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            INTRODUCTION
 
            by Antonia Quirke

         
 
         Few of the millions who admire the 1967 film Cool Hand Luke are even aware that it is an adaptation of a novel. But unlike the bestselling prison memoirs which gave birth to Papillon or Midnight Express, Donn Pearce’s book enjoyed no great readership before it was eclipsed by its Hollywood offspring. And so the novel – always just about in print but largely neglected – went on to suffer that most ironic of literary fates: to be mistaken for the novelization of its own movie. The irony becomes all the more fierce when one discovers that Pearce, having co-written the Oscar-nominated screenplay, detested the finished product. And yet Pearce’s book is not only a superior work of art to the (excellent) film but one of the best American prison novels of the twentieth century – melancholy, spare and drawn with a vividness that could only be autobiographical.
         
 
          
 
         Born in a Pennsylvania trailer park, Pearce left home in 1943 aged fifteen, lied about his age and joined the infantry. Within a year he’d gone AWOL and been court-martialled, his mother’s eleventh-hour revelation to his military superiors that he was underage saving him from the frontline by a whisker. At seventeen he travelled from Africa to Europe with America’s Foreign Legion, the Merchant Marine, jumping ship in Venice and selling stolen paint for food, finding himself standing in St Marks Square holding the hand of a heavily pregnant Italian woman he’d just met in a bar and in a fit of New World chivalry offered to marry, thinking this is no cowboy movie; this is beautiful. Europe, just out of war, was savage. Forced to abandon his Italian friend, Pearce kept on moving, trading fake dollars on the black market and landing in prison in Marseilles, managing to escape during a work detail and walking without stopping down ‘roads lined with refugees and past woods full of cripples’ towards a boat headed for Nova Scotia.
         
 
         Back in the States – skint, stunned – his new career as a safecracker went pitifully until he was caught stealing cash from a cinema in Tampa that was showing Lawrence Olivier’s Hamlet. It was 1949 and Pearce was just twenty. He ‘didn’t know the difference between a good book and a bad book’, as he recalls, having mostly encountered ‘dum-dums with zero curiosity’ up until this point in his life. The sentence for his crime was five years on the Hard Road; nobody who’s ever been on one calls it a chain gang. Serendipitously – to understate – the first person he met on the inside was sitting on his bunk reading Proust. The man offered to teach Pearce ten new words a day. Two years later, Pearce walked out in love with Maugham, Twain and Genet (‘a fantastic animal of a person’), conflicted over Steinbeck, and convinced of Hemingway’s essential phoniness. But if you think this is the kind of prison you might like a literary spell in, think again.
         
 
         Here lives Onion Head, Blind Dick the sex maniac and Bullshit Bill. Men with tongues rolling around toothless mouths, underlining the hot bits in paperback ‘fuckbooks’, shackled to a guy who abused his daughter and an unlucky intellectual from Stanford who’d passed one bum cheque, poor son of a bitch. And all of them had the same disease, it seemed to Pearce. Man, they kind of like it here. They get out. They come back again. They’re sick. They’re crazy. This is as low as I’ll ever go, he told himself. Here I am, up to my waist in Floridian swamp, my shoulders sunburned to bleeding, sweat perpetually pouring off my body, blinking in the light like a rodent who lives in the earth. Or digging up tarmac on Route Number 441, forbidden to eyeball women passing in cars and yet sensing them everywhere, perched next to their free men, their ample fronts pressing against bags set neat on knees, clean hair and shaved legs, their gaze passing over you in your shame. The unbelievable womanhunger. Oh, to be able to consider a female face without the Boss gripping his sour stomach, full of beans and ulcers and literally rattling your chain. I’ll do anything else – work on a shrimper, douse myself in flames – but I won’t be back.
         
 
         Another prohibition on the Hard Road was against overt speech. Anyone caught talking openly was punished with time in solitary with the giant horseflies and mosquitoes. And so all inmates became experts in disguising the movements of their lips, keeping up a continuous soothing stream of ventriloquized talk, of distracting narrative, their very existence becoming one unending murmured story. Many of the best of these stories were about a convict named Luke. Cool Hand Luke: an ex-soldier and inmate of legend, a smiling boy, a Hershey-bar-and-fifty-egg gobbler who’d cheered everyone up but escaped, and was executed when surrendering to wardens ‘dumbfounded by the degree of coolness’ he’d dared to display.
         
 
         The Luke of the novel is part Prometheus, part Pearce. Like Pearce, he worked the hardest of the men on the Road, figuring out early that the mind-emptying opiate of extreme effort – ‘the exuberant ballet of labour’ – was the quickest way to pass the Time, despite the attendant extra blisters and devastating repetitive-strain injuries. Luke, like Pearce, had seen first-hand a Europe collapsed by war, but unlike Pearce he is a man who cannot function in the world outside, a world that he finds essentially insane.
         
 
          
 
         Pearce never went back. In New York he worked as a painter and a short-order cook, writing five unpublished novels and snapping his legs in a motorcycle accident. On crutches one day in Brooklyn he happened across a girl listening to a sad country song on a radio and clattered home to write and re-write one particular manuscript many times, finding a voice, tragic and lyrical but perfectly unsentimental; like something muttered at you from the side of the Road. Obsessing over the descriptions of the bunks and johns, the nightly rinsing of faces and spoons, the oranges on passing trees hanging like planets, the speech patterns and accents of men. A cold drink? A cold drink? You think a’hm gonna waste mah soopernatcheral talents on a lousy five cent drink? Who do you think ah am? 
         
 
         The book sold to Scribners in 1965 for $80,000 (an enormous sum at the time) because Paul Newman had seen it early and shrewdly diagnosed a potential star vehicle. The modest, dark-suited Pearce – his immaculate side-parting retaining something of the caution of the 1950s – did the rounds of the kind of chat shows where everyone smiled and smiled as though eternally at a cocktail party, but he was more often than not casually insulted. ‘We could have some chains ordered for you, maybe you’ll feel more comfortable,’ taunted one DJ under his breath between songs. The book disappeared; the film was a smash, and Pearce, miraculously not bitter, got used to being asked about Paul Newman, whose Luke he never quite bought. He moved to Florida, worked as an occasional journalist, a bail bondsman and private detective and in his seventies wrote a novel about the Battle of the Bulge, Nobody Comes Back, published in 2004. ‘I got past caring, but it used to kill me,’ he has said. ‘Cool Hand Luke, the book, is a lost cause.’
         
 
          
 
         You will see that it isn’t.
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            ONE

         
 
         EVERY MORNING WE COUNT OFF through the gate in single file, our voices echoing out into the darkness and into the glare of the spotlights on the corners of the fence. Once again the squads are reformed and counted as we stand at a loose and sleepy attention, greeted by a new day of trucks, guns, the hounds barking from the dog pens. At the signal we load up into the cage truck, scrambling in quickly for if we are slow the last man is certain to be kicked in the ass by the Walking Boss. It is still dark and misty, the dawn barely begun. The dawn is gray; as gray as this iron world in which we live.
         
 
         After all the trucks are started the whole convoy begins to pull out, bouncing and clanging over the rutted clay road that leads through the orange grove that surrounds our camp. And as we are jarred and shaken through the darkness amid the squeaking of metal and the roaring of motors, the fruit on the orange trees goes speeding by like the globes of distant planets dangling in outer space.
 
         The Bull Gang is always put in the cage truck. We can look between the bars of the gate and watch the headlights of the trucks behind us as they illuminate the leaves and the fruit and dazzle our sleepy eyes. And we can see the men of the other squads huddled together in heaps beneath pieces of old canvas, trying to break the force of the chill morning wind. All the other squads are put in the back of open dump trucks behind each of which is towed a small guard trailer with an eighteen-foot tongue in which the Free Men sit to prevent  anyone from jumping off. Sitting behind the windshields of  their black and yellow, two-wheeled chariots, the Free Men  shiver in jackets and coats, their hands in their pockets, their  shotguns held in the crooks of their arms and aimed carelessly  upwards at the stars.
         
 
         And then the miracle. Without even pulling a trigger a star  is being shot out of the sky. Through the bars we watch it  burning, questioning its similarities with this caged world on  wheels as the round pale orbs of our faces are softly  illuminated by our own cigarettes.
 
         We doze. The dream is still clinging to us with a heavy glow.  Feet are shifted. Chains rattle. Work shoes scrape on the metal  floor, which is bare and shiny from years of being polished by  leather and fine gray Florida sand. In order to relieve a cramp,  someone shifts his shoulder, the movement felt all the way  down the line, transmitted through a series of tightly packed  arms and shoulders wrapped in the coarse gray cloth of shirts  and jackets bleached and faded by the years. But as we sit here  squeezed together, we are also huddling for warmth, for some  sort of reassurance and understanding which we know we can  only hope to get from one of our own kind.
 
         Cigarettes are silently rolled and smoked. We cross and  recross our legs, casually and debonair, the white vertical  stripes on the outside of our pant legs barely visible in the  gloom, dimmed by the filth and the encrusted salt of the sweat  of yesterday’s labor.
 
         When the convoy reaches the paved road the trucks begin  to separate, going in opposite directions and turning off again  at other junctions as each squad is taken to the different work  assignments scattered all over the county. Some of us in the  Bull Gang peer out between the bars, noting the direction in  which we are headed and trying to guess our job for the day. Eventually, after a half hour or so, the cage truck pulls over to the side of the road as we fumble with our makings to roll up and light one last smoke. The guards dismount from the tool truck behind us and move off to their positions. When they are ready, the Walking Boss unlocks the gate and counts us as we get out and go over to the tool truck where Rabbit the Water Boy hands down the shovels, the bush axes or the yo-yos. One by one we clamber down into the ditch, stiff and clumsy at first but gradually loosening up as we go, the sun just rising over the horizon as we begin another day.
         
 
         Slowly the mists begin to rise after the chill and the dampness are driven away by the sun. Later it begins to get hot and a man will pause, yelling out the prescribed formula to all the guards:
 
         Takin’ it off here, Boss!
         
 
         From all around us comes the permissive echo.
 
         Yeah.
 
         All right.
 
         Go on, take it off.
 
         The man drops his tool and strips off his shirt and jacket, leaving them on the edge of the road where Rabbit will pick them up and put them away in the cage truck. His tanned skin shining in its sweat, the man resumes his work, the dull monotony of the day dragging on as he digs and chops and carries.
 
         The hours pass. But we are strictly forbidden to know the time, deliberately kept in constant suspense. There is always that haunting question. How much longer is it until Smoking Period? Until Bean Time? And how much closer are we to that Golden Day – the day of parole or release or, to some of us, the right moment for an escape?
 
         But in spite of everything we have learned how to work with automatic unconcern, quite unaware of our own fatigue, of the fierceness of the sun, of the mosquitoes and flies. For endless hours we whisper to each other, keeping an eye open for the Walking Boss who is strolling up and down the road idly swinging his stick. He knows perfectly well that we are talking but is usually willing to tolerate our little sins if we keep them within certain limits. Our work must never falter, our lips must never move and we must dummy up whenever he approaches, slipping back to the diaphanous silence of our dream.
         
 
         During Smoking Period we huddle together on the slope of the ditch, telling each other all over again the long details of our former lives. And those lives, long since dead, sound like a distant melody played on a muted saxophone. We relate the history of our adventures, our sentimental agonies. We talk about the girls we laid, the whiskey we drank, the money we stole. And we tell the story of how we almost got away with it all.
 
         Chief will tell another of his legendary lies. Ears will recite the saga of his boyhood when his father put him in a reform school after his mother died. But only his closest friends will ever hear about his young, attractive stepmother. And only once or twice has he ever described the exact details of that drunken night when he staggered home with a pistol and shot his father dead.
 
         Once again Koko will describe how he got three years for burglarizing $115,000 worth of jewels from a walled mansion in Palm Beach. But he is still breathless as he tells how he escaped from a camp near Lake Okeechobee and ended up with four more years for stealing a pair of overalls from a farmhouse. And how he got another five years for swiping a Model T Ford in which to make a getaway.
 
         And Dynamite is still having that same old nightmare. Living on Death Row, the cellmate of his dreams keeps asking him with maddening repetition,
 
         What time is it? We go down at ten o’clock.
         
 
         As for myself, what can I say? I too have committed my crime, the one which demonstrated my hostility towards this great, big wonderful world of ours; the one which has put me in debt to Society and which I am gradually paying off, on the installment plan. Lured by irresistible temptations and maddened by a chronic anger which had long since lost its original meaning, I too committed a felony. Does it really matter that mine happens to be larceny? As for my sentence, I have all the Time I need.
 
         And now my own face can be found among those paled by the shadowed height of the guard. I too am down there digging in the ditch while he stands with the shotgun jutting over his shoulder, hammered into the blue with a precise slant of malediction.
 
         So this is the Chain Gang. Among ourselves it is most often referred to as The Hard Road, as a noun and as a proper name, capitalized and sacred. In the evening you can see us driving down the highway in a long caravan of black and yellow trucks heading back to Camp. And as we go by we get down on our knees in order to get a better view, our wicked, dirty faces peering through the bars to eyeball at your Free World.
 
         Every night the trucks bounce over the clay road through the groves, pulling up on the asphalt apron, the guards dismounting and spreading to all sides. We wait. At the signal from the Walking Boss everyone clambers out and lines up along the sidewalk in front of the gate, standing with his back turned and his arms raised. Squad by squad we are shaken down, each man standing with his pockets turned inside out. His spoon, comb, tobacco can and change are all held in his cap, which is always removed in deference to the Captain, who is sitting in a rocking chair on the porch of his Office. After we are patted, rubbed and felt, the final tap on the shoulder tells us we may lower our arms.
         
 
         Deep inside the Building we can hear the Wicker Man tapping and banging away to test the floors and the walls and dragging his broom handle across the chain link wire mesh of the windows. And that staccato melody of the evening echoes far over the groves like drunken jackhammers repairing the sky.
 
         Another signal. The gate is swung open and we march through in single file, each man turning his head to speak over his shoulder, counting off as clearly as possible so the next man won’t misunderstand. The Yard Man stands right beside the gate and a swift kick is the cost of a mistake. And as we count our voices are different just as we are different. There are growls, yells, threats, questions, statements, murmurs – ONE Two three/FOUR! (five) Six?
         
 
         Once inside the gate we charge up the steps and into the Building, our songs and shouts overlapping and entangled as we run in to open lockers, to wait in line in front of the one faucet in the Building to rinse the mud off our faces, to take a quick piss in little semicircles, huddled together shoulder to shoulder around the johns; two, three and even four to the bowl.
 
         Then we rush out again, lining up for supper at the Messhall door. But the Silent System prevails. Jammed in tight on one of the benches I sit in meditation, feeling the shoulders and arms of the men on either side of me as I eat my meal of potato stew and beans, corn bread and collards. The only sounds are the scraping of shoes on the concrete floor, the clanking of tablespoons on metal plates. After I finish I go outside and rinse my spoon under the faucet in the yard and then I put it back in my hip pocket.
 
         At the porch of the Building I stoop and remove my shoes, empty the contents of my pockets into my cap and get in the line which is wending its way past Carr, the convict Floorwalker. When my turn comes I hand my shoes to Carr, who examines them for contraband and then throws them through the door. I turn my back and raise my arms as he pokes through the things in my cap, gives me a fast frisk and growls in my ear. Fourteen. I go through the door, pick up my shoes and repeat the number to the Wicker Man. He grumbles back at me and makes a mark. Fourteen.
         
 
         When everyone is safely tucked inside, the double doors are closed and barred. Just as the last bolt is shot home, the sun drops below the horizon.
 
         And we always spend our evenings at home. Ours is a world without carpets or curtains, without chairs, sinks or privacy. Yet we shave every day and brush our teeth and somehow manage to carry on lives which, although but a pale imitation of yours, still retain some of its marvels. We read the funnies and know the football scores. In subdued murmurs we gossip and argue and recite. Four of us have been permitted to own radios that whisper the latest tunes. The four johns are always busy. There are loafers, comedians, gamblers, craftsmen and students. And those who still have someone waiting for them are writing letters home.
 
         So we build our Time. Each of our days is connected to the other by all sorts of personal artifacts, attached together by glue and by dream, nailed down tight by the hammering of our unanimous heels which respond to the First Bell by drumming on the floor all at once. In exactly five minutes we are ready for breakfast. The Wicker Man unlocks the outside door and then the gate to the Chute. Carr steps aside and we begin counting off, each of us twisting to speak over his shoulder. Like a key inserted in a lock, the line enters the dawn through the door to open still another day. 

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            TWO

         
 
         AND EVERY DAY IT’S THE same thing. Except that today there was a difference. We did the same work, felt the same sensations, exercised the same kind of talk and gesture. But the day was paced by strange silences and a deep sense of embarrassment. Noises seemed sharper. Movements were stiffer and more pronounced. And from time to time an eye would turn up, roll from left to right and then turn down again.
         
 
         This morning when we went out, the Bull Gang was put to work on what we call the Rattlesnake Road in honor of all those serpents which we have killed there, using the rawhide-skins for the wallets which we make on weekends and sell to the Free World for spending money. The Bull Gang was yo-yoing the grass on both sides of the road, the shotgun guards scattered all around us.
         
 
         But the thing was: the Rattlesnake Road leads to the old nigger church, the one across the road from the lookout tower of the forest rangers.
 
         To you a yo-yo would be a weed cutter, a light frame of unpainted wood with a handle fastened to an A-shaped yoke that supports a thin, straight, double-edge blade. It is swung from side to side, slashing through the weeds with vigorous forehand and backhand strokes. But to us a yo-yo is the pendulum of that great invisible clock that slowly ticks away the hours of our Time.
 
         And today we covered more than two miles, working in a staggered line, each man behind the next and over to one side so that the lanes of work overlapped and so that if a yo-yo slipped out of a sweaty hand it would not hit anyone. We strolled along, shaving the shoulder of the highway and the armpit of the ditch, swinging our tools back and forth in a fast but natural rhythm broken only when a clump of dog fennels or palmettos was particularly tough and a man had to hack away with both hands. Or perhaps we would come to a patch of sandspurs or Florida cactus and a man would be hit by the flying debris. Swearing under his breath, he would lower his yo-yo and pull the spines out of his back and arms but first yelling out to the nearest guard,
         
 
         Pullin’ it out here, Boss!
         
 
         Yeah. OK Gator. Pull it out.
 
         All morning we swished along in our echelon formation like a squadron of airplanes soaring overhead through the blue, our yo-yos beating like mad propellers bearing us aloft. As always, the traffic roared right by us in both directions; the sedans and the jalopies, a farmer’s pickup, a Greyhound bus, the semis going by with their exhausts on high, their diesels pounding away.
 
         As you rolled on by, soft and upholstered in your Cadillacs, heading south towards Miami and towards Paradise just beyond, you could look out from your air conditioned comfort and see the red flag stuck in the ground with the white letters ‘Slow Down – Men at Work’. Then you saw a guard standing at ease with his weight on one leg, his pistol hanging low in its holster, his shotgun dangling over his shoulder. Then the black and yellow trucks, Jim the Trustee carrying the water bucket with one arm held out for balance, more guards dressed in wrinkled uniforms of forest green and cowboy hats all sweated and stained, shapeless and worn. And all eyes were focused on the staggered column of barechested men, their skin burnt black, wearing striped caps cocked at every conceivable angle and light gray pants with a white vertical stripe down the legs.
         
 
         You looked out at us through the windows, your eyes full of curiosity and disgust, your faces showing your fear. And that suited us just fine.
 
         A school bus went by, two kids leaning out the windows and hollering something. A State-highway patrolman cruised slowly along, followed by a long line of cars, the drivers all afraid of passing around him. Later came a house trailer from Michigan, an old jeep pulling an outboard boat, three army trucks in a row, a motorcyclist and a truckload of citrus fruit.
 
         But we kept our eyes on the ground, absorbed in our work, for Eyeballing is punishable by being put in the Box. And we knew that today the guards were nervous. They chewed their quids and scratched their ears and rearranged their hats. They did all the things they always do. But they were watching us. They were waiting.
 
         Patiently we swung our tools, the grass rustling with every cut. At the end of each blurred arc of flashing steel there rose a fluttering green cloud within which we dawdled like the sleepwalkers we are, lulled by the constant swish of the passing traffic and the subtle melody tinkling from the ankles of the Chain Men.
 
         The hours passed. Every few hundred yards Rabbit the Water Boy would take the flag in front and walk up the road with it to stick it in the ground. Jim the Trustee would go back and bring up the flag from the rear. Then each of them would start up one of the trucks and drive it ahead to park and wait for us to catch up with our slow and ponderous advance.
 
         Every so often, Rabbit would fill the water bucket from the big oak barrel in the tool truck, waddling as he went down the road. He went to the Walking Boss first, who took the dipper, drank a few mouthfuls and threw the rest on the ground with a splat. Then Rabbit went to each of the guards in turn, crossing the road and struggling up and down the embankment to offer them the dipper. Then he went from one convict to another, each one putting down his yo-yo and yelling out:
         
 
         Gettin’ a drink here, Boss!
         
 
         Yeah. Get a drink there, Bama.
 
         Eagerly the man would drink down the water, some of it running down his heaving chest and belly, ignored and lost in the sheen of sweat that glistened on his body and made his pants sopping wet and muddy. Again he would fill the dipper, pausing with gasping breaths. Then he put it back in the bucket and resumed his rhythmic swinging, Rabbit dodging the flashing yo-yos, moving up to the next man in line who lowered his blade, looked around him at the armed horizon and called out:
 
         Drinkin’ it up, here. Boss!
         
 
         OK. Drink it up.
 
         Behind us or beside us strolled the Walking Boss, idly swinging his hickory cane. As usual, he gave us no sign whatever of his thoughts or his mood. Sometimes he would sit on the running board of one of the trucks or sit inside the cab. And sometimes he would light up a cigar and walk within a fragrant and inspired cloud, pulling out his enormous pocket watch and putting it back while we swung our yo-yos and looked down at our feet. The time went on. Occasionally there would be a call.
 
         Pourin’ it out down here – Boss!
 
         OK. Pour it out.
 
         Making sure that all the guards had heard, the man would go down to the bottom of the slope and drop to his knees with his back turned to the road, his shoulders slumped in a humble attitude, ignoring the passing Free World while genuflecting over the puddle of piss which slowly spread between his knees. Then –
         
 
         Gettin’ back here, Boss Brown!
 
         All right. Git on back.
 
         Not long before Smoking Period there was a sudden yell somewhere up near the head of the line. I could see Stupid Blondie up there hitting at the ground with his yo-yo and yelling:
 
         Snake! Snake!
 
         The whole gang came alive, men dodging here and there in a melee of swinging tools, trying to stop the rattler skimming through the grass. But no one could go more than three or four feet from his position, each one guarding his own area and flailing away as the snake zigzagged first one way and then another. Once it almost got away under the barbed wire that bordered the edge of the right of way. But Dragline was bringing up the rear, working along the fence. Normally a Chain Man has the privilege of working on top of the shoulder where the walking is much easier. But of course Dragline was in a very deep mood today, suffering from a bad case of the Black Ass, remembering all the things that had happened on this road and remembering all the things that had happened before that.
 
         When Dragline saw the snake heading his way he ran a few steps forward to head it off but his shackles caught on a palmetto root at the very moment that he swung his yo-yo. He lost his balance and fell to his knees, his yo-yo hitting the ground, sending up a geyser of dry sand and then bouncing off a strand of barbed wire, making it vibrate with a dull hum. Dragline tried to get up and swing again but the rattler had already altered course, heading back into the thicker grass at the bottom of the ditch.
         
 
         Cottontop blocked its path and the snake swiftly contracted itself into a coil, his head pulled back, its rattles buzzing away as Cottontop yelled out:
         
 
         Ah got ’im! Ah got ’im!
 
         Cottontop braced himself, nervously advanced a step, faltered as the buzzing grew more violent. Then he swung the yo-yo with both hands like the desperate reflex of a batter trying to hit a low foul. But he missed and ducked back just as the rattler struck, its body stretching out about two feet, its jaws agape. The snake went back into its coil as Cottontop braced himself again. In the meantime everybody was yelling, the convicts and the guards as well –
 
         Git ’im Cottontop. Git ’im.
 
         Git ’im hell. Bite ’im on the ass.
 
         Watch it Cottontop. Don’t git yourself snake-bit.
 
         He ain’t gonna git bit. He cain’t git bit. A snake’s got better sense’n to bite a Chain Ganger. With all the bean juice in Cottontop’s blood, it’d be the snake that’d git poisoned. He’d jes curl hisself up and die on the spot.
         
 
         But Stupid Blondie was wilder than all the rest, pulling his cap off and throwing it down on the ground.
 
         Cottontop! You be careful now! Don’t cut him up too much. You’ll ruin his hide! You hear? That’s my hide now. Don’t forget. I was the first to see him. I called ‘snake’ first.
 
         Again Cottontop prepared to swing and then flinched. The snake struck again, recovered, hissed and rattled. Cottontop stumbled backwards, came in again and swung. There was a wild thrashing in the grass, big loops of black spotted yellow flexing and coiling as Cottontop yelled out:
 
         Ah got ’im! Ah got ’im! Cut his haid smack dab off! 
 
         You didn’t cut up his hide, did yuh?
         
 
         Then the Walking Boss, Jim the Trustee and Rabbit came up the road from the tool truck. Jim came down the ditch slope to where Cottontop was standing and picked up the still-jerking snake by the tail. It was a Diamond Back. About six feet long. As Jim started back up the slope he made a movement as if to throw the snake at Rabbit, who shrank back, his face grimaced with fear. Boss Paul smiled and called over from across the road.
 
         What’s the matter, Rabbit? Don’t they have no rattlers up in Canada? Or is it too cold up there?
 
         And Rabbit answered with the imitation accent he has acquired, using the fawning inflections that are prescribed for a Water Boy, for a Yankee and a Foreigner.
 
         Yeah Boss. We got ’im aw right. Lot’s of ’em. But we made a deal. Ah leaves them alone and they leaves me alone.
 
         Cottontop was still explaining to everybody how he outmaneuvered the snake. Jim had already started to skin it with the pocketknife that trustees are allowed to carry. Dragline stayed in his proper place, examining the edge of his yo-yo with a frown.
 
         Damn your ass, Blondie. You made me nick my yo-yo. Ah oughtta make you give me a cold drink tonight.
 
         How come I gotta give you a cold drink, Drag? You didn’t kill it. It was Cottontop who killed it.
         
 
         Ah know that, stupid. But ah nicked mah gawd damned yo-yo tryin’.
         
 
         Cottontop was all excited at his potential reward.
 
         Ah want a Pepsi, Blondie. Hear? A Pepsi.
 
         Don’t forget mine, Blondie, said Jim, looking up from his work. But Dragline wasn’t through.
 
         Ah oughtta hire me a lawyer and sue you, Blondie. For damages. Ah just sharpened mah yo-yo yesterday. 
 
         Aw, come on Dragline. Ah’m sorry. Ah couldn’t help it.
         
 
         Sorry? Yeah. Ah knows you’re sorry. You’re the sorriest thing ah ever saw. But eff’n you don’t give me a cold drink the least you can do is sharpen up mah yo-yo at Smoke Time. After all, you git to keep the hide. It’ll make about six good wallet backs. At least. And here ah ain’t even got a lousy cold drink to mah name.
 
         Aw. All right, Drag. Ah’ll sharpen it up for you at Bean Time.
 
         By then the guards had relaxed, their grips no longer tight on their gun stocks. But we knew better than to go too far. There was a few minutes more of uninhibited talking and gestures and then the work was resumed, everyone taking his place without a word and beginning to swing his yo-yo, the Bull Gang slowly moving past the Walking Boss, who stood on the shoulder of the road, leaning on his cane.
 
         For another hour we walked along, swinging our tools back and forth, the traffic roaring along beside us. As usual, I was somewhere in the middle, lost in my daydreams about the past, once again going over all the things that I knew about Cool Hand Luke. And yet at the same time, more than anything else, I was probably worrying about the blister that was beginning on the side of my thumb, reaching out with one hand to slice away some milkweeds and then on the return stroke changing hands to trim a clump of grass close to the ground.
 
         By the sun and by practice, we could tell it was nearly ten o’clock. Eyes began to question. The yo-yos began to waver. Heads slyly turned towards Dragline, who has a phenomenal ability to guess the time, searching his attitude for some sign.
 
         The Walking Boss strolled along the edge of the road, looking at the passing cars, lazily swinging his Stick.
 
         With a slow and idle movement he pulled at the braided leather fob and looked down at his pocket watch. Slowly he stuffed it back and continued strolling. After a long pause, lazily, with a deep, gutteral growl, he drawled out,
         
 
         Aw right. Let’s smoke ’em up.
 
         Back came the reply with a sharp, high note of exuberance resounding from all directions:
 
         Yes suh!
         
 
         Eagerly we dug into our sweaty pockets and took out the battered, rusty pipe tobacco cans that we all carry on our hips. But inside is the sharp and bitter, iodine-flavored State tobacco that is issued to us once a week. Pressed down on top is a book of cigarette papers and a small box of wooden matches. Some of us squatted on our haunches, West Florida style. Some of us sat, knelt or lay down flat on our backs. We rolled our smokes or stuffed our pipes, the clever ones always keeping two or three rolled up in advance in their tobacco cans so that no time at all would be lost. The wealthy ones didn’t have to bother since they always smoke Free World tailor-mades.
 
         For fifteen minutes we rested, drinking in the smoke. Again and again we went over the details of the adventure with the Diamond Back, describing every aspect to each other, every gesture, expression and emotion. We envied Stupid Blondie’s luck, ridiculed Cottontop’s idiocy, poked mild and careful fun at Dragline’s tripping over his own shackles. And then again we picked up the threads of our stories and our lies exactly where we had left off, as though we hadn’t been interrupted by several hours of labor in the sun.
 
         But again there was a difference. There was a certain restraint in our voices, occasional glances of respect and awe in Dragline’s direction.
 
         Soon we felt restless. We knew the time had come, our eyes discreetly following the Walking Boss, waiting for that gesture. When he reached for his watch we all tensed. But he put it back again, unconcerned, looking off at we knew not what. And then when we least expected it, his voice growled out to us, deep, slow and lazy, cadenced and intoned like a song.
         
 
         Aw right … It’s that time.
 
         Stiffly we stood up, lighting that last smoke we are permitted to carry and snapping shut the lids of our cans and putting them away. Stretching, making the first few, meaningless swings at nothing to limber up, mechanically our arms resumed the rhythmic swing of the day, the sweat again beginning to flow, our eyes once again fixed on that spot just in front of our toes.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            THREE

         
 
         BOSS GODFREY STROLLED ALONG THE edge of the pavement swinging his Walking Stick, a heavy cane made of hickory with which he points when giving orders and makes those little gestures that reveal to us his mood and with which, from time to time, he beats us.
         
 
         Boss Godfrey is much bigger than any of us. He is nearly six feet six inches tall and weighs at least two hundred and forty pounds. Like the guards, he is dressed in the same faded green uniform of the State, a large spot of sweat showing between his shoulder blades and under each arm in a larger ring of dried salt. And like the guards, he also wears a cowboy hat, weather-beaten and out of shape with stains of hair oil showing around the band. But their hats are all various shades of gray. His hat is black.
 
         Slowly he walked along the edge of the road from the head of the line to the rear and then back again. Gesturing with his Walking Stick, he would order the flags and the trucks to be moved up by the trustees. Occasionally he would mutter a command. Once he pointed his Stick right at me and then aimed it towards the rear of the gang.
 
         Sailor. Drop back and catch that clump of wire grass over yonder.
 
         Yes suh, Boss. Boss Kean! Boss Paul! Gettin’ back here and catchin’ this here wire grass!
         
 
         Aw right, Sailor. Go back and git it.
 
         After doing what I was told I walked back to my place. Boss Godfrey was again ambling towards the head of the line, his back turned to me, swinging his Stick from side to side and puffing on a cigar. Then he let go with a standard bean fart. A little one. The hungry kind. And once again I wondered about Boss Godfrey and the other guards, speculating about their reality as human beings. But all I could do was observe them askance and at a distance, assuming that they must respond to the influences of food and rest, the state of their bowels and their loves. The well-being of the Free Men is something we convicts always worry about. Just as at one time we were quite concerned with the moods of our judges. Yet to us the Free Men must always remain as flat forms, shallow silhouettes cut out and pasted against the wall of the sky.
         
 
         There are the rumors. Boss Godfrey used to be a Greyhound bus driver. His family was one of the pioneers of the Florida Territory even before it was taken over from Spain. His wife ran away. He squandered away a large cattle inheritance from his father. His girlfriend is a waitress in a juke joint near Vero Beach.
         
 
         But we really don’t know. We don’t know how old he is or where he lives. We don’t know where he’s from nor what he thinks or believes. All we know is that he is beginning to get a pot belly and wears sideburns and is a fantastic marksman with a rifle. He has little wrinkles on his forehead and on the back of his dark brown neck. And probably in the corners of his eyes. Yet we don’t even know that.
 
         The other guards have eyes of men. They have isosceles triangles of blue fire. Hollow eyes of iron. Brooding rips and tears and glints of green and brown. But the Walking Boss seems to have no eyes at all, keeping them completely covered with opaque sunglasses, the kind that have a brightly polished surface of one-way mirrors. 
 
         Boss Godfrey reached the head of the advancing column. He turned around and stood a moment, watching us. Slowly he began walking back. With a covert glance I looked up from my work as he drew close to me. And there in his eyes I could see the reduced twin reflections of the Bull Gang, the guards strung out with their shotguns at various angles – over their shoulders, at high port, dangling in their hands or cradled in the crook of one arm – and we convicts herded together in the middle, our heads lowered and our eyes averted, our yo-yos flashing from side to side. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            FOUR

         
 
         LATER IN THE MORNING THE countryside around us began to change. Houses became scarcer. Marsh grass became more common, growing out of small ponds on both sides of us. The road was very straight, built on a high causeway of fill with steep shoulders that dropped down into drainage ditches overgrown with bushes. Our yo-yos had very little to do here and the Bull Gang began to move more rapidly over the ground, cutting down the occasional clumps of dog fennels and patches of weeds and then going on at a fast walk, moving in single file along the narrow tops of the shoulders.
         
 
         Off to our right, coming out of the scattered second-growth pines and scrub oaks, we saw the row of poles supporting the arcs of high tension power lines. Later we could see the embankment of the railroad tracks. It drew closer to the road and then began to follow it on a parallel course.
 
         It had been a long time since we had last worked on the Rattlesnake Road but we recognized the landmarks. On the left there was a small house all by itself built out of pale green stucco in the pseudo-Mediterranean style that was common during the great Florida land boom of the twenties. Then we saw the creek up ahead, the fish camp, the wooden drawbridge and its sister, the railroad trestle built of heavy, black pilings and creosoted cross-timbers.
 
         For a moment we hesitated at the foot of the bridge until all the men had gathered together. At a signal from Boss Godfrey we started across, following the guard who took the lead, walking backwards a few paces and then turning around, twisting his neck to look over his shoulder. We followed along, herded by the guards behind us.
         
 
         On the other side of the creek the railroad began to curve away from the road, bending away behind the Negro general store, an old and dilapidated wooden shack. Beyond the store was the railroad station consisting of a bare wooden platform. On the other side was a nameless, unincorporated village of about a dozen unpainted shacks with rusty, corrugated roofs.
 
         Again the country began to change, getting dry and sandy, scrub oaks growing in small groves mixed with patches of scrawny-looking pines. About a half mile beyond the bridge the road began to curve to the right, following the right of way of the Atlantic Coast Line. Slowly we worked our way around the bend. And then up ahead of us, emerging out of the trees that blocked the horizon, we could see the watchtower of the forest rangers.
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