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CHAPTER ONE

Home-Cell
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Lash whistled to himself as he cleaned up his cell. He had just finished his laundry, so he had clothes to fold and put away. He spent a lot of time on his cell these days. It made it feel like home. He had once read an article suggesting that the best way to make a new house feel like home was to change it—even if you only just moved in, move the furniture around. Your mind will then have multiple memories of layouts, which feels, to the primitive, lizard part of your brain, the same as having been there a long time. The brain doesn't know time, only change over time.

Outside his pod-style cell, men streamed past. Cell Block Whiskey was on their way out to the yard. Lash had already had his outside time for today. He disliked it when whole cell blocks walked through this corridor. It made it feel like he didn't really live in a place, like he just squatted in some hallway. His cell was right there along the main walkway too, so he got a lot of traffic going by.

He turned on the music. Joy Division's "Love Will Tear Us Apart" streamed out of the tinny little speaker on his table. He wanted to make it loud enough he could ignore everyone walking by, but he knew he'd be told to turn it down.

He wished he could iron his shirts. Lash liked to look his best, but irons were strictly prohibited in Brutewood Prison. He didn't light any incense, which he would normally do around now—especially with the stinkbombs of Cell Block Alpha coming through the corridor, leaving their odor everywhere—because he had done his laundry, and the smell of dryer sheets was strong enough he didn't need the incense. He'd have liked to use it, but he didn't need it—incense was expensive in prison.

"Yo, hey, 'sup, girl," came a voice at the door.

Lash smiled and sighed. He was facing the other way, but he recognized the voice—Walter Grenier. "Hi, Walter," he said. Lash wore very short shorts to show off his smooth legs, which he stretched, shaking his butt for Walter's benefit.

"'Sup, how you doin'?" Walter asked, his deep, throaty voice filling the air, stuffing the cell with Walter's presence. He had that way about him, a way of commanding attention. Everyone outside of the cell moved around him, and he had not a care in the world for the stream of men forced to squeeze behind him. "You lookin' good, girl. How you livin'?"

Lash turned around. "I'm okay." He giggled girlishly. Lash wasn't transgender and had never even considered identifying as a woman, but in prison, he was usually treated more or less like a woman, and he tolerated that the best he could. He normally didn't mind.

Lash came closer to the door to his cell, which was wide-open. There was a strong cultural prohibition against going into anyone's cell without their explicit permission here. It was perceived as an assault—you wouldn't go into anyone's cell without their permission if that person wasn't someone you'd also stab in the throat—that was how it had been put to Lash when he first got here a few years ago. So Walter waited right there at the doorway, not stepping in.

He was short but broad-bodied, with a wide, strapping chest and a trail of silver-tinged hair running down his flat belly. He was nearly fifty, but you'd never know it from looking at his body. His scruffy beard and the wrinkles around his face made it clear, but he had the body of an athlete half his age.

He flashed a scowl at Lash, then affected a smile that was more menacing than charming. Lash stood there at the door to his cell. "What can I do for you, Walter?" He idly sucked on one of his fingers.

He knew perfectly well what Walter wanted, and Lash might have even given it to him, but he was going to make him work for it first.

"Well, baby, I just wanted to, y'know, come in there and see ya, see what'cha doin', you know..." He fancied himself a ladysman, that was obvious from the way he sucked on his teeth and looked Lash up and down. He expected Lash to be turned on by him—with good reason, in a way, since Walter had a great muscle-bound body. But he was also sweaty and mean and weird and rough, and Lash strongly suspected he had never been good at charming women.

"I'm just cleaning up a bit," Lash said. "Don't come in. I'm not ready." He got out a tub of lotion and pulled up his shorts so he could get to his thigh. He was shaved smooth, his skin pale and alabaster. He rubbed lotion into his thigh, stretching his leg so Walter couldn't help but see.

Walter's eyes opened wide. He withdrew a box of jasmine tea-bags from his pocket. The cardboard box was slightly battered from having been carried in Walter's pocket. He showed it to Lash. "I brought you a present. I hope you likes it, baby."
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