw, let’s call it a career, says the Parole Board Chairman in full-theatrical mode.

A sneering snicker passes down the Parole Board table.

And ladies and gentlemen, please allow me to point out for the record that the majority of the following events occurred during the mere twenty-six-or-so months of freedom Mister Smith has enjoyed, via several violent escapes, over the course of more than four decades of incarceration, he says. Turn him, boys.

Guards grab and turn Lenny’s chair. A side gallery of angry faces stare back at him.

Alright, let’s start small, the Chairman says. Smash and grabs. How many? Who knows? Here’s one. Arson. Clerk in Alabama asleep in back of his store? You came in the front. Remember him, Lenny?

A woman in the second row breaks down in sobs. A disfigured man sits mute in a wheelchair beside her.

Well, here he is, the Chairman says. This is his Wife, Lenny.

Arms move to comfort the woman. Lenny doesn’t flinch.

In fact, we’ve invited a few of the families you’ve shattered to be with us here today, the Chairman says. We thank you, folks, especially as many of you traveled some distance to be here. Baltimore, Seattle, Austin . . . 

Angry, accusing, pained expressions cross the room. 

The Chairman draws out the moment for effect, then continues to knowingly read from a file in front of him.

Countless assaults, he says. Armed robbery. Auto theft. Destruction of property again and again. Twenty-two guards hospitalized. As for fellow inmates, we’ve about lost count, haven’t we? But another one this morning just for good measure, right, Leonard? Maybe we’ll get lucky and he won’t pull through. Anyway, countless warrants. Trials. Prisons, jails, work camps. Escapes. Manhunts . . .  Arson. Arson. Arson . . .  Arson. What is it with you and fire?

I’m doing my time, Lenny says.

The Chairman makes sure to capitalize on this with a flair of outrage.

Your time, he says blithely. His time, ladies and gentlemen. Lenny, let me ask a question. On behalf of the good people of this state, whom I pledge will soon not need to fear scum like you should they choose to make me their Lieutenant Governor this fall!

The Chairman points and squints dramatically. A camera clicks, missing his cue by an awkward moment or so.

Son, he says, chewing each word roundly. I need to ask. Are you even a little bit sorry?

Lenny thinks this over.

You ask me, sorry never does a whole lot for anybody, he says.

A condescending grumble rolls through the room. The Chairman throws Lenny’s file at him, papers fluttering onto the smudged tiles between them. The camera clicks again, again a twitch late.

Alright, the Chairman says. Parole denied. Big surprise there. No, the real news of the day is a sight better than that. You’re taking a ride, Lenny. Got you a bed in that brand-new, maximum-security facility upstate. Designed specifically to break irredeemable losers like yourself. Break them into little, itty-bity, tiny, tiny pieces. So that a rightfully disgusted public can sweep you away and never need be bothered with your poison ever again. I look forward to stopping by soon to watch the process.

The parole room rattles with applause.

Lenny gives them nothing.

 

A cool and pleasant day. Children laughing.

A new town water tower throws a long shadow across an overgrown field. Treetops along the edges sway.

Four-year-old Lenny runs, all smiles.

Don’t you peek, Annagrace, he yells. Run, Dub. Run!

Lenny’s best friend, about a week younger, whom folks call Dub, isn’t the quickest on his feet or in any other category.

Five-year-old, pigtailed Annagrace covers her eyes, spinning.

 . . . ninety-nine, she yells.  A hundred!

Lenny and Dub hit the ground, faces in the weeds, giggling.

Dizzy, Annagrace drops her hands and looks around. I’m going to get you boys!

Annagrace listens carefully, smiles and starts to run. Lenny’s laughter is giving him away.

 

At one end of a muddy parade ground, revelry explodes from a huge speaker on the mess hall roof.

Sixteen-year-old Lenny sits bolt upright in the juvenile work camp bunkhouse. Bug-eyed, he drips sweat and can’t catch his breath as a passing Bunkhouse Guard cracks a broom handle across his feet.

Boys burst from the door. Bleary, Lenny is the last one out.

A uniformed Work Camp Sergeant in dark glasses takes note.

In long lines, the delinquents drag telephone poles from a truck bed alongside a remote country road. All at once, Lenny and two dozen others hoist pole to their shoulders.

The sun heats them to the metal in their belt buckles. Armed Guards drip sweat and daydream. A Thug behind Lenny kicks at his heels.

Whoops, the Thug says.

These poles don’t move themselves, young turds, a Road Guard shouts. Tighten it up.

Another kick at Lenny’s heels sends him stumbling. The line lurches forward. The pole tumbles to the ground. Lenny shoves the Thug. The Thug shoves back. They are too tired to even wrestle.

A shell snaps into a shotgun chamber. All freeze. The Sergeant’s face grows sharp beneath his glasses.

Now, you both are new, he says. So, I imagine you ladies probably think I’m about to lose my temper. Shout and curse. Give you extra time out here under this sun. Call you ugly names. Hurt your little feelings.

No one makes eye contact with the Sergeant, except Lenny.

But on my line, you start something, you finish it, the Sergeant says. Let’s go.

The other boys circle up. Lenny and the teenage Thug look to each other with a shared flash of worry. The sweating Road Guards share amused looks and wager in a low grumble.

I said get to it, the Sergeant says. Lenny and the Thug square off. Lenny walks into a straight right. Then a left. He hits the ground.

The Sergeant grabs Lenny by the back of his shirt, lifting him. They are nose to nose.

What kind of sadness is that, he says. I heard you killed somebody. Doesn’t show.

The Sergeant shoves Lenny back into the ring. They square off again. Lenny catches a hard cross and lands in the arms of the cheering Road Guards. 

There’s a whisper in his ear. 

Got five dollars on you, one Road Guard says. Lose and I cut your nose off while you sleep.

Lenny finds his footing and decks the Road Guard hard, sending him to the gravel. Silence. Flat on his back, the Guard looks to the Sergeant, ready to tear Lenny apart. The Sergeant’s eyes say stand down.

Well, well, seems we’ve got a contest, the Sergeant smiles.

Lenny steps forward. He lands a shot to the Thug’s nose, then another. The crowd is with him. The Thug wobbles, swinging blind. Lenny sidesteps, landing his fists in a series. Each throw draws blood with a sickening thud. After a while, faces can’t help but turn from fright. Soon, the Thug is a lump at Lenny’s feet, blood pooling beneath him in the dirt.

Nobody moves. Lenny stumbles over to the pole, reaching down and struggling to lift it. It doesn’t budge. In silent awe, a handful of boys hustle over to help him. They shove to stand beside him.

Halt, the Sergeant says.

They do, the pole painfully frozen on their shoulders.

Sure showed him, he says. Didn’t you, boy? 

All eyes move to the ground, except Lenny’s.

Take his shoes, the Sergeant says.

Guards leave Lenny barefoot on the jagged gravel.

Alrighty, young hero, the Sergeant grins. Now, move it.

Lenny nods. Together, the boys march. Lenny doesn’t flinch.

Remember, young turds, I got you either way, the Sergeant says, a touch of worry behind his mirrored glasses. Stronger you get, more fun I get breaking you.

 

The prison peephole snaps open, waking Lenny, stretched out across the concrete floor. The hole shuts. Locks grind and the heavy door opens slowly. The Prison Guards twitch, batons in hand. Again, the brave Guard steps forward.

Morning, sunshine, he says.

Down a dim prison hallway, Lenny limps along at his own pace, shackled hand and foot, a small formation of Guards behind him. They near the visiting room door. Lenny stops.

This isn’t the way to the yard, Lenny says.

There’s a single table at the center of the stark visiting room. Sitting alone is Annagrace Adell, grown but not as worn as Lenny. She frets and fumbles with a circle of metal in her hand, wearing her Sunday best. The clock ticks. Her folding chair squeaks.

The door opens. Lenny sees her and turns to leave. A muscled and intimidating Visiting Room Guard shoves him inside and stands close by.

Hello, Lenny, she says.

Lenny’s tongue stumbles as his feet turn to lead.

Sit down, the big Visiting Room Guard barks. Behave yourself.

Lenny stares him down as he sits. Annagrace is pale, shaken by the grim tension all around her.

Hello Annagrace, Lenny says.

You never came back for this, she says. Thought I’d bring it to you.

She sets a plain gold ring between them on the table. Lenny reaches for it with manacled hands. The Guard steps forward and pockets the ring.

I’ll hold onto this for him, ma’am, he says. Don’t worry.
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