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The Innocent

by Vincent Zandri

The Innocent

Stone walls do not a prison make,

Nor iron bars a cage; Minds innocent and quiet take

That for an hermitage. If I have my freedom in my love,

And in my soul am free, Angels alone, that soar above,

Enjoy such liberty.

—RICHARD LOVELACE, 1649

BOOK ONE

GREEN HAVEN PRISON

––––––––
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STATEMENT GIVEN BY Robert Logan, the senior corrections officer in charge of the transportation of convicted cop-killer Eduard Vasquez at the time of his escape:

You wanna know about Vasquez, well I’ll tell you about Vasquez. He looked like death twisted inside out. That dentist did a real job on him, or so I thought at the time. What I didn’t know was that Vasquez was one hell of a faker, one hell of an actor. You should have seen him sitting in the backseat of that station wagon all bound up in shackles and cuffs—skin white, lips swelled, gauze stuffed inside his cheeks. Blood and spit were running down his chin. His eyes were glazed and puffed up. That toothache must have been a real headache now that A. J. Royale, the butcher of Newburgh, had gotten to him. No way could Vasquez escape. But then, how could I make any sense out of the feeling I’d had since we’d started out? The feeling that told me he was going to make the break?

But here’s how it really happened:

My partner, Bernie Mastriano, he drove the station wagon while I adjusted the rearview mirror to just the right angle so I could get a better look at Vasquez in the backseat without turning every ten seconds. He was sucking air like there’s no tomorrow. His feet and hands were bound up and he was locked up in that cage and you could see the pain all over his face. He just put his head back on the seat, opened his mouth wide, let his tongue hang out like a sick puppy. He didn’t seem so tough then. Seemed kind of stupid and pathetic, not at all like the crazy psycho who pumped three caps into the back of that rookie cop’s head back in ’88. Vasquez kept suckin’ up that air like it somehow relieved the pain from the hole Royale left in his mouth. Then out of nowhere he doubled over, threw his head between his legs, started heaving blood all over the floor.

Mastriano screamed, “I think he’s having a freakin’ heart attack.”

I told him to shut up, stop the car.

“Heart! Attack!” he screamed.

“Damn it, Bernie,” I said, “pull the car over before somebody gets hurt.” Sometimes you gotta pound things into Mastriano’s head. He pulled the wagon onto the shoulder of Route 84, killed the engine. Then he pulled Vasquez out of the car and laid him out on the field next to the road.

I was right behind him.

When I got down on my knees to see if Vasquez had swallowed his tongue, the black van pulled up behind the station wagon. The back doors of the van swung open. There they were. Three of the hugest dudes you ever saw in black ski masks, packing sawed-off shotguns.

Mastriano went for his sidearm. But he took a shot in the head with the butt end of a shotgun, hit the ground cold. I got up and went after the son-of-a-bitch. I guess I didn’t see it coming either. I went down, right next to Vasquez. They kicked me in the face, in the forehead. See that purple-and-black welt above my eye?

One of those masked bastards knelt down, reached into my pockets, felt around for the keys to Vasquez’s handcuffs and ankle shackles. But here’s what really got to me: When Vasquez was free, he jumped up. When those shackles were off, he spun around to his knees, got up, spit out that bloody gauze, let out a laugh. “Hey boss,” he said, you fell for the whole thing, hook, line, and sinker. Just like that, boss.”

I rolled over onto my side in the high grass, jammed my knees into my chest. I couldn’t work up the air to talk. But my ears were still good. 

“Lock ’em up,” Vasquez said. 

They cuffed Mastriano and me together with my own handcuffs, shoved us into the front seat of the wagon. Vasquez ordered one of his men to take the wheel. But before we pulled away, he leaned his head inside the open window. 

“No hard feelings, boss. Hope this don’t screw up the promotion.”

The last thing I remember before waking up at the gravel pit was Mastriano’s piece coming down hard on my head. 

CHAPTER ONE

––––––––
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NINETEEN NINETY-SEVEN WAS THE YEAR Green Haven Prison went insane. The winter hadn’t produced a single snowstorm that lasted for more than an hour before turning to rain and slush, and what should have been covered with a velvety-smooth blanket of white went on being gray and lifeless and pitiful, as if God himself saw to it that the twenty-five hundred inmates and corrections officers living and working inside nine concrete cell blocks never once forgot where they were and why they’d been put there in the first place.

But for a man living and working inside an iron house, you didn’t take snow for granted. A fresh dose of snow always broke the endless monotony, pumping good vibrations throughout the facility so that even the hardest inmates showed wide ear-to-ear smiles on their scarred faces. And happy faces meant that, for maybe a day or so, you wouldn’t have a prisoner shivved square in the chest with a homemade blade or a psych case tossing a handful of human waste at an unsuspecting officer or an HIV-positive lifer spitting a mouthful of blood at his cheating honey or a nineteen-year-old scared-out-of-his-wits man/boy wrapping a sheet around his neck and tying it to the overhead light fixture. What you might get instead was two thousand men joining in song, the gentle hum radiating against the concrete walls like music by moonlight while flakes of white snow drifted slowly down to earth.

What we got that winter instead of snow was rain and slush and bone-hard, damp cold. From New Year’s to Easter alone, we had six shivvings that resulted in four deaths and two badly rearranged faces. We had seventeen beatings that resulted in one death, and one inmate who (mysteriously) fell from the third-floor gallery in F-Block and who would now do life inside an infirmary, taking his meals through a feeding tube.

That winter we had two ODs, one death by hanging, an inmate who somehow got his wife pregnant during visiting hours, and another who acquired a good old-fashioned dose of the clap. To make a dismal matter even worse, we also had a group of twelve corrections officers who attracted national attention with their own arrests after a bachelor party turned ugly. The short of it was that my COs thought it would be funny to pelt unsuspecting passersby with raw eggs from the open windows of the school bus they’d rented for the occasion. One elderly citizen, who stood outside his car on a side street in Newburgh and protested, was given a special dose of humiliation. (As of this writing, his suit against Green Haven Prison and the State of New York is pending.)

But these were not the most serious things that happened during that winter.

We also had an increase in the inner-prison drug and contraband trade in the form of pot, crack, heroin, liquid hormones, and assorted pharmaceuticals. I was personally forced to retire a record number of COs, not because I wanted them gone (I didn’t have enough support staff to run the prison as it was), but because the commissioner of Corrections for the State of New York had sent down his official mandate. And what’s more, the winter of 1997 was the first I had spent without my wife, Fran, in more than twenty-five years—although by then nothing more could be done for her.

To add insult to an otherwise uncauterized injury, we had been cheated of our spring. Even the anticipation of spring rains and fresh muddy yards and good sleeping weather (there is no climate control inside a concrete prison cell) had been taken from the men who occupied the walls of Green Haven Prison. The heat of summer took over early with all the force of martial law, and what was supposed to be a “green haven” turned into a broiler oven. What little green vegetation there was within the concrete and razor-wire barriers turned brown and died. Even the baseball diamond cracked and heaved, like the blood that thickens and cakes on the upper lip after it oozes from the nostrils of a man’s nose when his body writhes and convulses during an execution by lethal injection. (For anyone believing lethal injection is the humanitarian way out, think again. I’ve witnessed three, and during all three, the men convulsed, choked, snapped their own ribs, and bled from the nose and mouth.)

In May of the year 1997, my prison smelled only of low morale, treason, and pity. And it tasted of sweat, concrete, and human decay. And my God, it was hot. But as for me, Jack Marconi, the keeper...the warden...the superintendent in charge of all things living and dying inside the iron house?

I did the only thing I could do under circumstances best left in God’s hands.

I blamed the weather.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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GREEN HAVEN REACHED THE boiling point on a sweltering afternoon in May with the escape of convicted cop-killer Eduard Vasquez. Since I couldn’t very well blame the weather on a notorious killer who had practically been handed the keys to the front door, I found myself sitting on the edge of the desk in my office on the second floor of our administration building, holding my head in my hands. I had managed to take control of the situation as best I could so that it had been only twenty minutes since I’d ordered a general lockdown of the nine blocks. Now, instead of holding my head in my hands, I had to take the steps necessary to get my head together.

I’d just seen Robert Logan, one of the two COs held at gunpoint when Vasquez escaped from their custody four hours before. Dan Sloat, my first deputy superintendent for Security and my second in command, was on his way downstairs to meet up with a detective from the Stormville PD. Stormville, along with the New York State police, were making preparations to head up the pursuit for Vasquez, at least to the outer fringes of their jurisdiction.

In the meantime, I had more pressing matters to attend to.

I turned to my secretary, Val Antonelli. “Whadaya mean the file’s missing?”

“I mean Vasquez’s file is gone, missing, outta here,” she said.

“Jeeze. Stormville’s gonna want information. Photos, rap sheets, next of kin. All of it.”

“Maybe Vasquez signed it out before he left this morning.”

“I don’t need jokes, Val,” I snapped. “I need that file!”

“Raising your voice does not change the fact that it’s hot in here or that the bacon cheeseburger I had for lunch is coming up on me or that Vasquez’s file is missing.” 

Val sat in my swivel-back chair in the middle of the room with her legs crossed tight at the knees, making last-minute corrections to her freehand transcription of Robert Logan’s statement. “I’ll see if a folder was signed out this morning,” she offered. “For all I know, it’s in the filing bin downstairs.”

“Try to get it before you leave tonight,” I said. Then, working up a smile, “I’m asking, not telling.”

“We’ve got copies on microfilm anyway, boss,” she said. “So it really doesn’t matter if the file’s missing or not.”

I took a hot, sour breath and stared up at the cracks in the plaster ceiling of my fifty-five-year-old office—a square-shaped room inside a maximum security prison that had housed German POWs during World War II. Now it housed close to twenty-five hundred permanent inmates and transients on their way upstate to Attica or further downstate to Sing Sing.

Most of my prisoners were black and Latino. Kids mostly, with rap sheets so long they’d wear you out just getting past the list of youthful offenses. Murderers and gangland killers and torture experts and organized professional killers. Some men with nothing on the outside but poverty and death, but some with beautiful cars and houses and beautiful women in furs who came to visit every day and bank accounts that would make the governor look like a pauper. Evil, mean-spirited killers, but likable killers, too. Tough killers and not-so-tough killers and killers who gave up being men altogether to take hormone injections, as if spending the rest of their God-given days inside five air-plane-hangar-size buildings were enough to eradicate the man, give birth to something distorted and freakish.

Inside the sweat-covered concrete walls and razor-wire fences, you’d find weight lifters, junkies, drunks, health-food addicts, junk-food junkies, thin men, fat men, small and tall men, Muslims, Catholics, 5-Percenters, Buddhists, Jews, serial killers, man-eaters, kidnappers, and child snatchers. You’d find bankers, accountants, lawyers, professors, teachers, architects, welfare cases, preachers, pimps, and you’d find high school graduates and college graduates and illiterate men who’d skipped school altogether and inmates so out of it they couldn’t tell you what month it was. Not far down the gallery from them, you’d find the queers and steers and crybabies with long French braids, false eyelashes, thick red lips, and tattoos of broken hearts on their freshly shaved butt cheeks. Men with names like Black Jack, Lizard Leonard, and Ricky Too-Sweet. Butchers with baby-blue teardrops tattooed on the soft skin below their left eyeballs (one for each of their victims); men who’d arrived in the 1940s with all the piss and spunk of youth and who now, in their old age, would never consider leaving the comforting walls behind. There were cons and jokesters and pranksters and victims of circumstance, and men who did nothing wrong at all except hire the wrong lawyer, and kids who suffered so much for their mistakes that at night you could hear the echoes of their sobs as they called out for their mamas and you’d gladly wrench your broken heart out of your chest if only it would get them a fair shake in life.

But by 1997, a new breed of inmate had infected Green Haven Prison, a new generation of criminal born of the sewers of New York and raised in the streets. Teenage men who never really had a mother or a father or a home or the chance for an education. Men, not boys, who seemed almost happy to go to prison because, for the first time in their lives, they felt safe and protected by the thirty-foot-high concrete walls. Men who enjoyed the prison life for the free sex, booze, food, drugs, and medical attention. Tough young men who freaked at the sight of a dentist’s drill because they’d never seen one before. Young men whose life expectancy shot up dramatically from twenty-one to the ripe old age of forty because they now had iron bars and concrete walls to separate them from the killers they’d dissed along the way.

I was their warden.

I was their keeper, their mother, and their father.

Which is why, for me, the matter of Eduard Vasquez’s escape was such a serious offense. I had signed the release form allowing him to visit a dentist on the outside. As the keeper of Green Haven, I was directly responsible. It was my decision and my decision only. What I mean is, I could have said no. But then, I couldn’t just deny a prisoner his right to proper dental care if that’s what he wanted. That was the rule in New York State. As the keeper, my job was not rehabilitation. My job was to see that society was protected from its prisoners. But get this: It was also my job to see that a man who’d shot a New York City cop at point-blank range maintained a pearly-white smile.

I was well aware that Vasquez knew his rights. All the sharp inmates did. Fact is, they knew their rights better than did the men and women who incarcerated them. It was simply a matter of the prisoners knowing more about their civil liberties than did the guards who locked them down every night. At Green Haven Prison in the spring of 1997, ignorance ruled. And ignorance was never bliss.

And when it came to making an executive decision based on an inmate’s civil liberties, there was never any right or wrong. There was only wrong and more wrong. But then, Vasquez had been a good prisoner. That is, he didn’t go around stabbing or raping anybody. And I’d had no reason to believe he would escape. Anyway, I didn’t make the rules in the first place, I only competed with them.

***
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THE HOT SUN POURED into my office through the old double-hung windows. Even though Wash Pelton, the commissioner of Corrections, had declared it a general cost-saving rule to leave the air conditioners dormant until June, I turned mine on and breathed in the cool, stale air.

I turned back to Val, watched her push up the sleeves of her cream-colored cashmere V-neck sweater.

“Okay, give it to me straight. You think Logan’s statement is legit?”

Val straightened her legs and spread her arms to catch the cool breeze from the air conditioner. She stood up from the leather chair and stretched her short, solid body by reaching for the stars. A habit of hers I never got tired of admiring. “In my opinion,” she said, “Logan is one lying son of a bitch...if you’ll excuse my French.”

I slid off the desk, stuffed my hands into my pockets. “My thoughts exactly,” I said. I was relying on my gut. I’d never had an escape before. I’d never had any choice but to accept the word of my officers as gospel, no matter what I suspected otherwise. Besides the missing file, I thought, the only thing to go on was Logan’s unmarked face.

“You notice any marks on Logan’s mug?”

“For a man who got smacked over the head with a gun,” Val said, stuffing her notepad under her left arm, “he seemed in pretty good shape.”

“Perfect shape. Other than that small bruise on his forehead.”

We said nothing for a second or two while the cold air filled the room like the invisible vapors in a gas chamber.

The phone rang. 

Val took it at my desk. “Superintendent’s office,” she said, looking directly at me with the wide eyes that told me someone I didn’t want to talk to was on the line. “Pelton,” she said cupping her hand over the mouthpiece.

“Crap,” I whispered. “He wants two more men cut from the staff by Friday. Two more men when I don’t have enough officers now.” I removed my charcoal suit jacket from the hanger in the closet, held it by the lapel.

“What do I tell him?”

“Tell him I’m not here. Something is definitely not right. I’ve got a missing prisoner, a missing file, and a possibly phony statement. I might even have a quack for a dentist. What I definitely have is a real problem when Pelton gets word I signed the release for Vasquez to walk.”

“What’ll I tell Pelton about the escape?” Val begged, her palm pressed flat over the mouthpiece. “He’s gonna want something. An explanation, at least.”

I slipped on my jacket, pulling the cuffs to make the shirtsleeves taut. I looked into the small mirror on the back of the closet door, ran my hands through my black hair, pressed my fingers down over my mustache and goatee. “Tell him I had a dentist’s appointment,” I said, looking into my own brown eyes but quickly looking away. “Then try to find Vasquez’s file, even if you have to get it off the microfilm.”

“I can’t tell him you went to the dentist.”

“Why not? I have teeth.”

“He’ll know it’s a lie. You know I hate it when I have to lie for you.”

“Okay, then tell him the truth.” 

“What truth?” 

“That I don’t want to talk with him right now because I don’t feel like firing anyone.”

Val pressed her lips together, stared me down. She knew she had to lie for me whether she liked it or not. She took a quick breath, composed herself, and took her hand off the mouthpiece. She brought the phone to her face, spoke slowly, barely moving her thick, red lips. “Mr. Marconi just left for the dentist, Mr. Pelton. Is there a message?”

As I opened the office door, she stuck her tongue out at me.

“You mad at me?” I whispered.

She raised her middle finger high, as if the tongue hadn’t been enough.

CHAPTER THREE

––––––––
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LIKE ALL MAXIMUM-SECURITY penitentiaries in New York State, the bowels of Green Haven are gray, dark, and completely devoid of life. The narrow tunnels and corridors that connect the nine cell blocks are lit only with caged light bulbs mounted high on the concrete walls. The concrete-paneled ceiling is flat and featureless, like a bunker. Looking around, you have the distinct, claustrophobic sensation of moving toward a dungeon or torture chamber rather than the “Home-Sweet-Home” of a few thousand inmates. Other than the thick, bright-yellow line that runs along the center of the concrete floor, all is gray, cold, and lifeless.

Here’s what I used to think, but never spoke up about: gray is not the color of rehabilitation; gray is the color of incarceration, pure and simple. Incarceration was my job, and Green Haven provided the perfect working environment.

Then there was the odor, the worm smell that coated the interiors like a vapor so thick you tasted it on your lips and tongue as much as you inhaled it, and when you first came to the prison you might have gagged on the foul air. It was an odor that began in the cells, from toilets that could not flush and from the waste-throwers who refused to flush the toilets that could. The smells came from the mess-hall galleys where nutritious meals of yellow potato salad, rice pilaf, beans, chicken patties, and Kool-Aid for twenty-five hundred inmates were being prepped for supper and served on Styrofoam trays with plastic spoons. The smells came from inmates who showered only twice a week, even after spending entire afternoons at the weight-lifting platforms or the basketball courts.

Coming to the end of the first corridor into A-Block, I walked past the square window embedded inside the steel door that accessed A-Yard. The window was thick and reinforced with heavy-gauge chicken wire. There was a crack in the upper right-hand corner of the glass where an inmate had punched it. Outside, the weight-lifting platforms were now empty. So were the basketball and handball courts, while the COs took the late afternoon head count. Even with the bright sun shining down on the flat, hard-packed earth, all was colorless, lifeless.

All was burning hot.

Once past A-Block, I crossed through another tunnel that brought me to F- and G-Blocks. The guards at the gate, dressed in their prison grays, perked up when they saw me. The gatekeeper signed me in, asked me what I knew about Vasquez’s escape. “It’s why I’m Johnny-on-the-spot,” I told him. The short, bald-headed man turned away expressionless, like he should have known better than to pry at a time like this. And he should have. I wasn’t one to hold back information from my men, but he knew that nobody’s job in this prison was secure anymore, and I think he sensed the tension in my voice.

I climbed the wrought-iron stairway to F- and G-Blocks, the blocks designated “New York City” by inmates and guards alike, with F-Block being the East Side and G-Block the West Side. All around came the sounds of two hundred fifty locked-down prisoners talking, shouting, laughing. “Yo, Warden, I want my lawyer, Warden! Yo, Warden.” These were the voices I heard, voices that rose above the sounds of metal gates crashing into more metal gates, guards screaming out orders, bullhorns blasting over a nonstop rumbling that seemed to emanate from some deformed beast that lived far underneath the thick floor, like a stillbirth suddenly come alive.

Sound shocking?

Listen: Prison is not rehabilitation. Prison is incarceration. We admit that now.

I approached Dan Sloat inside Vasquez’s now empty cell. “You talked to Stormville PD yourself, little brother?”

During my three-year tenure as warden, I’d gotten used to calling Dan little brother because of our age difference, he being five years younger. Also, he was thinner, happier, better dressed—all those things I might have been if I had tried hard enough, or if I were still young enough to care.

Dan tugged on the loose-fitting waist of his brown slacks and ran a hand through thick, dirty-blond hair. “Marty Schillinger should be here any time,” he said.

Martin Schillinger was a cop I’d gotten to know as well as any man can know an undercover cop. A big, slow-moving, middle-aged man, he rarely tackled much of anything in the small town of Stormville. An escape was a big deal for him and his department.

Vasquez’s cell was immaculate.

The bedsheet and blanket were army-barracks tight. Posters of Latino women were Scotch-taped to the walls. One of the posters depicted a woman dressed only in a skimpy G-string and black cowboy boots. She sported a ten-gallon Stetson and straddled the back of a live tiger instead of a horse. Her naked breasts were plump and taut and slick looking. The index finger of her right hand touched the tip of her tongue. With the other hand she held a chunk of the tiger’s fleshy back like a rein.

In one corner of the ten-by-twelve-foot cell, opposite the exposed toilet and sink, Vasquez had set up a small shrine with a wooden crucifix and a little plastic statue of the Virgin Mary. A white plastic rosary was wrapped around the Virgin’s shoulders. The objects had been laid out on a fragile white doily that looked out of place in the cell. Behind the Virgin, leaning against the wall, was a reproduction of a painting that showed the agonized face of Christ, his forehead covered with a crown of thorns. Blood trickled down onto his mouth. His eyes were raised to the heavens. His suffering seemed to complement the cell. As for me, I hadn’t been to my Catholic church since Fran had been killed in a hit-and-run accident almost one year ago to the day.

I hadn’t prayed, either.

Dan looked at me. “What now?” 

“Take the bed apart.”

A shoe box had been laid out on one side of the small table holding the religious shrine. I opened it and found a shoeshine rag, a bottle of shoe leather cleaner, and some black shoe polish. Contraband, technically. But stuff I normally ignored unless the prisoner was difficult to deal with. But even a cop-killer like Vasquez could be a peach of an inmate, so long as he had an agenda. And apparently he had.

I opened the can of polish, brought it to my nose, sniffed the oddly pleasant odor of ink and alcohol that immediately reminded me of my father shining his black Florsheims on Sunday mornings before Mass. Nothing funny about it. Just shoe polish. I closed the lid on the little tin can, dropped it back into the box, picked up the plastic statue of the Virgin Mary and shook it.

The Virgin Mary was clean.

I picked up the photograph of Jesus, studied it, back and front. I shook it once and then laid it back down on the table.

Jesus was clean, too.

I turned and watched Dan strip down the bunk.

He found nothing when he pulled the sheet off the mattress. He found nothing when he pulled the pillowcase away from the pillow. But when he pulled the mattress off the metal springboard, a manila envelope slid out. 

“Red flag,” I said.

Dan picked up the envelope. He bent back the clasps, opened it, and slid out four eight-by-ten photographs. “Not bad,” he smirked. He handed the envelope to me and sat down on the edge of the stainless-steel toilet like it was a chair.

I looked at the first photo. Blurry but clear enough. A picture of a naked woman’s backside. She knelt on the floor, her face buried between a set of pale legs that belonged to a man sitting on the edge of a bed. Her head was turned to the left just slightly, but enough for me to make out a heart-shaped tattoo on her neck, below the left earlobe. Another photo showed the same tattooed woman riding the man in bed. I still couldn’t see any faces, but I could make out a kind of jagged scar on the man’s neck between his chest and Adam’s apple. It looked almost like a birthmark or a burn. The last picture showed the woman lying on her back, legs spread. This time the man’s face was buried in her crotch.

Three very bad shots.

One scar.

One heart-shaped tattoo.

If I had to guess, the pictures were stills from a porn flick. No explanations, no faces, no names. Just a heart-shaped tattoo. Maybe just a meaningless pleasure tool for Vasquez. Maybe not.

I slid the photos back into the envelope, handed the package to Dan. “Hold on to these until I figure out what to do with them.”

Dan got up from the toilet, the envelope in hand. Just then, Detective Martin Schillinger of the Stormville PD showed up outside the bars of the cell, escorted by one of my COs.

“Big Marty,” I said.

“Keeper, Dan,” he said, pulling a small notepad from the right-hand pocket of his Burberry trench coat. “Anything good?”

Schillinger wore a trench coat because he thought it enhanced his image as a crime stopper.

“Some choice photos,” I said, nodding at the envelope in Dan’s hand. “Kinky stuff. Other than that, nothing.”

Dan handed the manila envelope to Marty. He took a look inside. “I’ll take these with me,” he said. He seemed to brighten up all of a sudden. “Mind if I take a second look around, Keeper, case there’s something you missed?”

I looked at Dan’s narrow, clean-shaven face. He made a rolling motion with his brown eyes. “By all means, Detective,” I said. “Dan’ll set you up with anything you need—a copy of Vasquez’s file once we come up with it, photo IDs, the whole kit and caboodle.”

“Any distinctive marks on Vasquez’s body I should know about, in case he should turn up dead?”

“If I remember right, he had his serial number tattooed on the knuckles of his right hand,” Dan said, making a fist with his own right hand and holding it to Marty’s face as if to demonstrate.

“He should also be minus one freshly pulled tooth,” I added. “Dan will help you with the rest.”

“Serial numbers,” Schillinger mumbled as he wrote in his little notebook. “Pulled tooth.”

I took a couple of steps to the front of the cramped cell, held on to the bars, the same way Vasquez must have held them ten thousand times before in his eight years as an inmate. I had to wonder what he thought about, how he felt, how he must have run the scenario for springing these walls over and over again until he was too exhausted to think anymore. I imagined him collapsing onto the bunk and maybe falling into a deep sleep. But then all he’d have to wake up to was this cold, gray room and these steel bars.

Vasquez was doing life.

But he also knew that since the death penalty had been reinstated by the governor, it was only a matter of time until he was executed by a three-stage, mechanically operated lethal injection. He had murdered a cop, after all. And everybody knows New York cops take care of their own.

I felt Marty’s hand on my shoulder.

“Ask you something, Keeper?”

“I got a choice, Marty?” Shrugging his meaty hand away.

He pulled down on the belt of his trench coat to better accommodate his gut.

“Why’d you let a yo-yo like Vasquez outside the prison?”

I felt like the concrete had been pulled out from under me. Nerves, maybe. A man had escaped from my prison. I was responsible. Schillinger was reminding me of that. I’d signed the fieldtrip release. I might have had the word “liable” tattooed on my forehead. Just a big letter L branded right between the eyes.

I took my hands away from the bars.

“Listen, Marty,” I said, not looking at him, but at Dan, “you know as well as I do that an inmate has his rights, which include proper dental care. I can’t just take away a prisoner’s rights even if he did shoot a cop in the back of the head execution style. Even if that cop had a young wife who was pregnant with their first child. Even if that wife can’t afford her own dentist now.”

Marty’s cheeks turned red. I wasn’t sure if the sob story had gotten to him or if his pressure was simply up. 

“I’m just asking,” he said.

“My hands are tied, Marty,” I added. “And you know it.” Which wasn’t exactly the truth. We both knew that if I had thought real hard about it, I could have said no to Vasquez’s dental visits. I might have taken a few lumps from some civil-libertarian lawyer, but there were worse things in life. Now, if I was considered negligent by the commission up in Albany, I could easily face criminal charges, possibly jail time. It was too late to reverse the past. Now I had to figure out a way to clear myself as quickly and as cleanly as possible. Once I did that, I would get my head back together, get back to the business of running a tight prison.

I took one last look around before I left the cell. It was then, when I looked at the floor, that I found it. Just a crumpled-up envelope. Garbage, really. Something that might go unnoticed by Schillinger, but not by me. You see, Vasquez’s cell was immaculate. Too immaculate, too clean to be believable to anyone except an outsider like Schillinger. I took another step inside, picked up the crumpled number-ten-size business envelope. At the same time, Schillinger had his back to me as he studied the Virgin Mary, picking her up and putting her down again. Dan stood beside him, supervising.

I gripped the envelope and walked out.

Outside, on the catwalk, I flattened out the envelope as best I could. It was addressed in a kind of hasty handwriting to Eduard Vasquez care of Green Haven Maximum Security Prison, Stormville, New York. It had come from Cassandra Wolf, a name I recognized as belonging to Vasquez’s long-time girlfriend. The return address indicated Olancha, a California town I did not recognize.

I stuffed the envelope into my pants pocket and waved Dan over. A CO was posted at the end of the gallery. He held a baton in his right hand and was slapping it against the palm of his left.

“Watch the iron house till I get back,” I said.

“Pelton,” he said, tugging on those thin-waisted pants, looking down on me, but not by much. “What about Wash Pelton?”

“Pelton called once already. He calls again take it, but stall him. Tell him we’re doing everything we can to assist the Stormville PD and the state police to see that Vasquez is stopped in his tracks. Make sure he gets all the paperwork he needs. Pictures, prints, statements, next of kin, phone numbers, whatever Val can get off the microfilm and the computers.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“Then ask him who we contact at the Bureau. He’ll love that.”

“What about the guards?”

“What guards?”

“The guards he’s been on us to can?”

“You have no knowledge about guards,” I insisted. “That’s the keeper’s territory, so just play dumb.”

“Oh yeah,” Dan said, smiling now. “And how am I supposed to do that, boss?”

“Just put yourself in my shoes, little brother, and think real hard.”

CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––
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I WAS DRIVING THOUGH Newburgh, past the four- and five-story professional buildings in search of a place with the number 684 posted somewhere outside, along with the name A. J. Royale, dentist. I patted out a Pall Mall, lit it with the silver-plated Zippo engraved with my initials—J.H.M., Jack Harrison Marconi. The lighter had been a gift from Fran for my forty-third birthday, not two weeks before the collision that took her life. A year had gone by and I’d spent the better part of those twelve months trying to get used to the idea of living alone so that every time the image of Fran’s face popped into my head, I wasn’t rendered as useless as a sack of rags and bones.

This is what I thought: I had made a big mistake handing over those photographs to Marty Schillinger. It was, of course, the right thing to do. SOP. But it’s the way Marty took them from Dan and me. So quick and so willing to stuff them inside that trench coat of his. Like he knew what was inside the manila envelope without even looking.

There was something else going on inside my brain, too. I couldn’t shake the image of that heart-shaped tattoo. No faces or full bodies. Just limbs and white flesh, with a heart-shaped tattoo being the only real mark of distinction.

I was still thinking about the tattoo when I located A. J. Royale’s two-story brick-and-glass building at 684 North Main Street in Newburgh. Inside the navy-blue-carpeted waiting room, “The Girl from Ipanema” dribbled from Muzak speakers. Behind the reception counter, a woman passed the time by painting her nails. When she looked up, I saw that her eyes were encircled with a heavy application of black eyeliner, as if she were hiding a set of equally black shiners.
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