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  What Readers Are Saying about


  The Poor Man’s Guide to Suicide


  


  “...a beautiful portrait of a decent man at the end of his rope. Andrew Armacost's writing is wonderfully funny and sad, and I will be reading whatever he writes from now on."


  —Scott Phillips, bestselling author of The Ice Harvest.


  


  “A somber yet hopeful walk along the ledge.”


  —Kirkus Reviews.


  


  “Armacost’s fictional depiction of depression has an alarmingly real feel.”


  —Library Journal, Douglas Lord, Books for Dudes.


  


  "Funny and well-conceived."


  —Dan Fante, author of Chump Change and Mooch.


  


  “...true grit at its best...a powerful read that will satisfy any who like dark, gritty noir writing...”


  —D. Donovan, eBook Reviewer, Midwest Book Review.


  


  "The descriptions of Wesley’s shifts and prison routines are gripping. This is a rare opportunity to see prison life from a guard’s point of view."


  —Galina Roizman, Portland Book Review.
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  “Stone walls do not a prison make,


  nor iron bars a cage.”


  


  —Richard Lovelace


  


  The Poor Man’s Guide to Suicide


  


  


  


  Merry Christmas, 2004!


  


  FOR a long time now, I’ve wanted to kill myself. The closer Christmas gets, the worse I feel. About every-thing.


  Just to add to the spirit, my monitor went to hell this morning. Blanked out during some last minute shop-ping. My computer is about the only thing in my dilapidated shitbox of a house that’s worth anything to anyone but me. I mean Jesus…this house is a urinal with windows. And it’s coming apart at the seams.


  Well I picked up a new monitor from Best Buy…a cheap one…the cheapest…but first, I wrapped three gifts for my son and three gifts for my daughter. They live with their respective mothers.


  I shoved a few gifts beneath the bed, and stacked the rest under my wobbly-ass coffee table, managing to knock over a wooden replica of a Christmas tree, a wooden tree with tiny plastic bulbs that light up, or should, if I ever plug it in.


  Mom made the tree for me last year. She’s blind, but still pretty good with her hands…creative, I should say. She lives nearby…in a slightly larger shitbox, the one in which I was raised with my sister…It’s just a couple blocks away…one street over.


  Mom refers to this neighborhood as ‘working class.’ Three years ago, while heading out for her morning walk, she tripped over something on the porch—a body...the result of a drive-by shooting, said the next day’s paper. Apparently, this guy had been seeking shelter…in a hurry…he was trying to break into Mom’s house when whoever wanted him dead caught up with him. That guy’s no longer a member of any class, working or otherwise.


  


  I can’t wrap gifts worth a damn. The whole ordeal was further complicated by my mutt, Cleo, who kept stepping on the paper, kept jamming her nose into my crotch, pleading for attention. Cleo resembles a black lab but she’s a tad smaller and doesn’t like to fetch.


  Back when I lived with my first wife near the speedway—that’s where the Indianapolis 500 takes place every May—I usually took Cleo for a morning jog along a narrow wooded trail that would’ve been somewhat scenic if not for the tangle of power lines overhead.


  I’ve since grown lazier, my environs more precarious. She gets a daily walk around the block and her weekly trip to a city park. That’s if she’s lucky.


  


  DIVORCED, non-custodial fathers maintain a much higher tendency to bump themselves off, or so the Internet tells me. I can see that. It’s not surprising, really. I’m thirty-three…two kids, two moms...already bald…and twice-divorced.


  My father, Dr. Edmond Weimer, that dickhead still has a full head of white, greasy, slicked-back hair…might be fake, wouldn’t put it past him.


  Dr. Weimer D.D.S. was never really in the picture…at least not for long. He left Mom for Linda Elpers, his assistant, or whatever they call those helper people. Technicians, I guess.


  For thirteen years, Mom enjoyed a somewhat happy second marriage until my stepfather died on the bathroom floor, bleeding from both ends, as they say, because an ulcer had perforated his stomach.


  Nobody saw that one coming. For years, I blamed the EMT guys; they didn’t exactly hustle up the porch steps…


  


  SO I’m thirty-three and bald and suicidal and the father of two children and the son of a creative blind widow named Sunny Lee Vogel, originally from central Florida, who kept me alive through two divorces, quite literally, by giving me a roof and two meals a day.


  Poor Mom. She’s stuck in the Midwest forever, looks like. She abhors cold weather but won’t start complaining until the holidays have finally passed.


  Then she’ll really start in.


  ‘Wesley,’ she’ll say, ‘When are we moving to Florida?’


  And I’ll say, ‘Whenever you want, Ma.’ But nothing will ever change. We’ll both end up dying here, unlike my younger sister, Wendy Ann, a successful environmental lobbyist who lives in Boston—Plymouth, to be exact—with her three daughters, an irritating beagle, and her perfect handsome husband, a federal prosecutor named Jake Arnold.


  Jake’s a good guy, although I know he considers me an absolute loser. As well he should. Even so, he tries pretty hard to conceal his disdain for me, which I certainly appreciate.


  Wendy’s out there saving the whales. Literally. Her last project had something to do with reconfiguring lobster traps in Maine so as to keep whales from getting rope burn, which leads to a painful bacterial death of sorts, or so I’ve been made to understand.


  Until I was thirty, or thereabouts, Wendy and I were close. But we’ve slowly drifted away from each other, as you do, when you grow older while living far apart.


  


  WELL I wasn’t always bald and sullen and hopeless.


  When I fell in love with Claudette, my first wife, I was on the football team, and the wrestling team, and the prom court, and I helped organize student dances, and so on and so forth. I even maintained pretty good grades. In short, I had in my possession all the necessary passports to the often despised, furtively coveted, Realm of Popularity. But, in spite of any teenaged angst, I was also nice to everyone and optimistic too (at least outwardly). I was funny, pleasant…a real pleasure to be around, I don’t mind saying. Not only this…My body, said Claudette, could’ve been chiseled by Michelangelo himself. Oh, and I played the guitar and composed bad poetry during study hall.


  All true.


  My only point here is, I once exhibited a range of characteristics that a few women might find attractive. That is, at least I can see what Claudette saw in me. I honestly can’t see what anyone would see in me now…my life has all the charm of a Third World luggage turnstile…


  Today, my body is neither hard nor soft, neither large nor small. It’s just a body. And its main purpose now, apparently, is turning the beans and rice, the cans of tuna, the jars of generic pasta sauce and other easily made cheap food, into shit, to be flushed down the toilet like so many wasted years.


  None of this matters.


  


  FOR me, the notion of self-mutilation, or any mutilation for that matter, holds no appeal. Neither does the slightest degree of physical pain. I think some folks, when they snuff it, are out to punish themselves for something, or else out to make some kind of a statement. Not me. I just want it to end. I wanna go out like a light, just that quick. Click.


  My initial suicidal ideations were pretty straightforward but have recently grown more elaborate, more ambitious, more demanding on the imagination. At first, I considered swallowing a bunch of pills. Simple enough. I could wash them down with bourbon while flipping through the channels. Nightie-night. But the Internet tells me this doesn’t always work. One young gentleman, having graced who knows how many people with his presence, left this astute observation in a chat-room for me and whoever else wanted to read it.


  


  Then I was like dude I’m still alive. Shit! Plus my liver was fucked. Don’t go with pills!


  


  And so there’s that. But I’m not sold. I’m certain it’s a matter of dosage. What really gave me pause was the fact that, inevitably, somebody would have to clean up the mess. I mean, I’d hate to stick my mother with a bloated body…the stench alone would be too much; she’s had a very strong sense of smell, ever since her vision went south. I bet the house would stink for weeks.


  So. Perhaps I could circumvent such a spectacle by renting a motel room, I thought. But then again, those poor maids…they really don’t get paid enough to walk in a room and find some stiff slumped over the tub, sporting an empty gaze. It just wouldn’t be a nice thing to do to an ill-prepared stranger, or to anyone for that matter.


  So the proper thing to do, I figure, is to drive your ass over to a funeral home, swallow what you need to swallow, and then curl up in a sleeping bag on the steps with a note pinned to your chest, along with a check already made out for the cost of cremation. As long as the cops don’t catch you, you should be fine. Besides, a mortician—or even the mortician’s secretary—shouldn’t be shocked by the sight of one more stiff. I would even remember to wear an adult diaper, so when I shat myself, the mess wouldn’t be much of a problem.


  Courtesy is underrated.


  


  EVENTUALLY my fantasies grew downright greedy. I thought about the child support I pay, which equals about forty-percent of my post-tax income, and over which I have no discretion once those checks have been mailed.


  Hell, my money could be paying for French manicures, could be paying for men’s ties and silk boxers or trips to warm places. Could be. Who knows. But I know it would impact my children, financially anyway, if I snuffed it. So. I thought perhaps I could take out a sizable life insurance policy, which I’ve already done, and pay someone to kill me.


  For most people, it might be pretty hard to find the right person, to find someone both willing to act and yet competent enough to do the job without suffering the paralysis of contrition, without botching the whole affair. True, most people don’t know many pro-fessional killers but, lucky me, I’m a prison guard.


  


  THE Greenborough Correctional Facility is a Level-4 prison located three miles west of Greenborough, which, due to the intractability of urban sprawl, most folks regard as a suburb of Indianapolis.


  Level-5 prisons are classified as ‘Maximum Security.’ Before the name change, Level-1’s used to be called ‘Minimum Security,’ to give you some idea of where a Level-4 fits into the picture. The National Correctional Industries Association, for what it’s worth, considers my workplace a ‘Medium-High’ institution.


  How do you wind up in the GCF, as opposed to some other prison? Well, you could first do something terrible and then, once the inexorable passage of time has whittled your sentence down to twenty years or less, you could be transferred to the GCF, provided no one caught you breaking too many rules at the Level-5 prison from which you came. This works in reverse, of course, and you could likewise get transferred to the GCF after fucking up at the Level-3 prison to which you’d been assigned initially (fighting, drugs, the usual).


  You may also land yourself inside the GCF if you’re initially sentenced to less than twenty years. This might require you to steal a car, to molest a child, or stab someone (without killing them), or else maybe sell one kilo of cocaine, to provide a few examples.


  Now bear in mind that, in the State of Indiana, if you’re sentenced to twenty-years, you’ll only serve ten of those, so long as you stay on your best behavior. The average time served at the GCF is nine years and I’ve done about nine years myself, on the other side of that blurry blue line.


  


  In order to reach the prison each night by five-thirty, I typically speed as much as possible down Washington Street, also known as 40 West, part of the old National Road, which runs all the way to California.


  Washington Street, for the entire length of my commute, is flanked by garish strip-malls and dreary parking lots. I’m assigned to the night shift…so, on my way to work, at least in the wintertime, the storefronts usually appear dusky, save for the neon squiggles and backlit signs advertising all the usual franchised crap.


  It’s depressing.


  


  I went to Canada once. I went to Windsor for my best friend’s bachelor party. His name’s Chris, Chris Cooper, but I don’t think I’ve called him Chris or Christopher in years. It’s always Coop or Cooper. Probably a holdover from the high school football and beer bong days of our half-wasted youth.


  Now aside from that trip to Canada, I’ve never been outside America, though for years I ached to see the world, or at least some other part of it. By now, I may’ve idealized all the places I want to go. They probably don’t exist in the way I think they do. But when I picture Milan, or Sydney, or Edinburgh, or Singapore, or Buenos Ares, or wherever…these cities in my mind never appear even a fraction as ugly as my drive to work, which to me seems representative of an average American city…In terms of culture, or aesthetics, or whatever, Indy is basically interchangeable with Cincinnati or Columbus…


  Or even Saint Louis


  Kansas City


  Louisville


  And on, and on. Midsized McCities of the Middle West. It’s all the same.


  I mean, I’ve always imagined that over in Europe, all those besotted old buildings might reassure those who live among them of the eternal connectedness of human history, of something if not permanent then at least substantial, unlike the ephemera, the junk, the disposable boxes we so rapidly slap up to house our mass-produced dreams. Maybe I’m deceived by the Internet, deluded by foreign films. Maybe things are getting just as bad over there.


  I guess I’ll never know.


  


  GUSTS of wind and icy rain whip against my rusty blue hatchback Honda Civic as I downshift and vie with other metal insects for the passing lane.


  Damn, I wish I had a CD player in here. It’s hard to shift gears and change stations while whipping through traffic. Advertisement…advertisement… advertisement… Where’d all the music go?


  Up until a year ago, I really liked NPR. Public radio. But I no longer care about the news…current events…what’s going on in the world…After all, it doesn’t really affect me and I certainly don’t affect any of it.


  So here we go…ah, yes…the classical music station…not that I’m cultured or whatever...I simply don’t like popular music any more…it’s the lyrics, I guess…all those the wistful, sugary hooks that booby-trap most popular songs. I’d rather feel nothing. I prefer white noise, or at least noise that avoids primary colors.


  Thrashing through a yellow light, I head south down Sun Road, past the warden’s home there on the left. Barren, shadowy cornfields lie to the right, separated from the grayish sky by a thin red strip on the horizon. For most folks, the day is almost dead. For me it’s all just beginning...another undead day, something between life and not life.


  My cell phone rings. Christ, I hate my phone. It’s so intrusive. STOP WHAT YOU’RE DOING, it says. I got this phone, this expensive piece of plastic, so I could stay in touch with my daughter and my sister. Like I said, my sister’s in Massachusetts. Gretchen, my daughter, she lives in Portage…about four hours north, door to door.


  With my work schedule, I have every other weekend off. Every other weekend, or thereabouts, I’m up in Portage. Gretchen’s mother should, according to the legal paper work, drive my daughter down for every other visit. It never happens. If I had the heart and the balls and the money to hire an attorney, I’d take my ex-wife to court and make her share the burden of those freeway miles.


  It’ll never happen.


  So during the two weekends I have off each month, I’m up in Portage, a town you’d never go to if you didn’t have friends or family trapped up there. During my other off days, I’m here in Indy with my son or else helping out my mother. If I’m not otherwise obligated, I take part-time security gigs, just to make ends meet. Or at least make ends share the same zip code.


  My phone is still ringing. I yank it from the pocket of my black, Department of Corrections jacket. This will be Mom calling, or Cooper, or Gretchen, who’s a sweet young woman of fourteen years. Okay, she’s an unhappy teenager with a major ‘body image’ problem, as it’s now called. But a beautiful person, I think. Though I really don’t know anymore…


  We’re drifting apart.


  I guess all teenagers drift away from you, but I mean we’re really drifting. Two weekends a month, it’s just not enough. We hug like strangers, I think, and often times, now that she’s getting older, she wants to use my designated visitation days to spend more time with her friends. Not that she has a ton of friends…two or three that I know of, but they must be close.


  It’s not her calling. It’s Cooper. Better not pick up.


  


  THE prison parking lot is filled with pickup trucks, modest sedans, and decrepit SUVs. Beyond the parking lot, two orangey brick buildings sit side-by-side. The smaller of the two serves as the entry point to the Level-4 prison where I work.


  The larger, six-story building is the Greenborough Diagnostic Center; it’s the Level-5 prison where I used to work. It’s called a ‘Diagnostic Center’ because inmates there are screened and then—based on their crime as well as their behavior over a thirty-day period—they’re assigned to one of Indiana’s many long-term facilities.


  It’s a growth industry.


  Both prisons are surrounded by two chain-link fences, ten feet high, capped with razor wire and guarded by watchtowers. Hence, a potential escapee would need to make it over not one but two fences.


  History shows that it can be done.


  


  I kill the engine and pat myself down for any prohibited items…like my cell phone, for example, or my pistol, which I always keep under the car seat, despite written policies here to the contrary. I don’t really like touching or having guns, but who knows when some pissed-off ex-con might spot me in a parking lot somewhere, or else jump my ass while I’m pumping gas into my rusty piece of shit.


  I step out of the Honda and into a brisk wind. It nearly takes my breath away. I stretch out while yawning at the same time. My dark-blue pants, along with my light-blue polyester shirt and clip-on tie, conspire to lend me the appearance of a mall cop, only with a Russian soldier’s cap.


  I look ridiculous.


  


  A mumbling blue herd mills about the lobby, each guard waiting his turn to grumble through the metal detector before having his bag lackadaisically rooted through by another guard, some doofus named Dreyfus, who’s asleep on his feet. I drop my keys, two pens, and my fraying wallet into a plastic tub.


  ‘Hey Professor,’ a voice startles me, yanks me from whatever train of thought I’d been on. It’s Tyson...a short, kind, thinly mustachioed oaf, a man with a face like a jelly donut. We went through training together…ten, eleven, must be close to twelve years ago. He seems like such a nice person...it saddens me.


  I should’ve accepted his friendship when he offered it. I know that goodhearted slob must be rotting away behind four walls of loneliness…oh, he totally missed the bus, never had kids, and can’t overcome his shyness. I bet the few friends he had are married now and couldn’t care less about him. He has that pitiable Saint Bernard aura.


  Like a lot of the guards around here, Tyson still calls me Professor or Doctor because, back in the day, years and years ago, I was always spouting some useless nonsense like ‘Did you know that the fable of the flood actually dates back to the Sumerians,’ or ‘You know, an insect’s skeleton is really made of sugar.’ No one cared, of course. And now? I don’t care either. About any of it.


  It really is all trivia.


  


  I have just enough time to get my shoes shined. Shouldn’t take long. I walk in and flop down on a barber’s chair. Wait my turn. Six other guards crowd around a televised football game. Two of them prattle on about landscaping. The rest, who knows. It all blends together, forms an almost non-existent, dingy sort of white noise. I space out until it’s my turn.


  Now a young white kid with broken teeth and broken glasses—an erstwhile burglar, I think—he shines my shoes and, while doing so, attempts to make conversation. He tries football, professional wrestling, stock car racing. None of it works. I don’t know what he’s talking about. I’ve detached myself from the entirely pointless minutia that can bind human strangers.


  So this kid finishes up the toe of my boot and looks up at me. I guess that means he’s finished. Maybe he said something and I just didn’t hear it. I hand him a muttered thanks, then yawn into the hallway and wait for roll call…


  


  THE rank and file form three rows, but not very evenly…seems like an unintentional parody of the military. Captain Karfa creaks in on his number-2 pencil legs with his chest stuck out and a salt-and-pepper mustache concealing his upper lip. He’s an okay guy. Not an asshole really. Not a windbag, like the last guy. Worships Willie Nelson. Loves his bass boat as well as the innumerable children he’s managed to sire. We don’t talk much anymore. We’ve said it all, I guess.


  A heavy-breathing sergeant walks down each row, halfheartedly scrutinizing our uniforms. We are not faced with any sort of military regulations that actually matter, that have a purpose. You can have a belly as big as you please, but your shoes had better be polished. Anyway. The Captain calls out our work assignments, which rarely change…then he tells the parking lot guard to keep an eye out for a disgruntled former employee, Brett Rose, who yesterday threatened Sergeant Williams in a highly creative fashion.


  ‘All right,’ says Captain Karfa. ‘Let’s go to work.’


  


  It’s six o’clock at night. And so begins the sloppily choreographed fugue of passing strangers. Day shift out, night shift in…


  The structure of the prison resembles a college campus. In fact, it’s referred to as a campus. There’s a chow hall in the center of this campus and, next to it, a school that just had its funding slashed. I walk past the recreational facility and the warehouse until I finally reach my post, the F-Dorm.


  Here I work with two other officers and Sergeant Johnson, whom I used to supervise when I was a sergeant at that diagnostic center I was telling you about earlier. I’m just a plain old officer now. Rank and file, baby. Because things happened. As they do. As they do.


  


  JOHNSON, the guy in charge of this circus, used to be a marine. And although he spent his entire enlistment working on trucks and fixing tanks, his demeanor would never suggest this. You’d think he was a special forces guy. RECON. Rangers…whatever they call themselves.


  Once a marine, always a marine. That’s what he’ll tell you anyway. He’s a little short, just under five-eight. Still, he maintains the ability to intimidate, which is important here at times. He knows how to look you in the eye and tell you No, which is also important. His cropped black hair, longish in the front, refuses to recede and despite the well-fed paunch he’s working on, his baby-face makes him look much younger than his thirty-plus years.


  I’ve heard so much about his five years in the military that I almost get sick when he opens his mouth. I can even predict with great accuracy what he’ll say next. I can finish his stories. I know all his punch lines. Without a doubt, the man’s dumber than Bisquick…but he knows his job.


  Johnson’s not the only former marine around here. I’d say maybe half the officers have military experience. Not me, but I’ll get to that.


  


  IT seems to me that novels and films both tend to ignore or at least gloss over the great preponderance of Nothings that populate our decaying planet. I’m a Nothing. And I certainly work for a Nothing. On a scale of one to ten, I’ll give my boss a score of, I don’t know…


  Personality? 2


  Integrity? 7


  Looks? 6


  Rectitude? 5


  Brains? 4


  Yep, all in all, just below mediocre. In a word, a Nothing. Neither an asshole nor a saint…not a genius or an imbecile. About as memorable as your first diaper change, your second step, your third word. Yes, a nothing. As am I. Air. Dust. I am a cloud surrounded by clouds.


  


  F-Dorm is comprised of two primary units, Alpha and Bravo. Alpha currently holds 184 inmates, which we now call ‘offenders’ because the government of Indiana, like most governments, has a penchant for euphemisms.


  The Alpha ‘offenders’ are a hodge-podge of kitchen-workers, GED students, and ‘idlers,’ which means they’ve not signed up to do anything useful with their time. We can’t make them. They watch television and masturbate.


  Bravo is the Protective Custody Unit, or the PCU. Now here’s how that works. When you fear for your life or even for your safety, you can then request Bravo and be transferred to a solitary cell. Let’s say you steal something, especially from the wrong person, you can request Bravo to avoid taking your lumps. Or if you owe somebody money, say, for a pair of sneakers, you can also request Bravo.


  Of course, in both instances, you’ll be written up for breaking the rules, which means you’ll end up spending a bit more time with us, but it’s better than having your nose bitten off or having your neck sliced open while you sleep. That sort of thing.


  Most inmates request Bravo following a negative interaction with a known Security Threat Group, which is a drawn out way to say gang. Granted, as soon as you enter into protective custody, everyone on the camp will laugh and call you names (including the guards) but at least you’ll be safer than before.


  Bravo Unit (Protective Custody) is made up of individual cells…what you see in the movies, what you probably think of, typically, when you imagine a prison.


  It’s a different world in Alpha, where I usually work, where men sleep in an open-air barracks with four rows of bunk beds in one room and another four rows of beds in the room across the hall. The average ratio in Alpha is 1 officer to 92 inmates, each carrying an average sentence of eighteen years, though again, they’ll only serve around nine or ten years of that.


  The prisoners, well, they can take this dorm from us whenever they want it. And then what? No food, no water.


  That’s why the cafeteria is always the most dangerous place to work in any prison; it provides the prospect of sustainable rebellion. But everyone here knows that eventually we’d take the prison back and that, in the chaos preceding and during the takeover, hundreds of human beings would be injured or killed.


  Even so. If the sentences being served here were longer, this kind of open dormitory would never work. See, it’s not that the prisoners here can’t kill me. Of course they can. And it’s not that they don’t want to kill me. Sure they do. Certainly. Certainly many do and certainly more than one prisoner here has killed someone on the outside. Or even on the inside.


  But, as for killing a guard…it’s simply not worth doing more time, at least not to rational men who can see themselves as being free within ten years or less. But then again, not everyone here is rational.


  Not everyone here is sane, for that matter.


  


  WHEN I walk through the door of the dorm, I get rid of my jacket and hook up my radio… then I count all the prisoners in the Delta Wing of Alpha. I count them in their bunks, row by row. It’s full, so there should be ninety-two men in here. Hmm. Ninety-one. Someone’s missing from the third row. There’s an empty tangle of sheets in one bunk, A3-4U.


  I poke my head into the day room, where I find two night workers—one mopping the floor, one watching the smaller guy mop. I’ve already counted those guys. Someone’s still missing.


  I go to the restroom where I find a thin, sallow-skinned black man taking a dump on one of the four open toilets. I look him in the eye.


  ‘Whittaker,’ I say, ‘Count time.’


  ‘Count me from here,’ he says, glaring angrily, ‘Shit. Can’t you see I’m busy?’


  ‘Count time,’ I repeat, with no more emphasis than before.


  He furiously wipes his ass and shuffles to his bunk.


  


  I could write him up for ‘interfering with count,’ for insolence too, and vulgarity directed at an officer, to mention nothing of his initial failure to follow a direct order. But I would never do that. Well, unless he pulls the same routine on me tomorrow night.


  For one thing, it’s not like what a lot of people think. I mean, there aren’t a bunch of lunatic guards running around here with nightsticks, whipping the piss out of prisoners…looking for the next power trip. Very rarely do guards here beat the prisoners and even more rarely can they get away with it…not with lawsuits growing faster than the national debt. It happens, sure…but it’s anecdotal, not the norm. Not by a long shot. Those days, as they say, are over.


  Now consider this. A cop’s most tangible power, in my opinion, is the ability to haul people off to prison. Officer, no! Please don’t take my ass to jail!


  Well where I work, the criminals are already in jail. There’s not much we can do. Are you kidding? We can’t even call them filthy names—they can file a grievance for that.


  Let’s see. We can make them mop the floor, wipe the windows, clean the toilettes. And we can cut off their phone privileges for a week or two. We can send them to ‘segregation’ but we only have fifteen ‘holes’ in which to stick men, so you’d better have a good reason to cart someone away in cuffs. A really good reason. Besides, many prisoners don’t mind going to the hole. For some, it’s a nice little break…a change of scenery, replete with three hot meals and a serviceable bed.


  Time. It’s the only significant weapon we have. The only means of recourse. They screw up…we write them up…they stay here longer. But, as everyone knows, our prisons are overcrowded, so the chain of command will throw out your paperwork if it looks the slightest bit frivolous.


  And there’s one more reason I don’t fuck with the prisoners; there’s a good reason I don’t write them up for every little thing, don’t shake down their property without provocation…there’s a very good reason that I never rock the boat…


  


  NOT long after I came here, to the GCF, after nearly being fired at the diagnostic center…one Sunday morning I was working the visitation room with Ricky Moore, self-touted playboy and avid deer hunter. Lots of hunters work here.


  Well the visitation room is just that, with five rows of beige-colored plastic chairs and people sitting in them, holding hands, gabling, laughing, crying, and so on. As you’d expect.


  Each prisoner can have up to five visitations per week. But the same visitor cannot return more than once every fourteen days. Those are the rules.


  No glass barrier, as you see in the movies, separates the visitor from the visitee. We permit one embrace at the beginning and one embrace at the end of each visit. These are the rules. From time to time, we must put a stop to excessive groping and/or mutual masturbation.


  When a prisoner finishes his two-hour visit, he must enter a tiny annex to be strip-searched because the visiting room is where weapons and drugs and tobacco are most frequently passed, despite two apathetic officers being posted there and despite a camera that records everything (we review the footage only if something suspicious has been detected). Personally, I think a lot of contraband comes in on babies and young children, whom no one, including me, really wants to search thoroughly before a visit.


  


  SO here’s what happened in the visitation room that day.


  Harold T. Manfred, or ‘Big H,’ as even the guards referred to him, was in the visitation room, waiting for his visit to begin. To fully appreciate what I’m about to tell you, two things must be understood. First of all, Big H was a big black hairless Yeti of a man. I mean the word huge is a puny adjective next to this guy.


  The second thing is this. The Central State Mental Hospital was shut down by the governor around 1990 or so, due to funding shortages as well as staff incompetence, as I recall. The mental patients, poor and crazy, segregated themselves and struck out on one of three paths. The first path was homelessness. These are, in part, the people you see downtown, cadging pocket change and sleeping on park benches. The second path, I guess, could be called the Happy Ending—they wound up living with relatives and perhaps working some menial job. The third path of course was a life of crime. The GCF houses hundreds of crazy people whom, from my experience, should be looked after by some sort of medical staff, not prison guards.


  Big H was crazy. Looney Tunes crazy. He used to rub toothpaste in his armpits. Once in a while, he’d jam a pencil down his urethra…we called him Pencil Dick behind his back. Each day, Big H was given two shots of thorazine, which is tantamount, I’d say, to a temporary chemical lobotomy. He needed it. When he was twelve, he slashed his mother’s throat and wound up in some juvenile correctional facility that turned out to be nothing more than a stepping-stone to the big house. His mother forgave him, from what I gather. The state did not. He was on his third bit already when we had our rather memorable encounter.


  So anyway. Big H finished a visit with his well-fed mother, who had a nasty box-cutter scar down her neck from when her son tried to kill her, and then I called him into the visitation room’s annex to be strip-searched. It was like sharing a walk-in closet with a rhino.


  I followed all the steps. I did everything by the book. Strange, but that’s how I used to be.


  ‘Open your mouth,’ I said.


  He bent down so I could see inside his mouth. His breath stank of curdled milk. I backed away.


  ‘Check it out,’ he said. ‘You know cereal?’


  ‘Like…breakfast cereal?’


  ‘Yeah, yeah. It a gift.’


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘Think about this shit. It come in a box. And it be lookin all pretty and shit. Just like a gift.’


  ‘Lift up your tongue,’ I said. ‘All the way. Okay. Pull your ears forward. Now run your fingers through your hair. All right. Take off your clothes.’


  ‘I’m goin to Bible Study,’ he said, stripping down, his baritone voice reverberating off the cinderblock walls.


  ‘Good for you,’ I said dismissively, rifling through the pockets of his fusty trousers.


  ‘Uh-huh,’ he said, ‘But I gotta go now.’


  I looked at my watch, some plastic piece of garbage that my second ex-wife had given me. Meanwhile, Big H threw his piss-stained underwear over a chair.


  ‘Big H,’ I cautioned him, ‘that’s a no-go till six-thirty. You need to get back to your dorm for count. You know the drill. So lift up your testicles. All the way.’


  Big H was proud of his manhood. He was a huge beast of a man and everything was proportional. He hoisted up that great, menacing, gnarled tree root of a cock as he grinned like a kid with some filthy, irresistible secret. He stroked that monster while staring at me. He gave himself a semi. I viewed this as a veiled threat.


  ‘Goin to church now,’ he insisted. ‘You hear me dawg?’


  The visitation room was busy. Many more asses and many more balls required my expert scrutiny. So I ignored him, and got on with the task at hand, looking for drugs and weapons.


  ‘Turn around and bend over,’ I said, peering into his asshole, searching for hidden contraband, ‘Spread your butt cheeks a little wider.’


  He complied without another word, or even a hint at the gathering storm.


  ‘You’re good to go,’ I told him, yanking off my latex gloves, ‘Get dressed and go back to your dorm. I mean when you walk out that door, Big H, I better see you take a right, not a left. Understood?’


  ‘Quit playin. I’m goin to church, dawg. See what happens, you try to keep me.’


  Big H routinely attended every single church service offered by every faith and denomination. Either he was wisely hedging his metaphysical bets, or he was milking the system in order to escape his dorm and wander around the camp. Or he was just plain crazy. Or all three. Who knows.


  Regardless, I didn’t enjoy being threatened. It’s a slippery slope, I thought. I didn’t like the inmates getting over on me so easily.


  ‘Let me get this straight,’ I said, probably adding a few hand gestures by this point. ‘Are you trying to intimidate me? That’s a class B offense, just so you know.’


  ‘I said I’m goin to the chapel.’ He stared me down, still naked and brandishing three quarters of a hard-on, by the way.


  ‘And I said you’re going back to your dorm. Have I made myself crystal fucking clear?’


  Big H, as I would soon find out, didn’t give a damn about whatever administrative discomfort I could cause him. Not at all! Before I knew it, with one quick flick of his Yeti wrist, that crazy giant had locked the door, a door to which Ricky-the-playboy should’ve had a key but, as Chance would have it, didn’t.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
IF YOU LOSE YOUR WILL T0 LIVE—

THE POOR MAN'S Gﬁﬂﬁ 10

sU

ANOVEL BY

ANDREY
rrmMacost U

8 ]






OEBPS/Images/image.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/Armacost.photo.70.jpeg





