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To the Memory of Zel Lockwood




Some Jews believe, my lord Duke, that hell—spoken as “sheol”—is a manner of levels, in form great circles, each containing the opposite of truth. So being that up is down, and down becomes up; left is right, and right, left; good becomes ill—ill, good; and sunlit noon turns darkest night … all and every object found in unseemly misproportion. Therefore, it may be understood, they say, that the truths which are the sense of the City of God, become by this, nonsense—and this city of stone a habitation of devils, whose voices sound in echoes only.


 


LUIGI LOQUESTO,


Letters to His Grace


Cesare, Duke of Romagna


(Parker Hanley Hewes,


Letters of the Italian Renaissance,


translation by C. M. T. Ruggiero)




Chapter One


The river fell down the mountain slope in weighty series, like a carried trunk slipped loose, falling down a flight of stairs. Narrow, cold, dark and deep, the river ran a length along the mountain’s shoulder through stunted birch and wind-bent willow to a lip of granite gray as the autumn evening, tripped there and fell again, foaming as it dropped.


The wind carried some of the river’s spray over each fall, supported the mist for a moment, then lowered it gently to rejoin the easier water below.


It had been a considerable climb to find a vantage in such high mountains, in such harsh late autumn weather. Bauman’s legs were tired, his boots heavy as cement.


Standing this close, his ears were assaulted by the river’s tumultuous noise, each sound rhythmic and arrhythmic in its separate way, but all whispering loud as thunder, with a chill, gusting breath. The river turned and twisted, the violent black tongue of a permanent beast of ice, massive, white, still and silent, that lay along the ridge a thousand feet higher.


The wind blew past, around, and over all. It tugged at the opened front of Bauman’s parka—shoving the fat down coat fully open, making wings of either side, billowing, blowing it flapping out—and pressed against his chest like a big man’s insistent hand, but very cold. The air smelled of nothing but ice and colder stone. It flowed into his lungs like water, and made them ache.


Bauman turned away from the river—the wind now blowing his coat hard against him from behind, cuddling him in it like a lover, wrapping it around him. He looked into distance, and saw a roof of dark trooping clouds filing away ten thousand feet over the peaks of the range—those gray granite steeps, rises and walls, summits snowy as fresh-broken bones marching off to the north until, perhaps in a hundred miles, their heights became only ghosts, shadows, suggestions, the possibilities of more mountains continuing.


Bauman walked back to the farthest edge of rock. Looked down, careful of his balance in the wind, and saw the tiny scarlet dot of Philly’s parka a thousand feet below. The boy was climbing very slowly.


This was the highest he’d brought his son. Far below, they’d climbed past a scree where marmots found their refuge amid the rocks—had heard the small animals whistling their alarms, for them or for some raptor’s shadow sliding past. There, the boy had asked to try the last long sweeping pitch alone. Bauman had nodded—little danger of a dire fall on that slope—coiled the rope, and climbed away.


Now the wind, perhaps to keep him company, was making a keener sound across the height—wailing a rising then wavering note, but always high—the air’s rushing progress snagged nearby at some fault, some spire or buttress.


Something seemed to press against his eyes, and Bauman opened them; he touched one hand with the other to be certain he was awake despite the dark.


Dark … and someone screaming.


He sat half up, fumbled over his head for the bottom of Scooter’s bunk, felt the wire and springs. “What the fuck?” The screaming continued—a high, thin, trilling note, almost beautiful, held the longest time—then stopped abruptly in a gurgle and a sneeze. The red night-lights were out. It was the first time since Bauman had come up that the block had been in absolute darkness.


“Maybe somebody got his butt-cherry busted.” Scooter, softly, from above. He sounded even younger in the dark, his voice higher pitched. “—But I guess not.”


“Why the hell are the lights off?”


“So somebody could get that shit done up there, man.”


Bauman reached under the right edge of his mattress for his watch, and read the circular phosphorescence of the Submariner’s dial, big as a silver dollar: 3:47. Murmurs along the tiers … murmurs, but no voice calling out. The darkness complete, so unaccustomed, had made cowards of headlong and dangerous men.


Thereafter, it seemed the longest time till hacks’ footsteps rang and echoed on the stairs, their flashlight beams swinging curious through the dark.


*   *   *


“You want your Jell-O?”


Bauman was eating breakfast with Scooter and two bikers, Perteet and Stokes. Perteet—bearded, earringed—was a very big man and very big eater. He was in for drugs.


“I can eat this stuff, midday,” Bauman said, “but it’s hard to swallow for breakfast,” and shoved his tray over to Perteet, who, hairy square-backed hand shuttling, spooned the pale green stuff away and onto his own tray, to mingle with his eggs. Their utensils were small and pale orange plastic—the spoons almost miniatures, good for snorting, not much else. It took Perteet several rapid scoops with one of these small spoons to get all the Jell-O.


Breakfast was eggs. Bauman had wondered what was wrong with the eggs when he first came up, had asked a man named Dixon about it, and been told they were powdered. “Bakers’ shit,” Dixon had said. “—They get too old to sell whole, they grind ’em up an’ dry ’em an’ sell the powder. They got big cans of that shit comin’ in every week. That’s how come it tastes like it does. You get lucky, you get a rat turd in yours.”


Dixon had gone out on parole a few weeks after that, and stayed out—or gone into other walls, if he’d fucked up.


Breakfast was those eggs, with a piece of white bread. Toast for East mess had been one of the demands the Inmate Committee had made two years previous, when they’d seized a hack and threatened to grease him up and give him a baby. It had been talked out, but the toaster, a huge old machine resembling a mangle, was still usually down.


Breakfast was those eggs, a piece of white bread, and lime Jell-O. Half-pint cartons of milk to drink, and Styrofoam cups of coffee—microwaved and set out on trays, powdered milk and sugar already added. Bauman had a carton of milk.


“This shit’s not bad,” Perteet said, finishing up, a few little pieces of breakfast in his beard, egg-yellow, Jell-O-green, bread-crumb-white. “—Better ’n that banana shit.” He meant the banana pudding sometimes served on Sunday. The banana pudding caused diarrhea, therefore “puddin’ his pants” as a descriptive.


Bauman ate with the bikers on third shift—morning, noon, and night—but was usually not invited to the back of the mess hall, where most of the club members sat, rowdy, sipping pruno from coffee cups if the shift screws were easy, while discussing business.


Bauman was in on a pass at biker tables, as Scooter’s housemate, though Scooter was in on something of a pass himself. A car thief who’d come up on the same fish-chain with Bauman thirteen months before, Scooter had been badly beaten when he’d entered the bikers’ clubroom to inquire about membership, had some preliminary discussions, and been attacked then and there—his jaw broken, a kneecap cracked and kicked loose by a Gypsy Joker named Handles—when he’d mentioned riding and appreciating a Kawasaki above a previous Harley. It had taken Scooter months of service and silence around and about the club to expiate, to be accepted as a one-year probationer, pot-mule, and possible candidate for short Sunday-afternoon motorcycle rides around the yard circuit, under the weary gaze of the wall guards.


Another, smaller, very serious group of cons always ate earlier, on second shift, at two tables along the side wall. These eight men were lifers. Mark Nellis was one of them; Brian Wiltz—a much-feared killer—was another. Housed here in B-block, a biker stronghold, these lifers only ate and slept in the building, preferring to spend their days over in C, the Lifer Club’s fortress.


Zip had been said about last night’s killing across the four-man Formica table bolted, stools and all, to the black and white rubber-tiled floor—this mess-hall floor so dirty, Bauman had found while in Housekeeping, that mopping it made grease soup, smelling like chicken noodle. East mess served all of B, half of A and C; and most of the men eating had at least known the murdered man by sight—“Your buddy Spencer, the little nigger rapo,” muttered by Scooter on their way down the stairs from Two-tier—but no one seemed to care to discuss it while eating. An indelicate subject, apparently.


“This hole is bad enough,” Bauman said. “Isn’t it bad enough without some animals killing people in here? Did that little man bother anybody? I don’t think he ever bothered anybody.”


This speech, which Bauman immediately felt was foolish and naive, had erupted out of him—out of his fear, he supposed—and was met at their table by a silence not so much chill as smothering. A mattress of silence lowered upon them, and Scooter, sitting opposite, made first a comic face of astonishment, then one of dismay at such bad taste, such bad judgment.


The killing, it appeared, was shop, and not to be introduced at mess. It would be talked about later, more privately, out on the walkways among friends, housemates, family or lovers.


*   *   *


“I went up to look,” Scooter, to Bauman after breakfast, climbing the ringing circular steel staircase—painted cream-cheese white, as was all State’s steel—to Two-tier for lock-’n’-count. “One of Cooper’s guys and that black hack was in there with mops. Looked like it was painted, man. Looked like somebody slung a gallon of red lead all over. That poor little asshole bled out like a pig.”


The news had enlivened Scooter, made him hop lightly up the steel stairs, so he was talking to Bauman half over his right shoulder. Scooter—blue-eyed, tall, thin as a pipe rail, pale as paper and very young—was decorated with tattoos innumerable and a wispy, nearly pubic goatee, rust red.


Bauman had been trying to think of eggs over easy, country sausage—ground hot with sage and pepper—and two cinnamon rolls with sweet butter and marmalade. He’d formed the occasional habit of imagining a rich breakfast after State’s breakfast, climbing the echoing stairs. A rich breakfast, and Susanne seated across the table wearing only her yellow pajama top. Lank, fox-faced, almost plain without makeup. Long white throat with a small dark mole at its base, on the left, and long hair—thick, very light brown, burnished as poured clover honey, though not yet brushed for the day. Her eyes, pale green, mildly myopic, slightly distracted as she poured the coffee.…


“Hard to believe,” Bauman said, “anybody would have a reason to kill that man.”


“You kiddin’? They don’t need reasons, Charles. They make up any reason they want. His roommate—that jig, Burdon?—got sick two days ago. Went to the infirmary with chest pains. You believe that guy had a heart attack, you believe anything, man.” Scooter, energized by event, talking fast, stepping up, up, up the stairway.


“I still would like to know just what the hell that little man did, some jackass here had to kill him.”


Scooter glanced back over his shoulder at Bauman as they climbed. “Hey, you don’t want to be callin’ names, Charles. None of our business. Really … you know?”


“I didn’t say it was our business—my business. But I was doing some work for the man, and he was very shy, very inoffensive.”


“Hey, he offended some dude—right?” and, peppy steps ringing off Two-tier’s landing, Scooter led the way into the house. “It’s a lesson, man; don’t borrow fuckin’ money. Don’t borrow fuckin’ anything.”


“Right.” Scooter borrowed everything he could from Bauman. Usually returned these things, in time. “—Good rule, Scoot. Only I don’t think Spencer was into borrowing money.”


“So? You did stuff for him. You were helpin’ him write those letters.—How was he goin’ to pay you?”


“That was only fifteen bucks. He was going to have his wife bring it in.—Not what you’d call really big money.” Bauman started making up his bunk. Hospital corners. They’d shown him that in Classification, at Evansville, and he’d kept to it. He’d had the thought that a corrections officer might be pleased, in passing, by such neat making-up, that it might tip some slight scale when a captain asked about Bauman. Might make the most minor difference when the Corrections Report was submitted to the Board.—Superstitious bed-making. A useless charm. The screws occasionally noticed if an inmate didn’t make his bed at all. Usually didn’t notice that.


“You be surprised,” Scooter said, “what some people consider big money. Hey, little nigger must have did something’. If he didn’t, man, he wouldn’ be dead. An’ it don’t have to be much, what he did.”


Bauman smoothed the top of his bottom sheet, exposed a small roach, and snapped it away with thumb and forefinger. The roaches had upset him his first few weeks. No longer.


“He was just a gentle little man.” Bauman stepped down to fold over the near bottom corner. “It would be nice, since we’re all penned up together in this zoo, it would be nice if a few morons could refrain from killing a con just because he owes somebody a pack of cigarettes, or walks across the wrong corner of the square.”


“Hey, Charles, right, that would be nice, but we’re in the real world here. An’ believe me, you don’t want to be callin’ names. Guys got their reasons.” Scooter, returned from the sink, and having prepared his toothbrush with a neat dab of blue-and-white-striped toothpaste (dollar eighty-six, scrip, at the canteen), held it ready in his hand while pacing the cell up and down alongside the double bunk. Seven feet up to the blanket curtain hanging across the cell’s back—sheltering the toilet—then seven feet down.


The wall at his other side—welded steel over original stone—was taped thick with pinups. Flesh and machinery. Highest, a brunette, near middle age and looking tender, held fat-nippled breasts up for regard, vines trellised behind her on some sunny veranda. A glittering bright blood-red hog rested just below, transmogrified from its original Electroglide into a wheeled lance, sparkling, dazzling in coastal sunlight, its gas tank tiny, inconsequential, as if the thing might run and roar on air. Along and up and down the wall—painted white over gray steel—other complementary beauties of women and motorcycles alternately demonstrated aspects of what Bauman supposed must be love and freedom—and all in sunshine.


Scooter brushed past them, pacing back and forth, then leaned in under the upper bunk, while Bauman tightened his top sheet, to smooth some Scotch tape scrolling at the corners of a centerfold. A slender blond girl with short hair and chocolate eyes lay naked on her back, braced in bright beach sand on her elbows, smiling out through the V’d pillars of slim tanned thighs. A sprinkle of sun-sparkling sand lay along the left crease of her groin—sticking in sweat or body oil the photographer had insisted on. This blond girl had a child’s face, an experienced woman’s genitals—those lips being slightly slack, loosely tucked, one pink frilled edge unfolded to show richer redder color deeper. The patch of decorating hair, blond, sunstruck, was coarse and tangled.


“You see that Cousins pussy out of A, down there talkin’ to Pokey an’ Pat?” Scooter finished smoothing the tape at all four corners with his left hand, his loaded toothbrush waiting in his right. “I think I’m in love, if I was a faggot. Looked to me like she was givin’ you a little eye on the sly.”


“Not funny,” Bauman said, plumped the thin pillow and set it in place.


Scooter stood out from under the upper bunk and went back behind the blanket curtain. Bauman heard him peeing, the stream hitting the cracked porcelain with one blurred note, slowly falling in pitch. “Hey,” Scooter said, over that diminishing sound, “I heard Clarence Henry busted a knuckle in his hand. Is it true?”


“That’s bullshit. Clarence hasn’t broken anything.—The Beast is ready to roll.”


“Good news for my ten bucks,” Scooter said, and flushed the toilet. It had taken Bauman two months to persuade Scooter to flush every time, and so at least a little reduce State’s cloacal odors—feces, urine, a fairly constant drift of flatulence from the men packed together row on row and row above row in sweaty proximity, where constant tumultuous noise (electronic and human) seemed to meld with the stenches to produce a single seamless, encompassing, and intolerable environment. Bauman had been quite surprised one day to find he no longer much minded the noise, the fecal stinks. Hardly noticed them.


Even so, in that minor way and in others, Scooter had proved a biddable housemate ever since the two of them—three weeks up on the chain from Classification and unafraid of each other—had decided to settle together into Bauman’s bought house, the first of the small two-man cells off the stairs on Two-tier. The cell—built for one man, originally—had cost Bauman two hundred and fifty dollars, street money. He’d purchased it from the lifer, Mark Nellis, who’d owned this one and the two-man directly below it on Ground-tier. Nellis still lived in the Ground-tier house with his wife, Betty, a Latino inmate with a beautiful mouth.


Scooter at first had wanted to share with three of the bikers in one of the bigger cells along the body of the block—those two-man houses now holding four men each. But though he’d thought himself quite tough on the street, Scooter found the other bikers too fierce to live with, and was afraid they might beat him again, or fuck him if he was convenient after last lock-’n’-count and lights out, when only small red bulbs burned along the block.


A hack named Haley called out, “Fingers,” from below, and their cell door, suddenly racing a hundred and nineteen others to close, racked across its short track in dead heat and hammered shut. Eight thirty-one, and twelve … thirteen … fourteen seconds by the Rolex.


Bauman usually wore the big watch, sliding it far up under his left jacket sleeve almost to his elbow, then locking the band to hold it high and out of sight. That was taking a chance even so, and not feeling particularly lucky today, after listening to Spencer’s death—not wishing to have to worry about the watch being seen, some thief or bumper noticing it—he bent down, gripped the wall-side pipe post of the double bunk below his pillow, heaved the whole structure up a few inches, and doubling the stainless watchband close, tucked the Rolex up into that leg’s hollow. Then lowered the bunk gently.


“Why the fuck can’t they make that stuff with some fuckin’ space-age material?” Scooter had said once in the echo of the cell door’s slamming sound. “That’s a pretty depressin’ noise.”


“Space-age material,” particularly boron fibers, had been ready on his lips since the Italians were written up in Racing Bike as considering it for use in the frames of racing motorcycles, to substitute for steel or titanium.


“That’ll be the day, man,” Scooter had said after he’d gotten his October copy in the mail, climbed up to his bunk to read it. “—That’ll be the day, they use that stuff. Too fuckin’ much flex. Tank an’ fenders, O. K. Frame, forget it.” Had mentioned that Handles and Perteet had already brought the subject up—reference their copies, perused that morning—and dismissed it.


Bauman finished making his bunk, squared the pillow again, then went to his shelf, unwound his razor’s cord, plugged it in, and began to shave, hardly glancing into the foot-square mirror over their shelves. Electric razors, ubiquitous at State, being the only sort allowed, were tediously noisy and less and less effective as their blades dulled.… Finished, his throat’s skin reddened, irritated, Bauman put the razor away, took a fresh pack of Winstons from his carton, opened it, and took out a cigarette—the archaic habit hard to avoid in State, where smokes were cash. He dug in the right pocket of his blue denim trousers for a match, lit the cigarette, then picked up his Sony and went to lie down on his well-made bunk. Tucked the small earplugs in, thumbed the Walkman’s start button, and closed his eyes, lying at ease, waiting to be counted.


A Dvorak waltz. Bauman kept his eyes closed, turned the volume slightly higher, and—sealed from the racket of the block—lay slack, smoking, moving his head slightly from side to side as, after its plangent introduction, the waltz rhythm somersaulted in and began to swing back and forth like a bell. Close beside him, unwatched, in unregarded privacy, the young blonde, her left upper corner already curling loose, rested with him, squinting slightly in the sun. Tiny droplets of moisture, infinitesimal, glittered in her pubic hair.


*   *   *


The day’s weather was almost his last night’s mountain dream’s, but not as cold, and with more promise of rain. Bauman—not carrying his knife today—had been able to go straight out through B-block’s main gate sally and metal detector, out to North yard, bound for the library. Carrying, he would have had to try the side gate, or duck and dodge out through the kitchen to take the back way out of B, out to the courtyard and then catercorner across to C-block. At the back gate to C, a Lifer Club guard to be consulted for permission to go past their dayroom and office, then out through C into East yard, with only one cop, one fence gate to pass to North.


It had taken Bauman some time, since coming up, to grow accustomed to the detours necessary to get along, to travel the mazy right-angled confusion of the four main-block buildings, the great square court they enclosed, the four wide yards stretching from the building fronts to the wall beyond, yards with their own wire entrance gates and exits.…


Almost rain, out on the walkways this morning, its promising odor draped invisible through cool morning air. Sunlight diffused to pearl. Rain would be snow in a few weeks. Bauman’s second Christmas at State coming up. Then, one more Christmas to go. Possibly two.


North yard—much longer than a football field and twice as wide—had been planted with new grass months before that had taken well. Cement walkways to the buildings lying against North wall—Administration, the license shop, Evaluation, Testing, and the library—cut the yard in half lengthwise, cut it twice again at even intervals across.


The chill smell of wet stone drifted from the buildings behind him as he walked away, drifted from the granite wall obscuring the lower sky all around. From this great barrier, in summer, echoes of men’s shouts as they played baseball in East yard, echoes also of various musics—blue grass, rock, rockabilly, mariachi, salsa, and soul—echoes of footsteps on hot cement walks would sound faintly off the granite, as if ghost prisoners of the hundred and more years past still played baseball, played the strumming music of their times, still strolled the walks.


The big wall had never bothered Bauman as much as his cell door slamming to—the wall appearing geological, a feature of the landscape.


A con, Chris Magliotta, came toward Bauman on the walk, glanced at him, and averted his eyes, as Bauman did, until they’d passed. They’d never spoken; Magliotta was a lifer, a fight fan, a friend of Donny Kenway, who Bauman did know—both of them from C-block.


Magliotta, a small quick-stepping man in State’s blue denim trousers and a light blue street sweater a size too large, had a face like a spaniel’s—muzzly, damp-eyed, and soft. His eyes had seemed swollen, inflamed as he passed by. Pink-eye or sorrow. Bad news from home, from outside, occasionally made an inmate weep. Bauman had heard a man crying in the block toilet, once, right after picking up mail.


Susanne hadn’t wept, but his father had, on the phone—the first time Bauman had ever heard it. (And was sorry not to have seen it.) “Oh, god … oh, god … oh, god.” The father—still taller than the son, though bent, hair remaining somewhat blond beneath the gray, eyes gray-blue as a Hollywood gunman’s—had wept over the phone, had also claimed his doctor wouldn’t O.K. the trip down to visit. Just not up to it, arthritis much too severe.


“He’s got a lot of Frog in him from Yvonne,” Bauman’s father had said once in the barbershop when the barber, Milton Mathuin, had commented on his son’s black hair, brown eyes, his shortness, stockiness, all that Mediterranean aspect. “—A lot of Frog, or Indian. Red nigger country, up there.”


“Oh god, oh god,” had been the song, however when Bauman called up to Minnesota with the news.


Susanne hadn’t wept. Only looked astonished—pale eyes wide, each black-dotted by its pupil, her mouth slightly open, lips hardly pinker than the skin surrounding them (their border always reinforced in daytime with a faint line of makeup pencil to make a mouth more definite). That astonished expression had remained even after following the police car down, waiting at the station house for hours.


“Please change that face you’re making,” Bauman had said to her over a white plastic phone the next morning, the thick glass between them smeared with spit, he supposed from attempted kisses. “I could use a more interesting expression, if you can manage one.” Had gotten tears from her by that, then put his head into his hands and covered his face so as not to have to watch her, wishing the glass was stone—a wish soon to be granted.


Beth had not, he supposed, cried at all, certainly not for him to hear. Certainly not in her two letters since. Hadn’t cried at that news—hadn’t cried at the news of Susanne, a year and a half before. She seemed to have been waiting patiently for that news for some time.


Beth, in plaid skirt, gray sweater, its sleeves pushed up almost to her elbows, had been grading mid-terms on the living-room couch. She was wearing her glasses. “A graduate student? And young? How novel, how original. You want her? Then by all means …” She’d turned a page. “I think I’m going to be able to bear your loss, Charlie. I’m sure I will. I think Philly’s going to be able to bear it, too.” Then she’d turned another page, made a mark.


Later, at the lawyer’s, after a calm hour of dividing, she’d suddenly said, “I am a little humiliated about something. I’m very humiliated about it; I’m going to be honest. It really hurts finding out you’ve spent fourteen years as an asshole—with an asshole.”


Bauman had braced himself for a scene—a scene portended by her calm over several weeks—and saw Bob Christiansen bracing himself behind his handsome desk, its tooled-leather blotter holder.


But Beth had said nothing more, except that she wanted her new house (a pleasant old Victorian outside Fort Wayne, only two miles from her mother) to be inspected by a contractor, and any repairs needed then made at Bauman’s expense. The inspection fee to be his responsibility as well.


Philly had been settled first thing, before the Victorian house had been found and bought for her. At thirteen, he hadn’t seemed to care very much, had been more concerned with the move, his new school. They agreed not to use Phil to fight with, and that he was to remain with Beth. Bauman was to be able to visit him twice a month, five hours a visit, and was required to call before driving up. It had been agreed that Bauman keep the dog, Braudel.


After the divorce, during his visits, Bauman had found Phil resembling Beth physically more than he’d remembered the boy doing. Had also found him remote, busy, casual—smiling away attempted discussions of upset, loneliness, schoolwork, girls—his eyes, Beth’s lighter brown than Bauman’s, watching his visitor with only slight regard. A somewhat chilly article. True, Bauman supposed, to the sire, and a suitable punishment. When he hugged Philly goodbye after each visit (a rough-enough, manly-enough hug), Bauman would bend his head to smell the boy’s hair, his sapling scent.


Beth, more active, more forthcoming than her son, constantly mildly adversarial, had startled Bauman on one visit,that just before he and Susanne were married, by leading him upstairs in the Victorian house while he waited for Phil to come home from school on Friday afternoon. Had led him upstairs into her unfamiliar bedroom. Hadn’t kissed him, but had—sitting on the side of her bed—unbuttoned, unzipped Bauman’s trousers (old chinos, for possible touch football) and served him with her mouth, finally swallowing what he gave her down. Then had stood and walked downstairs, and left him to zip and button up and follow after.


She said nothing at all about it in the kitchen, but seemed satisfied to have had him in her small square strong hands, their firm massaging grip, to have suckled his compliance from him.


“I wish,” Bauman had said thereafter, leaving for a movie, Phil already waiting in the car. “—I wish to God I could have you both.”


Beth had given him a look of such amused distaste he’d spent much of his five hours with Philly thinking about it, considering she might have been only amused—perhaps warmly amused—and he’d imagined the other. He wished also that he’d caressed her while she did her sucking, had bent to kiss her instead of doing as he had—stayed standing facing her, leaning slightly over, hands resting on her small shoulders for balance as she sat hunched, attending to him, Bauman observing, as from ceiling height, her soft black hair, gray-streaked, caught in a casual ponytail, performing its irregular advances and retreats.


He’d thought about her on the long drive home, recalled her fine details, taken so much for granted when so often granted. Her neatness, smallness, the nightfall darkness of her hair (like his mother’s, of course). Her sturdy, strong, round white legs, thatched thickly between—an embarrassment to her in bathing suits, for which the curling edges must be trimmed away—a softest thicket through which her dampness had always to be sought.


During these reconsiderations, Bauman had tried to persuade himself the blowjob had been a salutation and farewell, rather than a gesture of contempt for him, and for Susanne.


Beth had written one letter right after the arrest. Some friend must have called her. And written another after the trial. Both had been perfectly sympathetic, not the slightest satisfaction showing.…


The hack at the entrance to Testing and the library, a short fat freckled young man—khaki shirt and trousers freshly pressed—took Bauman by the arm, gripping harder than he had to, swung him to a wall, and patted and stroked him wrists to ankles. Then examined Bauman’s book, clipboard, and pencils.


This was a new hack. “Still smellin’ of cow shit,” Scooter would have said. The man didn’t run his fingers around inside Bauman’s shirt collar or inside his belt. He hadn’t learned his business yet. When he finished, he said, “O.K.,” then stood watching carefully as Bauman picked up his book and clipboard, his two pencils, and walked away down the short hall—ancient yellow plaster, paneled waist-high in oak—and on up narrow, worn wooden steps to the library.


*   *   *


“Where’s the Moncrieff? Are you returning that, Charles, or what? It’s four days overdue, and I expect just a little more responsibility from you, in that area, than from the others.”


All delivered by Schoonover after one quick look up from his file drawer. He was sitting against the library’s east wall, a small table serving as a desk. “—I expect more from people of the book, where books are concerned, particularly when that book was a special order, specifically requested by you, and paid for out of library funds.”


All rehearsed and held waiting the last four days.


“It’s an exercise book, Larry, and I need to have it for exercises. I told you that.” Bauman walked over to shake hands. Schoonover was formal, liked his hand shaken on greeting.


“What you told me, and what I agreed to, are two very different things.” No handshake. Larry Schoonover, alone in his library but for Bauman, was tall, hazel-eyed, and plump, his cheeks dotted with small light brown moles—none disfiguring—and his hair, forming an almost theatrical widow’s peak, kept very black with periodic applications of Grecian Formula smuggled in against the no-makeup regulations. Schoonover’s denims were a fine faded blue, had been bleached in the upholstery shop, then tailored, starched, and pressed by State’s queens at Sweet Stitches.


The librarian, having had his say, sat concentrating on a long wooden file of three-by-five cards and refused to look up, reminding Bauman of old Tomlinson’s evasive postures at the university, his doodling during conversations. Dates of return were important to Schoonover.


“The book was out on professional usage, for Christ’s sake, Larry. It’s not a porno, O.K.?” A low blow, since Larry Schoonover had been writing porno science-fiction for at least three years, trying to get it published by second-rank firms in the West and East. The Lord of Trades was the most promising of these works, and almost complete. Adventures of a spacer merchant captain in some perfectly distant time and place—the Pleiades? Laser pistols, very romantic fucking, sacrificial deaths for the sake of love. The women dying for the love of Captain Nate Chabouk. Six and a half feet of black-haired, hazel-eyed, merry-humored murder. No facial moles, but a penis that frightened before it satisfied.


Bauman had read some of it, congratulated Schoonover on the work, and reported it was pleasant to masturbate to. He’d mentioned that Scooter, a nonreader excepting only motorcycle magazines, had made an exception for this novel, and said the same.


Schoonover had not been flattered, believing there was more to Lord of Trades than entertainment. He considered it a tragic description of the collapse and ruin of a great intergalactic civilization under the impact of technical developments too freely distributed among barbarian worlds—and for nothing but short-term profit. A lesson and warning, he felt, for our own benighted time.


“I don’t consider the captain to be the real hero of the book,” Schoonover’d told Bauman. “I consider him a villain. He’s really part of the problem.” The truly heroic figure, apparently, being a nicely drawn imperial legate—aging, fat, hopeless. Unfortunately, this real hero killed no one with laser or razor whip, and never got laid.


“Then give him a wife, give him kids, a family life,” Bauman had said—conscious, as he said it, of possibly uncertain ground.


But the librarian had simply replied that it wouldn’t do. “Kwal Katchak is too busy. He sacrificed all those possibilities to his work.…”


Now offended personally as well as professionally, Schoonover sat silent, concentrating on his file cards.


Apparently such a promising choice for librarian—an ex-high school social studies teacher—Larry Schoonover had proved not so. The inmates, regarding him as a dangerous ding, tended to avoid the long room, its walls stacked with shelves from corner to corner, the flaking green-painted plaster above the shelves decorated with Magic Markered signs encouraging reading as a path to freedom—external, internal. Decorated as well with photographs of presidents past, a single photograph of the present governor of the state, the state flag, the national flag, and a multicolored very large alphabet cut out of poster paper, its scissored letters in dusty blue, red, yellow, green—then blue, red, yellow, and green again and again, repeated in order left to right from the A almost all the way around the room to a red Z just above a large, framed, faded original map of the prison—this beautifully drawn on thin strong taffy-colored paper neatly crumbling up and down its edges under sheltering glass.


Bauman had studied the map and an accompanying column of typescript, separately framed, apparently a cover letter to a report by some English or Scottish consulting engineer to a British government commission, and dated 1871:


 


This colossus of construction—to be administered initially by the Federal military—and intended to confine of all convicts the most treacherous, violent, and intransigent this Territory (soon to be State) affords, over eight hundred armed robbers, murderers, and the like, has been taken after the principles of Vauban to a point of perfection in layering, having at its center four great rectangular buildings of stone—designated ‘A,’ ‘B,’ ‘C,’ and ‘D.’ These facing the cardinal points—‘A’ to the North, ‘B’ to the East, ‘C’ to the South, and ‘D’ to the West.


These four buildings—each a full three storeys high, each containing a great block of cells in three long tiers, as well as storage rooms, guard rooms, mess halls and kitchens below—form together the sides of a hollow square enclosing a spacious inner court, to be divided as may please for the creatures’ exercise. This central portion, prison enough as prisons are presently constituted, is, however, being augmented by a cyclopean wall—thirty-five feet in height, in thickness, fifteen—that will form its own enormously larger square (one third of a mile on each side) to enclose the whole, leaving within its bounds great fields for the exercise of the gentler sort, as well as plentiful room for associated buildings, workshops, an infirmary and a chapel, as the commandant might deem prudent and useful. But all remaining within those mighty walls.


In this, as in occasional other evidence of inventive engineering, we may well take instruction from these provincial Romans, and so, in time, replace our own archaic penitentiaries with forms at once economical, enduring, and secure.


 


The map accompanying was State today to the foot—except for the “associated buildings,” now crouching, as foreseen, against the foundation blocks of the surrounding wall. The map, with exemplar elevations, had been done in medium blue ink, and perfectly, without corrections. Always pleasant to look at, Bauman had found. A single steady unimportant English (or Scottish) hand, one of the thousands of British competents then ruling much of the world.


This considerable library, packed with almost three thousand donated and purchased books—a few new, most dry, cracked, falling to paper crumbs with age—and including six separate tubs of used paperbacks, had been combed and recombed, censored, winnowed, and sifted by sixteen wardens, their captains and lieutenants, through more than a hundred years.


Only in the last decades had the courts insisted on permitting almost perfect freedom for the shelves, excepting only gay porn, explosives manufacture, and handbooks on methods of personal violence. The Merc’s Menu, instructions in jungle survival, purification of casual water, wild edibles (birds’ eggs at any stage of development, most roots, surprisingly few leaves) and some basics of knife, garrote, and stick fighting, had been lost to the library in State Superior Court, found a proper subject for administrative denial. Schoonover, a strict constructionist on freedom of the press, on freedom of speech, had led the fight along with Buddy Parris (State’s convict radical), seen it taken up to that court, and lost.


Ungrateful, many inmates still refused to patronize, except for those unable to get into a club library for law books. Those convicts who didn’t mind would come in with their friends’ lists, and fill those for them.


“I don’t give a fuck,” an inmate had said to Scooter when Scooter’d quoted Bauman to him on the virtues of the library. “I don’t give a fuck; I ain’t goin’ to check out shit from a dude went in a McDonald’s an’ offed some baby. Fuck that!”


He was referring to an evening several years before, when Schoonover, after an ordinary day at school (two parent conferences in the afternoon), had come home at four-thirty, had a glass of iced tea, and proved persuaded of a notion he’d been considering for some time. He was convinced that the fabric of reality, certainly alterable, might—by sufficiently weighty sacrifice—be shoved at least momentarily aside (as the mass of a star dimpled space and on collapse might snap clear through it) to reveal a much completer scheme.


Convinced, and having exercised his hands for the past several weeks—fingering and squeezing a tennis ball with all his might—Schoonover had interrupted his mother, Charlene Kent Schoonover, in the kitchen while she was preparing their dinner, and strangled her. After which—exalted, hopeful—he’d gone into the TV room and performed the same act upon his wife. Then, after a half-hour’s wait, watching, listening on the stairs—so evidently the place between, from which any trembling of seeming’s curtain might be felt, perhaps be seen—Schoonover had greeted his two young sons when they came in from Little League. He’d asked his oldest and favorite, Walt, to wait in the hall for a surprise while he led Richy away, and so disposed of each in turn. Then—nothing, after all, but a slight seizure of trembling resulting—he’d left the house desperate, determined not to waste their sacrifice by insufficiency. Driving his old Toyota two miles to the strip, he parked at the McDonald’s there, and took a Phillips-head screwdriver from the car’s glove compartment.


After entering the restaurant, impatient—pacing here and there among chocolate-brown tables and banquettes, their murmuring occupants—he’d passed, then repassed a pretty blond mother of three, and choosing the youngest, a pleasant plump baby at ease in one of the restaurant’s high chairs, struck down hard, and with a crisp popping sound drove the screwdriver into the child’s skull, so its translucent grip (plastic, corrugated, and merrily yellow) stuck up from the baby’s wisp-haired head like a sudden handle, which, properly turned, might lower the volume of its mother’s astonished and astounding shrieks.


Convinced then he’d done all that was necessary—and anticipating momentous arrivals, sudden waking views of a landscape in which his family, full of thanks (the baby accompanying), bowed before him in a blue garden, weeping with gratitude as he, with shining ones, assumed at last a true posture—Schoonover strolled through a side door, away from the noise, the shouts and scrambling, and out to the restaurant’s small playground. There he climbed to its short slide and slid down it, hands lightly gripping the side rails, large bottom (in tan polyester slacks) barely fitting between, squeaking slightly from friction on descent. Did this several times—climbed the narrow ladder and slid down again—closely observed through plate glass by a few hardy patrons, one absently eating his french fries, but wincing at times in concert with the others at the sounds behind them.


Schoonover, climbing up and sliding down in growing disappointment as the world about him stood unchanged, had continued this exercise until two policemen arrived, came to stand at the foot of the slide, and received him.


The trial judge, though convinced of Schoonover’s motive, still found the killings deliberate (performed for gain, though only gain of knowledge metaphysical), so found him sane, and sentenced him to five terms of life, consecutive.…


“All right,” Bauman said, giving up the Moncrieff, putting it down on the corner of Schoonover’s table. “—I apologize. O.K.? It was careless of me. Some of my people needed to work with that book.”


Schoonover, head bent, fiddled at his file drawer. No word. No smile. The library was still arranged in Dewey decimal, and needed constant keeping up with.


“I apologize, Larry. I will try to get the books in on time.”


“O. K.,” Schoonover said, and looked up from his filing. “Just don’t take advantage. Friends shouldn’t rip friends off, Charles. And as for people, I know what their needs and purposes are better than anyone in this place.”


He meant they were keys to a kingdom. Bauman had heard Schoonover out on that just once, and didn’t care to hear it again. It was the sort of explanation that kept people out of the library.


“Those workbooks didn’t come in? I need the damn things.” Bauman wandered over to fiction. A lot of old fiction. Thirty-two shelves. Worn bindings—the cloth covers handled to milky white along their edges—showed where murder or screwing was the subject.


“No, they didn’t. And if they didn’t come in today, they won’t be in till next month. That’s their schedule.” Schoonover got up to put his narrow file drawer away in the yellow oak reference chest, to slide out another. He carried it back to his table, sat down, pursed his lips, and commenced at the first card, checking order. “I’ve been thinking about it,” he said, “—and I hope you’re keeping in mind some notion of guidance for your students. I don’t think there’s much use teaching a man to read, without advising him what’s worth reading.”


“Larry, they want to read their appeals, and fuck books.”


“I’m not a prude,” Schoonover said. “I think they have the right to read anything they want, any trash. If a man can’t open the sticky book, he’ll open a substitute. … You know what I’m talking about. I’m talking about good advice. I think it’s part of good teaching.”


“Um-hmm. You’re probably right.” Bauman had learned, over a year, that it was bad policy to argue with Schoonover, and not because Larry controlled library ordering or offered violence in argument. Schoonover had the peculiarity of never admitting defeat in a disagreement unless his error could be proved in a published book. Lacking that proof, Bauman had had to pursue arguments with the librarian that lasted for months—Schoonover, in slow, deliberate terms, reopening the discussions every day they met, with a small synopsis offered first, to recall their subject and positions; the specific effects on the eastern capital of the loss of the themes of Asia Minor; FDR as revolutionary; popular education and the production of an elite—and continuing his thread from there, obsessive as a religious, whatever the matter in dispute.


“Now I’m only a high school teacher, Charles,” he would say, “—but logic holds for college professors as well as high school teachers.” So continuing, in this odd environment, the petty malice of academic intercourse.


This behavior had struck Bauman at first as funny—later, tedious. Finally, he’d found it disturbing. Schoonover’s ambling pace, his careful schoolteacher’s enunciation, the measured, tireless repetitions he employed, the simple-minded logic marshaled to small ends began in time to seem sinister, as if Schoonover (if engaged in the wrong debate) might slowly prove to himself a dreadful necessity—as once he had.


“I hear,” Schoonover said, looking up from his file drawer, “that you lost a man on B.”


“Yes.”


“Kenneth Spencer.”


“That’s right. And I was helping him with some letters, too. Barely literate—wanted to write to a couple of black mayors, some black ministers, trying to finance a better lawyer for appeals. Very shy man. Mainly worried about his family.”


“Well, he was here every single Tuesday afternoon—while you were at the gym, playing with that team of muscular morons—here every single Tuesday afternoon using the law library, sitting in that corner puzzling away at the same page for half an hour. I offered to help him research whatever he wanted. ‘No, thank you.’ That’s all Mr. Spencer had to say. I just lost one of my few regulars, is what’s happened—and probably to an unpaid debt of two cartons of cigarettes, or some equally earth-shaking obligation.”


“He didn’t smoke.…” Bauman looked along the shelves, slid out a light blue book—its title unreadable, worn away—opened it, and saw it was a Freya Stark work on traveling in Turkey. He read a passage on donkeys (the lessons they patiently taught, of patience) then put the book back and found another—brown, slender, rotting on a lower shelf—a collection of English poetry on crumbling pages, verse evenly divided between garden and orchard sprites, “…bobbing in blossoms’ cups, through breezy days of May,” and reflections on the World War.


 


Blessed at last with an absence of sun,


And granted that settlement of shade,


The gunners and infantry rest as one,


Dug in beneath their barb-wire glade,


While flare and flashes fill the dark,


Pitch shadows through artillery parks,


From deeper woods, in music bright,


Trumpet tattoos that call to quarters,


All these spangled regiments of night,


To rest from rifles, guns and mortars,


And dream the way to dawn and light.


These sleepers, when required to waken,


Will rouse bereft—furious and forsaken,


To take more lives, and have theirs taken.


 


“Reconnaissance,”


Collected Poems


Harald Stephenson Ainsworth


Apollonian Press, Coventry


 


Not, Bauman thought, inappropriate. He supposed that Ainsworth, almost certainly a lieutenant and university man, must have been finally fulfilled by some Mauser, a month before armistice.


“You’re losing books, Larry. Some of these things are falling apart.”


“That’s no news, Charles. If you care to, you might send a letter to the State University people. Possibly the head librarian there will take you more seriously than, apparently, he takes me. They have a complete deacidification setup down there, but they’re much too busy to bother with a few shelves of reading material for prisoners. Of course, you could write to your ex-colleagues at Midwest; I’m sure they have the best of everything.”


Bauman picked out a copy of a book titled Follow Me Down, a shelf higher. He leafed through it—this in better condition. Three pages in the middle of the book were stuck together; he read a passage overleaf of the first of these. A young woman, ignorant, reflective, about to be entered by a goatish farmer. Then the pages stuck together, some inmate having sealed these lovers into privacy with his semen.


“By the way, I’ve decided to submit,” Schoonover said shyly, head bent over his files, “—to Knopf.”


*   *   *


Downstairs, the fish hack, fat and freckled, put Bauman to the wall again and patted him down, considering possible contraband from the library, or simply for practice. He left Bauman’s ass and crotch strictly alone, and didn’t check his socks, didn’t have him open his mouth.


The anticipated rain now was drifting down, not much more than steady drizzle spattering along the walkways, falling in mist curtaining across North yard’s dun fields of grass. The air was colder. A guard walking along the top of the wall turned his head, looked down at Bauman or near him, then walked on. Too far to see which one it might be. One of the older officers, ready to retire. One of the few veterans.


“Those motherfuckers can see outside,” Scooter had said of these once, while he and Bauman were walking to watch some bikers run their machines back and forth beneath the base of the wall—a Sunday privilege for the men in the shop.


“They can’t read; they can’t talk; they can’t even listen to the radio. They just stand around up there,” Bauman had said. “I wouldn’t trade places with them if that was all there was.”


“Shit, Charles,” Scooter had said, “you couldn’ be more wrong. Those motherfuckers can see outside.”


They’d walked on across West field, then past the wide front of the laundry building. This building—red brick, three stories high, the West wall’s gray granite rearing up behind it—was called the laundry, though only the ground floor contained hot piping, steamy vats, rolling canvas bins, the ranks of mangles along one wall. The building’s second floor was Protective Custody. Top floor was Segregation. And, in the building’s basement, lay old Cooper’s kingdom of Housekeeping, where Bauman had been first assigned.


Past this, State’s only building in red brick rather than the prevailing stone, Bauman and Scooter had continued along the base of the wall toward the truck-shop yard. The motorcycle engines were already grumbling, stumbling, barking as the bikers gave them gas. One of the wall guards, leaning on the rail three and a half stories up, was watching them on their way. The metal rims of his dark glasses had flashed an instant in the sunlight as he turned his head.


“You’re right, Scoot,” Bauman had said, thinking also of the pleasures of his four bus trips with the boxers. “—Because they can see outside.…”


Back now across North yard in the rain—he’d tucked his clipboard underneath his jacket. The rain not heavy enough to puddle the walks, soak the grass (soon to be frozen out anyway), not heavy enough to wet Bauman’s denims through, just his jacket shoulders, his trouser cuffs.


The walkway yo-yos had backed in under the distant overhangs alongside A and B, and though fewer in this weather, made a continuous dotted line of men there just behind the filmy, beaded curtain of the rain. Most wore bleached denim in various shades of light blue, though a minority afforded street windbreakers and sweaters in browns, reds, and black, and a few dashing dealers sported civilian slacks and jackets. Almost all wore State’s gray baseball caps or knit wool watch caps in midnight blue.


They’d be talking football, baseball, boxing, fucking (straight or fag), discussing their families, their kids, their treacherous wives. Boasting of polished remarkable holdups, where courage and luck had combined for rich reward—and talking deals above all. Trading and selling—joints, bags, kids (blowjobs or bungies), leather jackets, magazines, fuck books, uppers, downers, crystal, crank and coke—a pint of this for a pinch of that. Medieval market.


Poor Kenneth Spencer, his throat now cut, must have forgotten where he was, kept careless inappropriate habits from the street. He must have brushed against someone in the halls, or waited for a bill to come in the mail.


Bauman walked down to the northeast corner of B, nodded to two young black men leaning against that corner who’d nodded to him—he’d taught one’s housemate to read the alphabet, spell out his name and write it down—then walked past to an open hurricane-fence gate into East yard, and waited to see if the hack in the booth there, a tall ex-farmer named Elroy, wanted to come out for a check.


“Hey, Teach …! You gettin’ you ass wet, man!” One of the young black men calling after. Bauman waved an acknowledgment, then saw Elroy look up through the glass and motion him through.


The rain was letting up, pattering in on occasional gusts of even cooler air as he walked the distance down East, turned right to pass through that fence gate to South yard, then walked along the massive granite back of C. This walk was called “boxing” by the inmates—for what reason they were ignorant, some felonious sailor’s ancient talk of boxing the compass long lost in grimmer, more entertaining legends.


Bauman felt his damp trousers clinging to him at the knees. Some higher wind was blowing against the clouds, shifting them over. He saw almost a shadow along the grass—the pale momentary sun shining down a wet gray three-story prow, the granite corner past which C-block became D.


*   *   *


D was majority black, and the big block stirred along its tiers in different motions here, sounded along them to different music. The men wandered in thick, slow currents, almost all out of their houses—where many white and Hispanic inmates tended to huddle home if rain or snow made the walkways, the yards unpleasant.


Checked through by two hacks at the steel-barred gate (his building pass examined by a guard named Harrison as if the man had never seen him before, couldn’t imagine what a wimp white was doing bringing his act to D), Bauman, carrying his clipboard, walked through these meandering dark streams of silent, murmuring, or laughing men, stepping carefully over the extended legs and feet of those sitting against the block wall, gossiping. He threaded his way, received a few nods, was generally ignored, and climbed the circular stair to Three-tier—careful not to brush the arms or shoulders of men stepping down past him—then walked to cell eleven of the row, a double gone to four-man with crowding.


Wayman Thompson, tall, hunch-shouldered and yellow-eyed, his skin the shade of shadowed lemon, greeted Bauman with real pleasure, homework apparently done—no avoidance, no pouting, no sullenness—shook his hand with a long-fingered grip strong as pliers and seated him on a small crate chair. Then, relaxed, forthcoming (homework certainly done) Wayman offered Bauman a free joint—a rebuilt roach—mentioned with little interest (and no apparent fellow feeling) Spencer’s death in Bauman’s block, and talked fighting with him for a few minutes.


Was this so-called middleweight motherfucker Muñoz ever goin’ wake up he had a right hand—and maybe use it before ever’ dude in State lost street money, that Joliet faggot goin’ come in an’ beat his ass?


Back and forth on Muñoz for a few minutes, Bauman mentioning the jab, the hook—while noticing, as he’d noticed before, on the wall beside Wayman’s lower bunk, three photographs (eight-by-tens) taken by some fairly talented pornographer, revealing in close-up series a pretty white girl, her dark hair cut softly short, her pale throat, slight shoulders naked, sucking a black man’s penis—her gray eyes (elaborately made-up) blank as a feeding shark’s, her jaw opened wide, lips at a painful stretch. In the third of this triptych—all of them torn at their corners by hasty dismounting when hacks had come through on a cleanup pass—in this last picture the man had ejaculated, the girl’s eyes now closed (in pleasure, in concentration or relief), chin and cheek slicked, dripping with what had escaped her.


Except for these, Wayman’s house was decorous, papered over with torn-out magazine photographs of old-line black celebrities: Diana Ross, Martin Luther King, Bill Cosby, Coretta Scott King, Eddie Murphy, and the Reverend Jesse Jackson. Decorating the cell’s corners—to the right and left of the toilet curtain—were action shots of the black stars of professional basketball and boxing, and above those, on the right, one of the Black National Army posters made by the club at State—a large rectangular banner in bright red, divided down the center by a double-edged dagger, black. “B.N.A.” printed below as legend.


Agreeing, after some time, to disagree on the usefulness of Muñoz’ jab, his double-punching with the hook, Wayman slid two packs of filter straights from under his pillow, and handed them over. Then he bent down, reached beneath his bunk for his book bag, unzipped it, got a green-covered notebook out, and settled to read his story assignment aloud, raising his voice over the cacophony of the block.


Wayman’s housemate, Roy—a very big black man, and very fat over the big—lay listening in the opposite lower bunk, dressed in bead-decorated denims. Roy had never spoken directly to Bauman in a dozen visits, never shaken his hand—whether from shyness or dislike. He smiled, but he was always smiling. The other two men from eleven were out walking—always were when Bauman came.


“‘Khalife Goes to School.’…”


Wayman Thompson had a pleasant voice, sounding slightly younger than its owner—now serving two consecutive lifes—who had six years before broken into a handsome house (apparently empty) in a handsome suburb, found to his surprise a pretty woman with her pretty daughter, the child kept home from school by flu—and had lost control of himself.


“‘Khalife Goes to School.’ … Once they was a little boy. He name Khalife. Khalife go to school on the bus but he get off. He goin’ say he bus-left. He see a little dog. Dog ax him why you not be in school? I don’ want to go, Khalife say. Dog say, You auntie see you she whip you butt. Dog say … he say you better go to school. Khalife say, kiss my ass—”


“Right on,” Roy said from his opposite bunk, and received a hard yellow look from the interrupted.


“You payin’ this man?”


Roy shook his large head, his soft black jowls and chins. Wayman bent his head, studied, and resumed.


“—Khalife go on by. Another dog. He come by. This dog be bigger. This big dog be tellin’ him—is tellin’ him—go to school.”


“Say ‘Kiss my ass,’” Roy said, irrepressible—then, at Wayman’s fierce glance, wallowed gleeful over onto his right side to hide his face in his pillow, and giggle.


“He a fuckin’ retard, man,” Wayman said to Bauman, which made great Roy shake harder, so his bunk trembled.


Wayman sat up straighter, examined his notebook to find his place, and continued where he’d left off. “—Khalife say kiss my ass. I ain’ goin’—not be goin’. Then a big ol’ monster dog he come over to Khalife. The dog be hidin’ behin’ a tree. The monster dog say go to school Khalife or I’m comin’ in you house tonight an’ eat you legs so they jus’ stumps stickin’ out. Khalife he go right on … to school.”


Wayman, finished, looked up at Bauman defenseless as a child.


“Are you bullshitting me, man?” Bauman said, theatrically unpleasant.


Surprise. Shock. “What you mean …?”


“You didn’t write that; that’s too damn good. You pay some dude to write that story for you?—You did, didn’t you?”


“No. … No!” Delighted—and his friend Roy delighted for him, rolling back to face them, saying, “He did so. He write that story ’bout them dogs!”


“No shit, now,” Bauman said. “Don’t waste my time. You wrote that?”


“Every fuckin’ word, man. I didn’ tell nobody, an’ no motherfucker tol’ me.”


“All your idea?”


“Fuckin’ a! It was my idea—them dogs an’ everythin’.”


    “No shit?”


“No sir, no sir!” Bad boys momentarily back in school—successful at last, not fools.


“Let me tell you something,” Bauman said, happy as Wayman, “—that is very good work. Congratulations, man. You are reading and writing.”


Wayman modest on his bunk.


“—Doesn’t mean it’s perfect. Let me see it. I think you left out your commas. You’ve got to remember, commas are like taking a breath—you know, hesitating when you say something? You need to put those in. So it sounds like somebody talking.”


Wayman’s irregular printing was innocent of any marks but several large periods drawn as small egg-shaped O’s. Bauman slid his red pencil out of his clipboard clamp, and entered commas. “And you have some words in different tenses—showing different times that things happened?—that need to be changed. Got some work to do. But I’ll tell you, it’s not bad. That’s a good story.”


“I got them three dogs,” Wayman said, “—gettin’ bad.”


“That’s right. One, two, three—getting worse and worse. One—two—three. Like three strikes in baseball. That’s the best thing about your story—that there’re three dogs, and they get bigger and meaner as the story goes along….”


*   *   *


Feeling better than he had since Spencer’s screaming, Bauman, going down the tier stairs, brushed past a man only a little carelessly.


“Hey! You fuckin’ motherfucker! Who you puttin’ you han’ on?”


“Sorry,” Bauman said, quickly as he could. He turned to look back up, and saw a stocky black man in white T-shirt and shorts despite the chill weather, saw the man’s furious face.


A taller black man in denims, standing beside the shorter on the steps, and looking down at Bauman, said, “You come back on up here, you ofay faggot, I’m goin’ break your fuckin’ jaw.” And Bauman realized this was the man who’d called down after him, not the other.


“Sorry,” Bauman said. “It was an accident.” Turned back and went down the stairs, carefully, the back of his neck heavy with being stared at.


“‘Accident.’… You old faggot cocksucker, you better move your pale ass out!” called after him, echoing off steel and concrete, plain through the many voices, the varied musics of the block.




Chapter Two


Lunch was peanut-butter sandwiches, iced tea, orange Jell-O.


Bauman had been eating alone, then was joined by two fish fresh up from Evansville. One, a thin young Hispanic with a bony nose and slightly bucked teeth, was silent. The other—a sturdy white, and older—occasionally commented on the mess hall, the lunch, trying to seem tough. The white man asked Bauman about a bunk, complained that men were already housed in the cell he’d been assigned.


“If you have some money coming,” Bauman said, “—then buy a bed.”


“I ain’t buyin’ shit, man,” the white fish said. He had a heavy face, blocked almost square; an upper tooth was missing at the left side of his mouth. “It ain’t my first fuckin’ time in a joint.”


Bauman said nothing more to him, sat silent and finished his orange Jell-O. The white fish also stopped talking. He hadn’t finished his sandwich, didn’t seem to have the appetite to finish it.


Bauman got up, took his tray to the serving counter’s garbage can, scraped it, stacked it, then walked down the basement corridor and up wide stone steps—each gently hollowed, the granite dished almost two inches deep by more than a century of feet, chipped here and there where some earlier convict had dropped the cannonball he carried, its short jingling chain fastened to his leg irons. Up on Ground-tier, a hack, a plump, talkative older man named Carlyle, passed him without patting.


Bauman walked the length of Ground-tier to the circular stair and climbed the white steel, reminded as he went up of how miserably he’d fled down in D—the shouts ringing behind him, the furious face of the shorter man.


Off the staircase landing on Two-tier, he walked into his house, went behind the blanket curtain, pulled down his trousers, and sat on the toilet’s bare cold cracked porcelain. An older convict named Metzler—a lifer, and supposedly a very dangerous man—had been knifed to death, disemboweled, while sitting on his cell toilet weeks before.


Bauman imagined he’d behaved differently in D. Imagined he’d had his shank, had turned at the first remark, tugged the weapon out, then hurried up the stairs toward the tall man and his short friend—had seen, as he went up, their twin glances at the knife, their shouts turning to sand in their mouths.…


He leaned forward, strained his bowels, and passed nothing—none of the peas, creamed tuna, and cherry Jell-O of last evening’s dinner. Nothing of breakfast. He resigned himself to a wait, sat considering the knife.


He’d carried, for a short time, a very fine shank (double-edged and almost six inches in the blade) sheathed in a sheet of folded gray cardboard and strapped with electrician’s tape high up on the inside of his right thigh. This because of a disagreement on legal fees with an inmate named Les Kerwin, State’s premium jailhouse lawyer, a pro pers specializing in appeals. Kerwin—some time ago, before Bauman had come up—had stuck a defaulting client in the eyes with a sharpened length of bedspring wire. That man had been blinded, and Kerwin handed an assault conviction on top of his previous murder-two.


Bauman’s problem with the pro pers was not so severe—a question of whether a casual conversation on Superior Court findings (having nothing to do with Bauman’s own case) constituted a consultation, and was to be paid for.


Kerwin said yes; Bauman, no, Kerwin remaining amiable throughout, uttering no threats. However, Scooter had asked around and found that Kerwin had been equally lightsome with the man he’d finally walked up to and blinded on the West-yard walkway one afternoon. Had stuck the pointed wire into the man’s left eye—tugged it free—and, clinging like a beast, had ridden the screamer down flat, wrestled his head to hold it still enough, then pushed the wire carefully into the right eye, driving it till it went through and stuck in the thin bone before the brain. Then got up and walked away, leaving a kicking ruin in the dark.


Wire removed some time later at the Regional Medical Center in Fort McLaren. Life saved, sight not.


Bauman, over five weeks ago, had started taking his chances of a severe ticket and ten-and-twenty (ten days solitary, twenty segregation) by carrying the knife when he went off block into lonely places or too public places, going elaborately out of his way to avoid the metal detectors at main building-to-yard gates. He’d practiced in their house while Scooter criticized—reaching down into his pants to grip the knife’s short flat taped handle, then tug it up and out, ready to use. It took a lot of time, and certainly would seem to take more if a strong man was on him—Kerwin was fit, tall and handsome, with prematurely graying hair, an upper-middle-class professional look—would seem to take much too much time if a strong man was on him and sticking a needle-pointed wire into his eyes.


“You’re goin’ to have to hold him off with your left,” Scooter had said, “while you get that shank out.”


“Hold him off, my ass. Run, is what the hell I need to do, if I can get this damn thing out, running.”


“You get it out, though, guy’s in trouble.”


“If I get it out,” Bauman said. The blade was one of the best, filed from the machined side-strip off an old stamp press in the license shop. An elderly convict named Boscowen made them and sold them for street money only—no scrip, no powder, no weed, no speed, no ass. The knife had cost Bauman forty-five dollars, street cash, and a spoiled visit with a weeping wife (the small fold of bills—two twenties and a five—knotted into a tiny pink toy balloon, and extracted from Susanne’s vagina in a stall of the visitors’ toilet). Had cost Bauman more than that, really, since he’d had to give seven reading lessons to a Black Muslim imam (who’d been faking his services from remembered texts) in exchange for the fundamentals of killing with a knife, which, it seemed, involved suddenness rather than style. Fast hard punching, the knife present almost incidentally in the power hand, not the lead.


Bauman had thought he might do that well enough—the punching part, anyway—if he didn’t prove so frightened that Kerwin had only to come up and butcher and blind him while he tried to think of something to say.


After less than two weeks carrying, Bauman began to leave the knife at home, slid deep into the works of Scooter’s portable TV. The cell’s two sizable square vents (warm dry air in, smelling of oil, warm damp air out, smelling of everything else) were set one into the ceiling’s center, the other surrounded by the pictures of machines and women on the house’s left wall. These large vents, seeming so convenient as hidey-holes, were not. The square vent grills, composed of ten rows of inch-square openings up, ten across, were cut from thick steel plate, and that fastened with twelve face-bolts deep into the stone.—So, the back of Scooter’s TV, with barely room enough alongside the picture tube for the slender knife, its tape-and-cardboard harness.


It had begun to seem to Bauman more and more ridiculous, absurd for him to be strutting with a shank, entertaining masturbatory fantasies of combat, and, as well, had worried him constantly about getting a tag for carrying, something that might blot his sheet. He felt that Kerwin was simply not hot enough about the matter for it to be worth the risk. This reinforced when that nemesis, approaching Bauman in the mess-hall line at lunch, had one day casually inquired concerning the progress of Tony Marcantonio.


Marcantonio, a slow, monstrously strong light-heavy—and as one of the few whites on the boxing team, a darling of the Caucasian Union—had been doing very well. He’d bruised even such heavyweight monuments as Clarence Henry and Bubba Betts when, to be reminded of fundamentals, he’d been set to sparring over his class. Les Kerwin had been pleasant discussing this, stood easy and held only ordinary eye contact, not too little, not too much.


“Your ass, Charles,” Scooter said one night before lights-out. “Ain’t goin’ do you any good in my TV. And you’re one of the guys can get away with carryin’, ’cause you’re always runnin’ around givin’ lessons. Hacks don’t never think you got nothin’. —They don’t even pat you good.”


“It’s a chance I’m tired of taking,” Bauman had said. “So what I’ll do, if he jumps me, is just run. He can’t stick me if he can’t catch me.”


“Then better not let him get you in a one-door place, dude.…”


*   *   *


He took vanilla, supposing the chocolate to be more precious to her.


“You wan’ two?” Betty Nellis, plump, dark-eyed, dark-skinned and pretty, with penciled eyebrows and no shadow of beard to see—possibly an effect of smuggled hormones—extended her small left hand with another vanilla cookie resting on the palm.


“No thanks,” Bauman said, sitting (his clipboard on his lap) on a small furniture-factory rocker—pine, stained cherry, and a reminder of Mark Nellis’ eminence. Betty’s husband, Bauman’s landlord until the purchase outright of the house upstairs, possessed the luxuries commanded by a fearsome reputation—in his case as one of the agents of lifer murder power, and a Caucasian Union officer as well, though Scooter had said Betty’d told him Nellis had retired. This reputation the more surprising since the dreadful Nellis looked perfectly ordinary—medium-sized, sturdy, balding. In his mid-thirties, but seeming, as some men do, to yearn for the comfort of forty, Nellis had mild blue eyes and wore State-issue glasses. However, he’d never been called Four-eyes, not even Specs—not before he’d stabbed a soldier of the Black National Army to death on the South-yard walkway, and certainly not after.


Three years before Bauman came up to State, Nellis had attacked this man, a dangerous jocker and much larger, and knifed him twice in the lower back, then three times more in the man’s belly as he turned, trying to defend himself. This soldier of the B.N.A., accompanied only seconds before by friends—two black men as large and powerful, swaggering, on the stroll—had stood suddenly deserted as they fled, had stood all alone in the sunshine with Nellis and Nellis’ knife.


Then he ran, staggering along the walkway, stumbling now and then into the building-side, and calling out hoarsely for help, leaving on the granite bright smears and spatters to mark his progress and Nellis’ pursuit. Nellis, persistent, stabbed and stuck into the broad back retreating before him until the B.N.A. soldier, exhausted, sat down on the warm cement, then lay down on his right side, drew up his knees, and died in front of a fish guard named Ed Berry.


Berry had later testified, but to a fight—the second knife somehow missing, lost—not a murder. Word was, that before the hearing on the Nellis matter, two of Nellis’ home-boys, veteran armed robbers from down-state, had visited the guard’s family in Garlin while Berry was on duty. Had visited, enjoyed some conversation with Mrs. Berry in her kitchen, the smaller man holding the Berrys’ little girl on his lap, then left without hurting anybody, without threatening.…


“You want a lot of milk, Charles?” The “you” pronounced a soft Hispanic “jew.” This accent, quite heavy in moments of excitement, added considerably to Betty’s charm.


“If you can spare it.” His first few visits for afternoon coffee, months before (sometimes accompanied by an ex-banker named Thruston, since paroled), Betty Nellis had called him “Mr. Bauman,” apparently out of regard for his former professorship. This had soon relaxed to “Charles,” which she appeared to enjoy pronouncing, the l undergoing slight, charming glottal confusions before the relief of es.


These coffee hours became frequent and, attracting the envy of other ladies, had encouraged the casual custom of such afternoon salons throughout State, where owners, lovers, husbands permitted. In Betty’s case, Nellis, pleased by what pleased his wife, had offered no objection at all. For these gatherings, one or two or three people of previous or present eminence—if presentable and easy-tempered—were invited for circumspect gossip and to drink hot-coil coffee, eat canteen-bought cookies, and, on special occasions such as birthdays or successful hearings for parole, to share small pound cakes baked in the ceiling light fixture of a basement supply closet.


Bauman, when fresh up to State, had been startled, then amused, and finally touched by the efforts of some long-term inmates to create odd and fragile versions of the warm and loving families most of them had never known. These “families,” usually built around a necessarily homosexual relationship, often grew rather elaborate, so that a fierce middle-aged murderer might assume a father’s role, with an ex-pimp for wife. Their son perhaps a loving thief, daughter-in-law a pretty forger. A nephew, troublesome and charming, a young armed robber.


“I got a lot of milk today.” Betty poured a good dollop into a mug, ceramic brown, with an English setter on point baked into its side. “I brought up two cartons from breakfas’. That’s one advantage not havin’ much up here,” gesturing at the front of her white blouse—adapted (fitted, tailored, and illegally frilled) from an original man’s dress shirt—where the cartons apparently had ridden up concealed. “I don’ serve no coffee without havin’ some milk.”


Standing at her shelves on the cell’s right side beyond the double bunk, Betty lifted her hot-coil from the pan of coffee water, tested the water’s temperature delicately with a small brown forefinger, then dropped the coil back in—the instrument’s wire draped companionably across her right shoulder on its way up to the multiple plug holding the ceiling bulb as well. “This takes forever,” she said. Then, ducking under the wire, stepped lightly back down the cell in white blouse and pale blue denims tailored to slacks, the pants zipper on the side, to perch on the edge of the lower bunk, framed by curtains in a pretty green-flowered print, drawn back and tied for the day. There, Betty settled with a hostess’s satisfaction, and watched Bauman eat his vanilla cookie.


“Creme sandwiches,” she said, smiling at him across the narrow aisle, raising her voice slightly against the steady uproar of the block.


“What?”


“When they vanilla, they call them creme sandwiches.” Her eyes, tender as a child’s, were a light sweet canine brown.


Bauman could only nod, his tongue having separated the bite’s cookie halves, busy breaking the top against the roof of his mouth. Not as good as chocolate, but good enough.


Betty, certainly eager for some discussion, probably of the killing two tiers up, had made her customary chirping sound from the doorway of Nellis’ house as Bauman came down the stairs from one o’clock lock-’n’-count, then gestured him in. Now, her coffee in preparation, she sat on her bunk, hands folded, waiting patiently for Bauman to swallow and settle down. A wedding ring hammered at the truck shop out of steel and tiny jeweled bearings shone on her left hand’s plump brown ring finger. She and Nellis had been married by a born-again forger last spring.


“That was the worse thing, man, that thing las’ night,” she said, and shook her head so that her hair—fine and tarry black, grown long as the administration would tolerate—shifted softly left to right. “That little nigger never bothered nobody. He was a sweet little man. An’ now, you los’ your frien’.”


“Well, not really a friend,” Bauman said, and when he saw something like reproach in Betty’s gaze for that quick cowardice, added, “I don’t mean I didn’t like him. He seemed to me to be a very decent guy. I was helping him out, and we ate lunch together a few times. Yesterday too, and he didn’t say a word about anything bothering him, other than being in here. It’s a goddamned shame. This place is bad enough, without killings.”


Kenneth Spencer had, in fact, been shy as a hermit crab, noticeably silent in a city of reticent men. Shy, silent, and ugly, he’d resembled—with his cocoa color, apprehensive eyes, large mouth, large ears—a chimpanzee raised in a human home.


“You like a man, it’s rough he get killed.” Betty, reflective. “It’s scary, le’s face it. Figger it could happen to that little dude, could happen to anybody.” She seemed upset by Spencer’s end, where another killing only five weeks before—of a Zapatista named Rosario Coelho, castrated in the showers in A-block, and so roughly he’d bled to death—had been the occasion for her of nothing but interest, interest in the causative transgression, to be sure, not in any particular possible killer.


“And, honey,” Bauman said, “—you can bet not a damn thing is going to be done about it. Not one damn thing.” The “honey” had been spoken naturally in conversation with her months before, had been received without comment or complaint (perhaps with pleasure), and since had become customary. “He probably borrowed a little money—I hope to Christ not to pay me with—was a day late paying it back, and that naturally gave some creep an excuse to murder him.”


“You don’ wan’ to call names, Charles. An’ Spencer didn’ borrow no money,” Betty Nellis said in that conclusive tone Bauman had learned signified information received from her husband. “He didn’ buy nothin’ but candy, anyway.” True enough. Bauman had often seen small Spencer standing carefully in line at the canteen, cautious not to bump or jostle, waiting his turn to buy two Snickers, or three of the smaller Hersheys, without almonds.


“Jus’ like that guy in D. That dude wasn’ botherin’ nobody neither.”


“Who?”


“Blake. Wimpy little white guy.”


“Right.” Blake, a burglar, had been stabbed to death five or six months before, while showering alone off the basement corridor of D-block. “I thought he was raped. You know, some people got hold of him in the showers before that ever happened.”


“Tha’s right. But he didn’ do nothin’ about that. —Wasn’ no reason for anybody to kill that man. Wasn’ no reason for anybody to go an’ kill Spencer, neither.”


“Well, I suppose Spencer could have been a mistake. They could have gotten the wrong house in the dark.…”


Another headshake, soft shifting of her hair. “No way. You do somethin’ like that, Charles, you count them cell doors goin’ down the tier so that don’ happen.” Professional information from Nellis, Bauman supposed—though Betty, now so gentle, had (as Osvaldo Perez) practiced armed robbery upon fortressed dealers during their deals, and had killed two. “You know what they did, get them night-lights out?” She reached behind her to the open box of cookies resting on the bunk’s brown blanket, picked out another creme cookie, and held it out to Bauman, dubious. “You rather have chocolate, wouldn’ you?”


“No. That’s fine. The vanillas are good.”


“You rather have chocolate,” Betty said, reached behind her to return the cookie carefully to its place, then stood up and walked back to her shelves. As she passed him, Bauman realized she was wearing perfume—jasmine, or something like it—against regulations.


She stood over at her shelves, rummaging. Her denim slacks were tailored tight, snug up into her buttocks’ crease.


“I don’t need a chocolate cookie,” Bauman said. “—These’re fine.” Betty opened one cigar box, closed it, and opened another.


“Honey, would you please sit down,” Bauman said. “—These are fine. I do not need a chocolate cookie.”


‘You goin’ have one, anyway,” she said, and came over to present him with two Oreos. “Come on, now. Don’ make me mad. I got plenty cookies.” Standing close, she seemed quite small.


Bauman took the cookies, bit into one, and held the other on his knee, forefinger lightly tracing the carving on its surface as Betty went back to her shelf, apparently found her coffee water hot enough, filled the setter mug (milk and instant coffee already in it) and added three spoonfuls of sugar without needing to ask. Then she prepared a smaller cup for herself, and carrying both, came to present the mug to Bauman and go to her bunk, this time reclining, cup in her right hand. She lay—almost Goya’s duchess, in denims—observing Bauman at her ease and his. Sipped as he sipped.


“Good coffee,” Bauman said.


“Taster’s Choice. Marky won’ have nothin’ else in the house.”


Bauman rocked the small chair in relaxation, noticed two new paintings on the cell’s close walls. No centerfolds, no naked pussy on display, only paintings on velvet by Tony Di Marco, State’s only class counterfeiter-engraver. All the paintings—there were seven of various sizes—were done in very dark palettes—dark grays, purples, deep carmines, basalt blues. Only touches of white or bright orange where a warning sign was shown bolted to granite. Subjects were: the wall, West mess, the lifers at dinner, a tower that seemed to be the northeast corner tower, Administration (from the inner entrance), an old convict named John Gingold standing in the South yard, and two young bikers Bauman didn’t recognize standing arm in arm outside the truck shop, smiling at the artist.


“We don’ have no trash in here,” Betty said, as she usually did when Bauman looked at her house’s decoration. “You like them new ones? Gingold an’ them bikers?”


“They’re very nice.” Not so foolish, banning from such close confines reminders of greater spaces—sunny beaches, swift machines. Women complete in their womanhood. There were no pictures of Betty’s family, or Nellis’.


“You know how they got ’em out?—The night-lights?”


“No.”


“Carlyle tol’ me. Some dude put … folded a little piece of Reynolds Wrap. That foil?” Her small hands mimed folding. “Took a little piece of that, stuck it in the fuse box in the gate office down there. How about that? Them cops suppose’ to be lookin’ out for everybody, a dude goes right in that office an’ fixes the fuse box.”


“They’re out of there all the time.”


“That’s what I’m sayin’. They not suppose’ to be out of there. —That shit suppose’ to be their job.”


“That’s true.”


“They don’ care. That’s what’s true.”


“So the wrap melted after a while …”


“You got it. Three, four hours them night-lights is on—an’ that stuff melts an’ that’s it. Some cowboy can come an’ off anybody he wants.”


“How’d he get out at night—miss lock-’n’-count?”


Betty transferred her coffee cup to her left hand, reached behind her for a creme cookie. “Now you’re askin’ the big question, Charles. That’s the big one. —An’ Marky figures you got to ask some hack. You tell me another way a dude is out in the middle of the night, runnin’ aroun’.”


She took a bite of her cookie. “Those motherfuckin’ cops,” Betty Nellis said, her gentle spaniel’s eyes belonging for a moment to a different breed, less gentle.


The small chair was a pleasure to sit in. Bauman rocked steadily back and forth. He drank more of his coffee, and started to eat the second Oreo. He’d separated the first Oreo with his tongue to get at the filling. This one, he bit into.


“I heard Clarence hurt his han’,” Betty said. “Is that true?”


“No. It isn’t true. I don’t think Clarence could hurt his hand—unless he sparred that wall out there.”


“A lot of money on this Joliet fight, Charles. People don’ want to lose to them faggots.—They sure don’ want nothin’ wrong with Clarence’s han’.”


“His hand’s fine. They’re all in good shape; that’s the one thing they’ve all got. Not a lot of style, but plenty of stay.”


“You goin’ over there today?”


“No, I’m not going over—for a change. The old man gave them today as a down day. I think he’ll be working them hard from now on, build a good edge on them for the Joliet people. And he also got Trebona to go over and replace two of the showers today. Wouldn’t hurt to put in all new showers; they’re rusting away.”


“You wasn’ so old, you be tryin’ out to fight?”


“No,” Bauman said, “I wouldn’t. I’m not tough enough. I never was that tough.”


Betty considered that, made a soft continuous popping sound with her lips, but didn’t contradict him.


“I saw your wife—over at visitin’. You mind I say that?”


“No.”


“Well—that’s touchy, you know, you talk about some dude’s family. Your family doin’ O.K.?” Betty held her head to one side, interested.


Bauman finished his coffee, the last swallow running through a half-chewed bite of cookie, making the chocolate taste more chocolate. “They’re doing pretty well.…”


Almost two weeks before, in the crowded visiting room, Susanne had wasted half an hour in earnest conversation—her voice hushed in tone, slightly high in volume to clear the racket in the room—while the two of them sat primly side by side on a torn-cushioned orange couch. Susanne—in gray tweed skirt, blue silk blouse, dark blue sweater—keeping her head turned away from their neighbors sitting directly across the aisle in a straight-back chair. These were an Hispanic dealer in for five, and his wife, a plump young blond girl with milky blue eyes, who, astride her husband’s lap, pretended to conversation while posting slowly up and down under the umbrella of her long flowered skirt. A few inches up, a few inches down. Talking softly as she did, he nodding, smiling, listening.


One of the duty hacks, Dubois, was standing half the room away, talking with a con Bauman didn’t know. Two little boys ran the aisle beside them; one had something the other wanted.


“Charlie, I need your help.” Susanne seeming the most distressed of these many visitors. “I just … let me talk with you. Let me just talk with you.”


“Of course,” Bauman had said. “We’ll just visit. —How’s Braudel?”


“He’s fine. He’s eating like a pig.”


“He misses me.”


“Well, we both miss you.”


Bauman saw she’d put on more makeup than usual. There was rouge or something at the fine cheekbones. Bright lipstick, an almost tangerine shade. Eye liner, eye shadow, faint burnt umber. Her eyes, soft in conformation, colored so cool a nacreous green, were complimented by these shades, made almost into semiprecious stones. Spinal, peridot, or opal. And, as opals occasionally were, streaked lightly at their corners—the inner corners, here—with pink.


The blond girl across from them had hummed softly, sat still, and bent her head slowly to rest on her husband’s left shoulder.


“You won’t be missing me much longer,” Bauman said. “Only until late next year. We can consider this just as having been a particularly grubby sabbatical.” He’d felt immediately ashamed of speaking so slightingly of State, of pretending to make light of what was in fact so massive, so particular and frightening. Bravado—and probably unconvincing.


“That’s not too long.” Susanne glanced away as the blond girl across the aisle, dismounting from her husband’s lap, shook Kleenex from her plaid purse, straddled, and reached up under her long skirt to mop and clean. A baby, sounding like two babies, was crying through the conversations across the room.


“I’m going to put Braudel on a diet,” Susanne said, still looking away at nothing to her left.


“Let Braudel eat.” Bauman was imagining the little Brussels griffon—black, spidery, cropped tail stub revealing an innocent asshole, his bright black unfriendly eyes bulging observant above the breed’s curious monkey’s muzzle. Bauman considered Braudel’s freedom to come trotting in and out of their home—coming, going, doing as he pleased through the backyards of the block, then returning, prancing in through the back door, very small, sooty black, nails clicking over linoleum, to bury his flat face in his food.


Their home was the right side of an ugly slate blue duplex on Carteret (the house on Stuart gone to buy Beth’s). The left side of the duplex, rented by an Indian woman—plump, middle-aged, a professor of particle physics—produced occasional rich odors of curry and the susurrous thump and jangle of Indian music. Produced as well, once in a while at night, faint hooting cries audible through the bedrooms’ connecting wall. These sounds accompanied by soft, hurried creaking, the physicist’s bed, acknowledging strenuous activity, responding as Newton had suggested.


“A student,” Susanne had said, referring to the lad’s partner, and had been more than supported when she and Bauman, up one morning for an early breakfast, had seen two young men (one Susanne knew) walking away through the first of daylight, up the duplex’s drive.


“—I took him for his shots, and the vet said he’s snapping because he’s fat.”


“He’s snapping because he’s a nasty little shit. Let’s talk about something else.”


Susanne had been sitting nearly at attention, tall, lean, and pale. Of an age with the surrounding wives and girlfriends, but badly out of place, she sat erect and looked at Bauman, waiting for the new subject’s introduction.


The blonde who’d just fucked, her skirt now decorously arranged, was reseated in her husband’s lap, her round left arm about his neck, her other lying along her right thigh, white forearm glowing, palm up, relaxed.


Bauman had decided well before sentencing, even before McElvey had suggested it, not to tie himself into certain knots, drearily predictable. It seemed reasonable, though, to mention the makeup.


“I assume, from the makeup and so forth, that there’s a little bit of sea-changing going on. Somebody being sympathetic? Coming by to visit?”


“To visit?” she said, and glanced at the blond girl sitting safe across the. aisle.


“Could be whoever the man is, who’s being sympathetic, listening to your troubles—and Christ knows, sweet heart, you have them, and Christ knows I’m bitterly sorry for them. Whoever—”


“Charlie—”


“Whoever this guy is—and he’s probably a decent man, a kind man. Paul—right? Whenever Maureen’s got a conference?”


“Please—”


“Whoever, the fact of the matter is if he should comfort you by sticking his cock into you, he’s performing a hell of a selfish act.”


She gave Bauman the look she’d given him at the police station more than a year before.


“I amaze you. I astound you by my crudeness, my unfairness. How could I be so wrong?—How could I be such a commonplace jealous asshole?”


“That’s right,” she said.


“I didn’t say it was happening. I just assume some male, Paul or whoever, has smelled you and is hanging around making comforting noises … leaning against the kitchen counter near you while you make coffee. Then, when you come here, you act every goddamn time as if you were coming into the arena. It’s all just too, too much for you. These are only human beings, you know, and some of them are smarter even than graduate students.”


“There’s nobody,” she said. “—It may worry you, but it doesn’t worry me.”


“Nobody’s been nice to you? Tried to make things a little less lonely for you. None of your friends have been friends?”


“They’ve been friends, and that’s it.”


“O.K. End of discussion. Chalk it up to eyeliner paranoia. Sue, would you like to skip a few of these visits? Are we doing any good with them? I’m afraid we’re damaging each other with these goddamn visits.…”


“I meant I wanted to talk with you, Charlie—be with you—not come up here just so you can take me into the toilet.”


“I see. That’s reasonable. You’ve got a point. You’ve got the point, and I’m getting jailhouse hysteria. Please forgive me. And you’re right; we don’t have to waltz off to the toilet.—O.K. Let’s visit. What did Turley say about the paper? I know what he said. He said, ‘Show me amber at those sites.’”


“Yes. He said he needed finds—not beads and perhapses.”


“The man’s an idiot, but that’s all right. Dealing with an idiot’s good practice for dealing with the next idiot. —And look, we’re talking! See? I don’t have to get laid. I don’t have to be an aging beast. … Sue, I’m happy just to look at you. Really, sweetheart, I am. It makes me feel better.” He wanted to kiss her, lick some of the lipstick off her mouth, but decided he’d better not.


Susanne, pleased, smiling, had reached to stroke Bauman’s blunt right hand with her long-boned left. Stroked and patted. The visit before—three weeks before—he’d had her sitting on a toilet (an inmate named Webster looking out while Bauman and another convict, whose name he didn’t know, dealt with their wives in adjacent stalls). He’d had her there, slacks and panties down and off, her bare feet tender in sandals. There’d been soft damp smacking noises through the partition, the appearance (just visible under the partition’s edge) of a middleaged woman’s wrists and hands, hands planted on the floor, fingers spread—the woman taking, it appeared, considerable strain on all fours, supporting shoving weight. Murmuring, “Oh, dear … oh, dear, oh, dear …” as she was acted upon.


Bauman had turned Susanne’s head so she could see those worn freckled bearing hands, the trembling wrists, and Susanne, aroused or obedient, had taken that woman’s rhythm up.


“Now,” Bauman said—returned from that reverie, he’d raised Susanne’s hand and kissed it, “—now, let’s see what we can think of for that ass and his amber.” And they’d spoken of that till the buzzer. Then kissed goodbye.…


*   *   *


“How’s your boy doin’, Charles?” Betty was chewing a bite of cookie, her soft mouth slightly open.


“Fine. He’s all right.”


“Well, I wish I had a boy back then. People say boys are more trouble. You should see me tryin’ bring up my girls —I hit ’em. I admit it right out, man. I smack them little mothers ever’ time they got out of line. I’m not talkin’ about hittin’ ’em hard, you know? Jus, on their butts. I didn’ do that, them two would take over that house. An’ I hit ’em, an’ Marita would come after me with her fingernails—you know, goin’ for my face? ‘Don’ you hit my babies!’” Betty sighed on her bunk. “No way raisin’ girls is easier than raisin’ boys. Dude say that, didn’ try it.”


“My boy wasn’t much trouble,” Bauman said. “—He was always very cool. Nothing bothered him much.”


“That’s good,” Betty said. “That’s the kind of kid you want, you in here. You don’ want a kid gets bothered. You think my girls ever come visit? Never. Know what she says? Marita says they scared, man. You ever hear any shit—you ever hear any stuff like that? Charles, what they got to be scared about? Not even comin’ up an’ see their papa.…


“My boy hasn’t been up.”


“That’s different. These are girls, man. They suppose’ to be full of love. Know how many times I cry at night, jus’ because those two little shits wouldn’ come up here with their mama? It broke my heart, man—it jus’ broke it. Wasn’ for my Marky, I don’ know what I’d do.” Her round soft brown face appeared to fold upon itself preparatory to tears—so completing for Bauman the pleasure of his visit, making her more nearly the ghost of the presence of women—an instrument of tender response, sturdy, pretty, injured and brave. Almost convincing.


“I have to go. I’ve got a student. …”


Betty sat half up, bent her head, and used a corner of her pillowcase to pat tears from her eyes. “I don’ know why those dudes can’t go to the damn classes. This joint got regular classes for ’em to go to. Why you got to be teachin’ ’em?” She sniffled, and lay back.


“Well, it’s a job I was able to get. People who won’t go to the regular classes—they don’t like things that remind them of school, I suppose.”


“Charles, ain’ nobody likes that shit.” Forgetting that Bauman must have.


“It’s a job.”


“I wouldn’ do that shit—that stuff—for a million dollars, tryin’ to show them niggers, all them monkeys, how to read.” A reminder this was a Union house, Betty’s brownness notwithstanding. “—Listen, you know what we was talkin’ about, that boy Chris?”


“Right.” For weeks, Mark and Betty Nellis had been considering adoption, a serious step and one that had seemed to Bauman to strain their marriage slightly. The object of this—Chris Onofrio—was nineteen years old, looked younger, and perhaps was slightly retarded. A shy, pleasant boy in the old-fashioned hippie style, he’d come up on the chain from Classification at Evansville eight weeks before.


“Marky wants a family. An’ I understan’ that. I got no objection. It’s jus’ I already got my kids—you know, Charles? Now, Marky never had no kid in his life. He was married, but nothin’ happened. An’ now he wants to adopt this boy, this wop kid never did nothin’ but steal cars!”


“Um-hmm.”


“An’ he’s sayin’, ‘Well, this is a boy, an’ that’s different.’ This way, I already got two daughters—now I can have a boy.”


“Right.”


“But he isn’ goin’ be raisin’ that boy! He isn’ goin’ be takin’ care of him!—I’m goin’ be doin’ all that shit. An’ when Marky’s goin’ be out playin’ basketball with that boy, an’ teachin’ him poker an’ shit, an’ takin’ him in the business an’ shankin’ him up an’ doin’ all that shit—that stuff—what am I suppose’ to do stayin’ here aroun’ this house?”


“It’s a problem.”


“—That boy’s goin’ be aroun’ here all the time, man. An’ I’m talkin’ about privacy. What’s goin’ happen to our relationship, is what I’m sayin’. But Marky don’ see that.”


“Well, he’s a nice boy.”


“I know that. I know he’s a nice boy. —You know two jockers tried to get him in the weight room? Give that boy some jive they wanted to talk to him. Talk to him in the fuckin’ weight room? You believe that shit—that stuff?”


“Not good.”


“Marky says we got to take care of that boy. But I don’ know. … You bet ain’ no motherfucker goin’ be takin’ Marky Nellis’ kid into no fuckin’ weight room.”


“That’s right.”


“Marky says we got to settle down, be a regular family.” She sighed. “I don’ know.… I never chipped since we got married. Not one time. Man has the best goddamn wife in State. —What the fuck does a man want more ‘n love?”


Betty lay thinking about it. She was wearing white sneakers. Women’s sneakers, narrow, with flowered laces. Neat brown ankles above those, no socks, and where the legs of the denim slacks were pulled a little high as she lay, sturdy calves just beginning, shaved smooth, brown as toast.


Bauman then looked up into her face, and saw there, regarding him, acknowledging his regard, the most complete and womanly recognition.


“An’ how about you? How you doin’?—You doin’ O.K., Charles?”


“I’m doing all right.”


“You know, you see that Lee Cousins over here this mornin’?”


“Scooter said he saw her.”


“Well, that’s not the prettiest lady in here. Prettiest Anglo, maybe, but no way the prettiest lady. Marcia the prettiest lady.”


“I’d say you are.” A little risky, but surely not much.


Betty was pleased. “Bullshit. I’m too fat, man! Marcia’s got those long, long legs.”


Marcia was black, and elegant.


“You remind me of Sally Field,” Bauman said. “—You look a lot like her.”


Very pleased at that, Betty said, “Charles, you full of shit as a Christmas turkey.” Very pleased.


“Well, it’s true.”


“Shit. … You know what Marcia says about that Lee?”


“No, I don’t.”


“She says, ‘We boys tryin’ act like girls—Lee like a girl tryin’ act like a boy.’”


“Could be,” Bauman said, restless. It was time to go.


“Tell you one thing, man. That Lee don’ know about wearin’ nice clothes. Them regular baggy blues, that’s all she ever wears.…”


Bauman shifted to get up from the rocking chair. “I want to thank—”


Betty didn’t rise to say goodbye—lay determined in her flowered sneakers to have her say. “In here, man, this place … you got to act natural, you know? What I’m tellin’ you is, maybe you got somethin’ good goin’ you don’ know—you understan’? She was askin’ Pokey about you this mornin’.”


Pokey Duerstadt, a near-dwarf biker with enormous mustachios and one thin gold hoop fastened through the flesh of his right cheek, was one of the popular men in B-block—liked even by lifers for his merry humor. He’d been sentenced for the beating and sodomizing of two young boys who’d wandered to the bike shop where he worked, and stood watching Pokey fiddle with an aged and lovely Sportster with a cough—until, by some grace or attitude, they’d caught his attention. This offense against children, or near-children (an unpopular crime at State), was mitigated by and largely forgiven for his jolly ways.


“—You try an’ not try, you see them two chickens. All the time they was cryin’ an’ carryin’ on, them little pink assholes was just winkin’, man, beggin’ for it. Jesus would have plugged them sugars! An’ you gotta remember, man, I used detergent summerweight on the suckers. They got no complaints. Skinny one loved it, man. Croonin’ an, creamin’. … That punk wanted to marry me!”


This Pokey—called Switchboard, as well—took many messages and relayed them, staying all the time carefully clear of hacks to avoid any snitch-jacket on account of his big mouth.


“Great,” Bauman said. “Cousins and Duerstadt—that’s all I need.”


Betty frowned in thought, philosophical. “Charles,” she said, “—you got inside, an’ you got outside. You are inside now, man. How you goin’ get along without somebody cares about you?”


“Jesus H. Christ. What is this—matchmaking?”


“She didn’ say nothin’ bad—jus’ asked about you. Don’ mean people don’ have no eyes.” Betty plumped her pillow behind her head. “An’ you can’t tell me you don’ look at her, man. Everybody lookin’ at that.”


“Honey, I’m really not interested. No offense. I’m sure she’s very nice.”


Betty rested, regarding him with profound dissatisfaction. “You scared,” she said. “Ain’ that right?”


“Scared of what?” Mark Nellis said, stepping into his home in pressed denim trousers bleached to light sky-blue, a blue denim shirt, and a very nice zippered wind-breaker (street), charcoal gray. Nellis had deep lines graven into his face. Bauman had forgotten how deep they were.


“Nothin’,” Betty said, and Nellis bent to kiss her. “Hi, sweetheart. You O.K.?”


“Fine,” Nellis said.


“He’s gettin’ a cold,” Betty said to Bauman. “—This shitty weather.”


Bauman got up out of the rocker, holding his clipboard and the coffee mug. “I’ll be getting along.”


“Stick around,” Nellis said, stared at Bauman for a moment with spectacled mild blue eyes that seemed never to have seen a murder, then went to their sink.


“No, I think I’ll take off,” Bauman said. “I’ve got a lesson at two-thirty.” He set the empty mug carefully down on the rocker’s left arm.


Betty sighed, sat up, and extended a plump hand. “You think about what we was talkin’ about, now,” she said.


“Not if I can help it.” Bauman took her hand. At the sink, Nellis gargled something medicinal—Listerine, by its odor. The sound reminded Bauman of murdered Spencer’s last, the night before.


*   *   *


Bauman walked along Ground-tier, then down the wide steps to the basement corridor. He went through East mess into the kitchen and kitchen smells (rancid permanents, and a current fishy odor of slightly spoiled cheese in preparation), and nodded to Rudy Gottschalk, chief cook. Gottschalk, a tall awkward man with richly-waved red hair perfectly tattooed strand by strand onto a bald scalp, had never been seen to eat his own cooking, apparently surviving on canteen candy, potato chips, corn chips, ice cream sandwiches, canned nuts, smoked stick-sausages, canned Vienna sausages, and diet Pepsis and Cokes—this stuff paid for out of kitchen kettles leased to pruno brewers serving B-block and sections of A and C.


The booze resulting from these efforts was always presented in competition with that of the other kitchen, West mess, in D-block—a contest more than a century old, with marvelous brews still recalled by year and brewer.


Bauman, walking past the first in a long row of big Garland ranges—oily, black, radiating permanent heat—was reminded, perhaps by some dank, salty odor, of small Spencer in the dark. Saw the man drowning in his blood, staggering here and there in his steel-walled, steel-barred box, attempting to escape a strangling self, while (vocal cords apparently sliced not quite through) producing that prolonged high-pitched warble.


By way of relief, Bauman considered Lee Cousins’ reported and improbable approach. That silent slender person, who seemed in the corridors a dour, tough, tall girl—troubled, attractive—pretending to be a man. Pretending, but betrayed by wary, shadowed gray eyes, pale slender wrists, her dark brown hair short, soft, ruffled as feathers … the tender column of her throat.


Bauman had heard many months before, from a maid nicknamed Margaret—with Housekeeping, also a part-time servant at the Lifer Club—how young Cousins, when eighteen years old and fresh up for dealing tabs of this and that, had been taken by force, or on pretext, over to the gym basement by seven B.N.A. soldiers. There, watched by a hack who loved to watch, the boy was beaten severely, thrown to a stack of stained canvas mats alongside the boiler—was beaten again for resisting—then made to drink a Pepsi bottle of pruno. After which, held down, his arms doubled behind his back, was stripped, oiled with vegetable oil from the kitchen in D, and was played with fairly tenderly for some time, the men around him—some already naked, most not—offering mainly awkward, harsh caresses, except for one, who gripping gently with a rhythmic hand, finally produced in the beaten boy, despite himself, an erection. This seen, he was played with more roughly, was beaten again when he struggled (ribs cracked by kicks) and was finally fucked—swiftly, heavily coupled to in hot wrestle by each of the men in turn, until he bled. This completed after almost an hour and a half—one of the men demonstrating for long minutes an exceptional masculine control, before slowly commencing to thrust faster (his friends laughing), then losing himself, hunching in slow convulsions, emptying, groaning all the while with the pleasure of it … and recovering, still running sweat, lay weary on the boy.


Cousins, badly injured—bleeding, three ribs broken, a cheekbone cracked in his battered face—exhausted, bruised, naked amid the men, was made to drink a good deal more. Then, on the mats (their covers soaked, stained, slippery in spots), he was hugged, comforted, stroked very affectionately, was petted for the longest time, was deeply kissed by one or two whispering of love as if they held him far from any watchers, private and alone. After a while of which, he was pinned firmly face down to pull the train again through a long, long afternoon, till that day’s dinnertime.


Following that, claimed Margaret—sweeping busily, missing the corners while Bauman (still in Housekeeping at the time) emptied wastebaskets—following that, Cousins began to become a girl. Had been the mistress of a B.N.A. captain named Clemens in D-block, had been sold to the Christie brothers of that block, who’d put him in the infirmary—beaten and burned with a cigarette lighter—for refusing to perform for an invited audience. Recovered, and removed from D lest the Christie brothers kill him, Cousins had free-chipped in A-block until on one occasion, naked, walking weeping through the block, drunk and crystal high, he’d been laid down in a Two-tier cell and performed upon (fairly carefully, fairly gently) by all comers, until the block sergeant and six hacks, concerned by the shouting, shoving, the long line, sallied in and broke the pleasure up.


He was transferred to Protective Custody after that, and when released from P.C. to population after some months, was befriended by an older white convict, Barney Metzler. Metzler, a lifer—and, at the time, suspected by corrections of probably killing a possible snitch named Maury Bell—proved unexpectedly gentle with Lee Cousins, and after a while they’d lived in C-block together as man and wife, or rather, it seemed, father and daughter.


“He was her sugar daddy,” Betty had supplied later, over a Fourth of July feast of Entenmann’s cinnamon buns. (This the fifth or sixth of Bauman’s formal visits.) “—He was crazy about that Lee, an’ I don’ think he ever touched her. Clarice? You know Clarice? She went out maybe a month after you come in. Clarice, she was on C. She say the old guy, he jus’ like to watch that Lee move aroun’. You know, jus’ walk aroun’, do her nails, do her hair … shave them long legs. Say he didn’ put his hand on her. Jus’ looked.” Betty, chewing with her pretty mouth open, had then paused to finish a cinnamon bun. (Soft lips, white teeth—churning damp brown confusion between.) “Ain’ nobody fuck with her then, Charles, tell you that. That old man was a mean motherfucker.”


Cousins, following this protector’s death—Metzler mysteriously slashed while sitting on his toilet—now roomed peacefully, it seemed, in A-block, with a shy middle-aged burglar interested only in model airplanes…


Bauman, having passed through the kitchen, went down the pantry hall, met B.B., a kitchen helper, lugging a tray of dubious meat the other way, and walked out through the back door, down six stone steps, and out into the courtyard.


Looking smaller than its ten acres, fenced on four sides by the long granite backs of the block buildings, the courtyard was a worn dirt square, crisscrossed by narrow blacktop paths. It was divided, as the great outer yards were divided, into East, West, North, and South. East court, outside B-block’s kitchen entrance—marked only by fading stripes of white paint—was the Biker Club’s playground and property, as South was the lifers’, West the blacks’, and North court an occasional battleground as independents, Latinos, and Indians claimed it.


The afternoon sun shone pale silver-gold through a last spatter of light rain tracking the courtyard as Bauman crossed from East court into South, his denims still slightly damp from the morning.


At the back gate to C-block—hurricane fencing and steel pipe—a fish hack named Billings, very young, interrupted a conversation with a convict Bauman knew, Bud Teppman, to stroke Bauman’s armpits and the small of his back, to bend with a grunt to finger his ankles. Teppman—young, short, square, packed into his denims, his long blond hair braided (nonregulation) into one heavy pigtail—stood observing, his jacket collar turned up, his sleeves rolled up halfway to reveal thick white forearms bright with tattooing. A peacock in full color strutted down to his left wrist; a small naked girl, Oriental, pale orange, hugged his other arm to keep from sliding to his hand.


Teppman, a bank robber, had—with a friends—hit a small bank in Marsdon four years before. They’d taken a young teller with them as they left, and attracted by slimness or softness, by spirit or surrender, had pulled off the road at a rest stop, walked the girl away into woods, and abused her so roughly she’d begged them for mercy, then prayed aloud to God for help—and these pleas failing, had, when the men commenced to practice something agonizing upon her, begun to shriek and would not be quieted.


Teppman, or his friend—their accounts differed before the court—had silenced this racket with a stone.


“Bauman,” Teppman said.


“That’s right.”


“You passin’ through?” His manner more a cop’s than Billings’ had been.


“If it’s O.K.”


Teppman looked at Bauman eye to eye—they were nearly the same height—the bank robber’s eyes a handsome, bright, and empty blue. He glanced down at Bauman’s clipboard, and said, “You goin’ to make a habit, comin’ through here?”


“No, it’s the weather. Got rained on enough this morning, figured I’d shortcut it.”


“That’s O.K.,” Teppman said, “you can come through here. You just don’t go walkin’ through without checkin’ in—right?”


“Right. I won’t.”


“You’re out of B?” Billings said. “—Where the guy got killed?”


“Yes.”


“I want to thank you guys for knocking each other off in here,” Billings said, and smiled. “You keep it up, it’ll make our jobs a lot easier.”


“That supposed to be funny?” Teppman said to the hack.


“I didn’t say it was funny.” Billings surprised to have offended.


“It’s not funny,” Teppman said, sounding oddly out of breath. “We’re wards of the fuckin’ state. State’s supposed to look out for our ass, not let some ding go in a guy’s house and cut his apple for him, middle of the night.”


“Well, I didn’t mean it was really funny a guy got killed.…”


“Fuckin’ a,” Teppman said, very restless. “You didn’t mean it, motherfucker, but you said it like it was funny, ‘—makin’ your job easier.’ An’ you’re in loco fuckin’ parentis here! We’re not a bunch of dogs in a pound gettin’ put down an’ not do shit about it. Anybody thinks that, man, he’s got another think comin’.”


“I didn’t mean anything by it,” Billings said. “Look, we didn’t lighten up in here, we’d all go nuts, right?”


“Christ knows that’s true,” Bauman said, he and Billings exchanging only the slightest and swiftest of glances—and Teppman, after a few moments spent frowning, staring out across the court, seemed to ease.


“It’s a shame,” the bank robber said, calm now, apparently resigned. “The guy was a ward of the fuckin’ state.…” He raised his right forearm level, regarded it closely, and began to make play with its muscles so the tattooed girl embracing it commenced the slight, paced motions of relaxed intercourse, her citrus-tinted buttocks shifting as he clenched his heavy fist. Looking somberly down at this, attending his own performance, Teppman said, “She likes it.”


The corridor beyond, dark and narrow, was lined with leaning men the previous drizzle had driven in. They watched Bauman as he went walking by, conversations lowering in volume as he approached, silenced as he passed, resumed in increasing volume as he drew away. The corridor walls were papered with posters—all made at State, and most announcing this or that effort by Growth-Behind-Walls, the Lifer Club’s official name, and that by which they applied for their minor federal funds for special counseling, minor state funds for inmate development, minor county funds for small handicraft production and sales.


Through a door on the right as he passed, Bauman saw Jim Shupe, vice president, sitting on a desk edge—lean, neat, snub-nosed, his short auburn hair and beard carefully trimmed. Shupe had papers in his hand, was talking to another convict, seated, a very big man with tattooed cheeks (FUCK on his right cheek, you on his left), giving dictation, it appeared, the big man typing as Shupe talked.


Bauman walked down the corridor, across the wide passageway introducing C-block’s Ground-tier, then out the block’s side entrance to the South yard steps and into light and air, away from immediate gazes. The infirmary building (granite, once whitewashed) stood shining in slight sunlight far across the yard, flanked by the darker stone of the old upholstery shop on its right, the license plant and warehouse on its left—all three buildings lying along the wall. At the foot of the steps, Bauman passed two walkway yo-yos, familiar but not personally known to him, leaning in wan sunshine against the staircase’s granite balustrades, their faded denims and pale faces light against a ground of gray.


These men, and others like them, were out on the walks in most weather, lounging, strolling, leaning against the granite building-sides, pretending they had big deals running for hash, or smack, or coke coming into the dairy or shops. Bullshitting about letters they’d gotten from straight women dying to screw a convict, desperate to be with a man who’d known such trouble—who’d once, betrayed by the world, been so dangerous—and now, his lessons learned, was ready for love at last.


They stood exchanging these dreams and lies while watching out for commandos coming by, particularly in bad weather. Lifers, bikers, grim independents bored enough to go down the line looking for some bunny-balls to rip off for a joint or pack. A bunny-balls in a bunch of bunnies. Somebody talking too much.


“Run you mouth—you bendin’ over an’ spreadin’ cheeks, far as them jockers is concerned.” McElvey, in an early lecture, courtesy of Adrienne Sonnenstein—who had not come up to visit.…


“Run this by me again, Mr. Bauman. It’s a little weird for before lunch.”


Adrienne Sonnenstein, in appearance a parody of a young Jewish social worker—thin face, large damp brown eyes, frizzed hair as mightily Afroed as if its owner were a Sudanese tribesman—was in fact a tougher article altogether, a parole officer, a veteran at twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old.


Bauman, wearing a blue seersucker summer suit, white short-sleeved shirt, maroon-striped tie and black loafers, was sitting in a yellow-oak armchair directly in front of her desk—a hot seat for her clients, he supposed. This almost in the center of the State Office of Probation and Paroles, a single unpartitioned office-building space (half the fifth floor of the State Office Building), and a maze of white waist-high dividers under blue-white fluorescent light. The noise—tapped terminals, murmurous phone calls—was subdued, sibilant … distant ocean.


“—As I said, I’m due to go on trial on a serious charge, Ms. Sonnenstein. In three weeks, if there isn’t another delay. In a month or so, anyway.” It was a relief, a pleasure to be talking to someone who didn’t care. The brown eyes were observing Bauman only as a curiosity. “My attorney believes I’ll be convicted. And that being so, it seemed to me it might be a good idea … I think it would be a very good idea if I could learn what I’ll be up against … at the prison.” (That had been a delicate pause: “… at the prison.”)


“Taxes?” said Ms. Sonnenstein.


“No.”


“Well, to start with, Mr. … Bauman, if you’re convicted, you could be assigned to any of several facilities, depending—”


“Well, I’ve been told I’ll probably be going up to State. To the state penitentiary—making an example of me, apparently—that is, if I’m found guilty.”


“Sex?”


“No.”


“But you’re out on bail now?”


“That’s right.”


“Do you mind if I ask how much bail you’re out on, Mr. Bauman?” Now, she was interested. Shades, subtle and delicate, had drawn away from her brown eyes, revealing a denser brown beneath—the Adrienne within the office Adrienne.


Bauman, as he’d found himself doing for the past few weeks with many women—almost all women of a reasonable age he met—fell slightly in love with her, imagined himself lying beside her on an old-fashioned double bed in her studio apartment. Her leotards, pale blue, draped over a chair-back across the room, and faintly smelling, when held to his face, of Chanel and sweat. Adrienne might have danced in college, maybe had dreamed of dancing with Cunningham in New York.…


“I’m out on fifty thousand dollars bail. … Do you dance?” Bauman said. “If you don’t mind a criminal-to-be asking. You look like a dancer.”


“No, I’m not a dancer, Mr. Bauman.”


“Well, you have delicate hands,” Bauman said. “—You look as though you danced in college, is what I meant. Posture, the way you were sitting. I didn’t intend a pass, obviously, under the circumstances.”


“I’m not a dancer, Mr. Bauman.—Let’s get back to what we were talking about, O.K.? I’m very busy, I have a number of appointments, and I don’t really see how I can help you.”


“Oh, yes, I think you can. —I need to talk to one of your people, a parolee. I think I should talk to someone who’s been up there, Ms. Sonnenstein. You know, to give me some sort of head start.”


“A head start.…”


“That’s right. I really don’t see any reason for going into this blind, if I can learn some things, get some preparation.” He smiled at her. “It’s not much use being middle class, if those behavior patterns aren’t helpful in a tough spot. You know—intelligence, planning, preparation and so forth.” She hadn’t smiled back at him, had sat listening without, apparently, much interest. “—And of course, I’d pay.”


“What the hell do you do for a living, Mr. Bauman? I’d hate to think you’re just some kind of nut who’s in here wasting my time.”


“I’m not wasting your time. I really do need some help. —I teach. I’m a history teacher. And I’m very well aware that this is all somewhat bizarre.”


“High school?”


“No. I’m … in higher education.”


“Are you a college teacher, Mr. Bauman? An instructor or something?”


“I’m a professor. —History.”


“Well, Jesus Christ, don’t be so coy about it! Anybody can get themselves into trouble.” Ms. Sonnenstein had stopped looking into Bauman’s eyes, was looking down at papers on her desk, instead.


“—Until the trial, anyway,” Bauman said. “Suspension. I’ve been suspended. I was at Midwest, and just got tenure, too. Little bit of irony, there—more than a little.”


Adrienne Sonnenstein was wearing a thin white summer blouse, short sleeves, white lace at the collar. The slightest dusting of dark down along her forearms. Slender arms and thin wrists, delicate as a ten-year-old’s, her hands fragile, long-fingered, every vessel and slight bone revealed. One filigreed silver ring, not an engagement ring. —There was no strength there for fighting, defending herself. Her strength would be in her head, her paperwork, in the marshaled army of police, invisible, ranked behind her. If not for those invisibles, one of the men she saw every day (to question or command) would have long since reached across the desk to take her into his hands.


She was still looking down at her papers, turning one page over, turning it back, perhaps thinking about what he’d asked—perhaps not. Bauman reflected on the petitioner’s eternal problem of dignity. Client and patron—along with slavery, a constant marker of social strata in Roman society. Continued so as vassalage up to … what? Mercantile societies, northern Europe. And even now—less formally, attenuated—in every office.


A man over the next partition to the right was raising his voice, angry at some thief, forger … someone who’d missed an appointment.


“Excuse me, Ms. Sonnenstein,” Bauman said, “—would you mind looking at me while we talk? I haven’t been convicted yet. I’m still human.”


Ms. Sonnenstein sighed, then looked up at him, seeming to take no offense. “What did you do, Mr. Bauman?”


“I killed a young girl, but it was only an accident. An automobile accident. Supposedly, I was legally drunk.”


The brown eyes became much less curious. Bored. She would probably have heard someone say something like that only this morning. Excuses … accidents. Would certainly have heard it from someone yesterday afternoon. With her long slender arms, her narrow chest, Bauman thought Adrienne would have armpits deep and tender as a dog’s.


“I’m married,” Bauman said, “and I have—had, at any rate, a very responsible position and a number of good friends. And it was strictly an accident. Two modest vodka martinis at a departmental party are the big legal cause célèbre. But I do think it would be sensible for me to talk to a man who’s been up there, because my attorney says if I’m convicted, I’ll be there for two years and maybe more before parole. So it seems sheer stupidity not to be at least somewhat prepared. Physically as well, exercise and so forth. I used to box in college.”

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
STONE CITY

ANOVEL

MITCHELL SMITH

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here








OEBPS/images/9781451685121_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





