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FOR LOUISE AND THE BOY




PROLOGUE


NOVEMBER, 1973


If I could have just one photograph from the year I worked at Montana State Prison, it would be of footprints in freshly fallen snow, crossing the prison yard.


To get that shot, on that particular day, a camera would have had to have been placed high above the prison, looking down on the cell house in the southwest corner of the yard, tracing the strange path those footprints had taken to the kitchen and chow hall in the far northeast corner.


At the lower left of the picture you would see the footsteps of five men leaving the cell house in a ragged, disorganized group, headed on a diagonal toward the kitchen. Then, halfway to their goal, you might think something changed, for it would appear these men came to a stop, as one, and gathered in a small, tight herd.


The photograph might lead you to believe they were lost for a moment.


Whatever the reason, it would seem that here someone took charge, and suddenly footprints were on the move, all marching in a perfectly straight line, headed directly west for twenty yards. There, a precision military turn to the right took them north for thirty yards. Then another 90-degree turn, and at last they were headed back in the direction of the kitchen. They’d found their way. Thirty more yards, then a last, sharp left and the footsteps passed through a gate, leading the footprints to where they had appeared to be going in the first place: the kitchen.


Some of the footprints were mine.


Every morning at five o’clock I picked up my crew from the cell house. I only needed a few men to start the day, so just four convicts—two cooks, Mackey and Reed, a baker, Earl, and Aldrich, a dishwasher—waited for me on this morning. The rest of the crew could have another hour’s sleep.


I was an unlikely leader for this group.


I was a city boy from Seattle, and at twenty-three, I looked closer to twenty, thanks to a rosy complexion and a face that would have looked right at home peeking over a hymnal. There was an innocence to my features that I hated, and nothing at all to suggest I was a prison cook. I also looked younger because I wore my brown hair long, nearly down to my collar. This was Deer Lodge, Montana, where men had neatly combed hair or a crew cut. It may have been 1973 in the rest of the world, but in Deer Lodge it was 1955.


The four convicts, unlike me, were all rough Montana men. Any one of them, on looks alone, might cause you to cross the street, glance over your shoulder, and look around for a cop.


Earl, the baker, got the worst of the deal. He hadn’t been dealt a good-looking—or even a reasonable-looking—face in the first place, and a great many fists had headed his way over the course of his thirty-some years, leaving his nose in disarray. Aldrich, the twenty-year-old dishwasher, was small and thin, the tagalong bad boy of this group, but able to twist his face into an impersonation of a street thug’s. Mackey, a very good cook, had a narrow face only marginally more attractive than Earl’s, but without the collateral damage. Only Reed, the other cook, came out looking reasonably well. In his midthirties, he was tall and broad shouldered, with sandy hair worn in a flattop and sleepy eyes. Still, head to toe, he was not a man to mess with.


All were barely awake that morning, wearing thick, prison-issued khaki coats for the chilly walk across the yard. I said good morning, turned, and had them follow me out of the cell house.


When we stepped into the yard, we entered a wonderful illusion I’d noticed after another snowfall a few weeks before. As I looked straight ahead, a complete absence of color overwhelmed my eye. There has to be color—the world is in color—but not inside the prison: No trees or bushes provided a hint of green. No cheery yellow building added a burst of brightness. From the brilliance of the white snow to the dark grays of the corrugated-steel chow hall and the deep black shadows of the stone prison wall, there was no color here. For the few minutes it took to cross the yard I walked in an old black-and-white movie.


On this morning, halfway to the kitchen, my black-and-white reverie was broken by a sharp voice.


“Stop where you are!”


We halted, huddled in the center of the yard. I looked toward the sound, up to Tower 4, twenty-four feet above our heads. The guard on duty had left the tower and now stood on the wall, a silhouette framed in the classic guard position: his legs spread, his hands holding a rifle butt end down and barrel pointed to the sky.


We were all completely awake now, alert. Behind me, the convicts were starting to mutter under their breath: “What the hell?” Earl said.


“What is this crap?” Mackey sighed.


“Jesus!” Aldrich whispered.


The sight of the rifle had shaken them, and their voices held a nervous edge.


I was shaken, too, and confused. I had no idea what this crap was.


“What?” I shouted.


The guard called down again.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


Behind me I heard Mackey.


“Oh, Christ, is that Melton?”


It was, indeed, Melton.


Ted Melton usually worked the day shift and was legendary for his incompetence. He liked to stand in the shadows of the tower, playing fast draw with his .38 revolver. That game came to an end the day the gun flew from his hands and out the window of the tower, landing at the feet of some convicts in the yard. That set Melton screaming.


“Keep away from the gun! Keep away from the gun!”


The convicts had laughed at him and stayed away until an officer in the yard picked up the gun. Melton had lowered a bucket attached to a rope, and the gun returned to the safety of Tower 4.


From that day on, everyone called Ted Melton “Teddy”—or worse, “little Teddy Melton.”


I had heard about this incident and had met Melton briefly, but thought that—because I was new—perhaps he didn’t remember me. So I explained.


“I’m Bonham. I work here. I’m taking the crew to the kitchen to make breakfast.”


“I don’t think so,” Teddy Melton said.


I’d started with fear and confusion, but now frustration made its move.


“What do you think we’re doing?” I asked. “You think we’re trying to escape? Call the cell house!”


“I don’t have to call the cell house. You have to follow the rules!”


For a month and a half I’d walked these same convicts across the yard in the same way. “What are you talking about?”


Teddy was patient, ticking off the rules like a school hall monitor: “Well, first off, you walk in a straight line. You walk single file. And you don’t walk catty-corner across the yard! You walk on the sidewalk!”


It was asinine. I opened my arms to take in the whole of the snow-filled yard.


“And where in hell is the sidewalk?”


“Oh, I think you know where the sidewalk is,” Teddy said, his voice filled with sly knowledge.


Yes, of course I did. I’d said something stupid, and it came back to bite me.


Behind me, I heard hushed advice.


“End this bullshit, do what he says,” Earl said.


“Just do what he says!” Aldrich urged shakily.


Mackey had a warning: “You don’t know what a guy like that’s gonna do. Just head for the sidewalk.”


There was silence for a moment as I tried to come up with some last smartass remark to put Melton in his place. Finally, Reed spoke for the first time. He rarely had much to say, but when he did speak he usually cut through whatever nonsense was in the air, summing up a situation in a pithy sentence, the words sliding out of his mouth at the pace of molasses.


“The man with the rifle wins, Bill,” he said.


We never used first names at the prison, and by using mine Reed let me know he was giving friendly counsel. He was right.


Angry now, I turned and took aim straight at the sidewalk.


“Follow Bonham,” Reed said.


When I hit the general area of the sidewalk I took a sharp, military right and marched thirty yards, hoping Melton could see the sarcasm in my walk. The sidewalk headed west, and I snapped a 90-degree right turn and ground out another thirty yards. Our journey was almost over. We took a precision left, marched for ten feet, and stopped, standing in a rigid line, waiting. High on the wall in Tower 4, Teddy pressed a button to open the gate. With a last, straight forty-foot walk we entered the kitchen, leaving the mystery trail behind us.


The crew went to work, but as they did they complained about the rifle. It was too much. What was wrong with Melton?


Reed said nothing and went about starting breakfast, bringing flats of eggs and meat from the walk-in, turning on the stoves, and starting a pot of oatmeal. We were warned at orientation about getting too close to convicts; it was a mistake to like or dislike them. But I did like Reed.


I should have listened to the warning.


By now, Melton was likely back in his chair, fondling his arsenal.


Later that day, I raised some loud objections about the rifle to a lieutenant and to my boss, Bill Perdue. They agreed the rifle had been an overly dramatic response, and Melton ended up with another reprimand. For the rest of the year, Melton would occasionally pop out of the tower, say something pointless, then go back in.


But he wasn’t allowed to play with guns anymore.
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THE JOB INTERVIEW


Mr. Bernhardt, the personnel director at Montana State Prison, sat behind his desk. He was smiling.


He gestured to a chair. “Sit down,” he invited.


I had the queasy feeling I was about to be hired.


It was a beautiful September morning, sunny and warm. Looming behind Mr. Bernhardt stood Bill Perdue, the six foot four, 250-pound food service director. Bill must have been about thirty years old. He was smoking a pipe, one elbow resting on top of a tall metal filing cabinet. For such a huge man, he had a friendly face and—there’s no other way to put it—pretty blue eyes. He, too, smiled.


I’d applied for enough jobs to know that it didn’t take two smiling men to tell you that your services weren’t required.


“You’re hired,” Mr. Bernhardt said.


A small thrill ran through me, chased by more than a little fear. There was a dark allure in the thought of working with genuine bad guys. It had the ring of adventure and called to my young sense of manhood. But it was scary—because, well, I’d be working with genuine bad guys.


“You can start tomorrow if you’d like,” Bill Perdue continued.


I wasn’t sure if I was ready for the thrill to start that soon.


A couple of hours earlier, Mr. Bernhardt and I had sat in this same office going over my application. I hadn’t yet set foot inside the prison, but I’d convinced myself that I wanted the job. Together, we’d reviewed my other jobs: the café in Los Angeles, the steakhouse in Seattle, the dinner house in Denver, and the pancake house in San Francisco. My résumé mapped the years of wanderlust that took over my life after I left high school, a restlessness that eventually led me to Montana.


Mr. Bernhardt had seemed impressed. He had ended our interview and picked up the phone to call Bill Perdue: I was going to get a tour of the kitchen.


But the tour badly shook my confidence.


Bill took me through the darkness beneath Tower 7, the entrance to the prison, then up a short flight of stairs to a barred door that allowed entry into the administration building. At this door, we waited; the power to open doors had been transferred from Tower 7 to a guard stationed in a cyclone-fenced cage a few feet inside the building. He was a busy man, in charge of a maze of barred doors. Bill and I had four doors to go through, but we weren’t the only ones trying to go somewhere. Other men waited their turn at each door to enter the prison, leave it, or move to some other part of the building.


Only one barred door could be opened at a time, and the guard in the cage moved us forward like chess pieces.


Crossing the forty- or fifty-foot width of the building took nearly two minutes, until only one door remained between us and the prison yard. I felt a first fluttering in my stomach. Barred doors, and the dead metallic sound they make as they open and close, drive home the seriousness of a prison.


The yard was half the size of a football field. It contained several patches of grass and a concrete area with a basketball hoop. A few metal picnic tables were bolted to the ground, and a sidewalk led from the cell house to the dining hall.


Bill did his best to be a good tour guide, pointing out the entrance to the cell house to our right and, farther on, the white, one-story prison hospital. We veered left toward the chow hall in the corner of the yard.


A group of ten or twelve convicts dressed in khaki came toward us, followed by a stocky, middle-aged guard.


“That’s fish row,” said Bill. “They’re just coming off short line.”


I had to have him explain. “Fish” meant new inmates, and they were on their way back to their cells after their lunch, called “short line.” Each meal of the day was served twice, first to the new inmates on short line, then to the rest of the convicts on main line.


There’s no sorrier group of inmates than the men on fish row. Some were just boys, probably in prison for the first time. They didn’t walk; they shuffled, their eyes on the ground, scared, numb, and depressed. The older men seemed resigned to being in prison for what was likely the second, third, or fourth time. All of them were still in shock, each one carrying a timeline in his head. These were the first days of sentences that would keep them here for a year, two years, ten years, or maybe the rest of their lives.


“Good morning, Max,” Bill said to the guard as they went by.


“Who you got there, Perdue?” he asked.


“New man in food service,” Bill replied.


The guard nodded to me. “You need anything, let me know,” he called over his shoulder.


Bill and I moved on to a cyclone fence, then through the last locked gate we had to pass before we could enter the kitchen.


The guard on Tower 4 controlled this gate and kept watch over everyone in the yard with the help of a submachine gun, a gas gun, and a .38 revolver. He buzzed us through, and Bill and I entered a door that led into the officers’ mess, where a few guards sat drinking coffee.


My fear began in earnest in the kitchen. As we entered, we passed a convict chopping onions at a worktable. His face was narrow and sly, and he glanced at me for just a moment, then looked away. His right forearm featured a tattoo of a dagger dripping blood; his hand gripped a ten-inch French knife. He was only chopping onions, but my imagination took over, and it occurred to me how swiftly he could turn and sink that knife into me.


I tried hard to look fearless, but my heart pounded as I followed Bill to a small office in the corner of the kitchen. Bill sat down at his desk and explained what my duties would be. As he spoke, I looked through a window at eight or nine more convicts dressed in kitchen whites.


Just past the cook with the French knife, a cadaverous old man perched on a small stool, peeling potatoes with a paring knife—another blade that might easily enter my gut. A boy in his teens sat next to him, peeling more potatoes. Another knife. Beyond them, in the dishwashing area, a convict rinsed silverware and plates.


The kitchen itself was filled with old stack ovens and grills, a few fifty-gallon steam kettles, and metal racks stacked with dented aluminum pots. Ladles, pans, and huge steel paddles hung from a rack above the grills.


On the other side of the kitchen, a cook—a man in his thirties, broad and muscular—pulled a navy pan full of what looked like macaroni and cheese from an oven, a cigarette hanging from his lips.


One convict, a Native American in his forties, passed close in front of the window, wheeling a garbage can through a set of double doors just outside the office.


Almost all of them had tattoos—virtually every convict in the prison did. Most of them were crude and amateurish: “L-O-V-E” and “H-A-T-E” etched into knuckles; skulls and crossed bones; hearts with an arrow, the names of girlfriends, naked women, and crucifixes stained into biceps.


It was a rough group of men, a mix of Indian and white, and on that morning they all looked like killers to me.


As Bill talked, it dawned on me that I wasn’t applying for a job as a cook at all. The actual job would be running a crew of convicts—these convicts—making sure they did all the work in the kitchen and dining hall themselves, including preparing the food. I’d assumed I would do the cooking, and probably help serve the meals. It hadn’t occurred to me that I’d be in charge of anyone, let alone prisoners. That was a much more intimidating task.


My tour almost over, Bill stood, pointing out one last thing: an enormous beige concrete bunker—ten feet by twelve, with an archway on either side—that separated the kitchen from the dining hall.


“That’s the gun cage,” he said.


The gun cage was a walled-in, windowless room, with four holes on each side about ten feet from the floor, each hole just large enough to accommodate the barrel of a rifle. A tunnel under Tower 7 provided the only access to the room, and during meals a guard stood duty inside, armed with tear gas.


“In case there’s a riot,” Bill explained.


Swell.


Bill took me back through the locked gates and barred doors and out of the prison, returning us to Mr. Bernhardt’s office.


That tour had been a long hour ago, and now I had the job. If I wanted it.


Gun cages. Tear gas. Convicts with knives. I tried to separate fear from imagination, but they seemed tied in a knot I couldn’t untangle.


Bill and Mr. Bernhardt waited for my answer, but I needed to think.


“Well, I think I’d like to talk it over with my wife,” I said.


“Oh, you’re married,” Mr. Bernhardt said. He seemed surprised and looked down at my application. “It says so right here.” He looked up at me, and the smile returned to his face. “Well, then, I guess you’ll have to talk to your wife.”


Yes, I would. At her parents’ house in Missoula, Anne was waiting for me to call.


Mr. Bernhardt rummaged around for a pen and started writing. He mentioned that there were several vacant apartments in Deer Lodge right then, and handed me a piece of paper with a few addresses on it. He said the apartment over on Missouri Street was a nice one and that I could pick up the key from the owner, who worked at the hardware store, if I decided to take the job.


We shook hands. Mr. Bernhardt asked when he could expect to hear from me. I told him I’d let him know by the end of the day.


Bill Perdue had to get back to the kitchen; it was time to start feeding the convicts. He walked me out of the prison and gave me directions to the hardware store.	


“It’s a few blocks down on the right,” he told me, “right on Main Street.”


Deer Lodge was a small town, with only a few thousand people, and I already knew it didn’t matter where you were—everything was either across the street from the prison or a few blocks down on Main Street.


But I thanked him anyway and watched as he crossed the street to the entrance of the prison at Tower 7. From a distance, Bill appeared slow and lumbering, but I knew it was an illusion. I’d walked beside him on my tour, and I’d felt like a cocker spaniel trying to keep up with a Saint Bernard.


I stood there for a moment, staring at the prison. It seemed a prison out of time, a vision of the Old West a full city block long, built in the 1890s by the convicts themselves, in an era when men arrived at the penitentiary in horse-drawn wagons.


I tried to imagine myself working there. I couldn’t.
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THE 4B’S


Before calling Anne, I decided to weigh my options at the 4B’s Café, half a block away.


Heading down Main Street, I could see the end of civilization only four blocks ahead of me. Behind me remained two blocks of prison buildings; after that, nothing but miles of open country. The Continental Divide lay to the east, the Flint Creek Range to the west. The only time I’d ever been in a town this small was to stop for gas or pick up a hamburger.


The restaurant was nearly empty. A lone waitress sat at the end of the counter, smoking. When she saw me she smiled and stubbed out her cigarette, then picked up a pot of coffee and came over.


“What can I get for you, honey?” she asked. Her nametag read “Margie,” and over the next year I would spend a lot of mornings with her.


You don’t see waitresses like Margie anymore, but I remember them in bowling alleys and roadside cafés all over the West: women in their forties, fifties, and sixties who got up every day and made themselves pretty for their customers. Margie must have been on the high end of fifty; it’s hard to pinpoint the age of a woman with as many beauty secrets as she had. Her jet-black hair—well, her wig, rather—was teased up into a beehive, a long-forgotten hairstyle that required women to attack their hair with a comb until it climbed into a great, furry pile. She wore false eyelashes and applied her makeup with a fearless hand. She’d given herself rosy cheeks, blue eyelids, and fire-engine lips. The focal point of her face, though, was her eyebrows. At some time in the past, she’d made the decision to shave them off in favor of drawing on her own. Some days one eyebrow stood higher than the other and she walked around all day looking skeptical. Other days both ran in a hard, straight line, dipping sharply at the outside edges, resulting in a severe look. My favorite was when both eyebrows were rounded and riding high, giving her a vaguely surprised expression.


Margie poured me a cup of coffee and returned to her post at the end of the counter, lighting another cigarette.


The kitchen tour had triggered an adrenaline rush that still hadn’t subsided. My body was on some kind of animal alert; I seemed aware of everything—the air on my skin, the lingering smell of Margie’s perfume, the taste of the coffee, and the sound my cup made when I set it back on the saucer. It was like being on a drug. The world vibrated at a different frequency, and I had a feeling of being very alive.


That day’s Missoulian rested on the counter. I picked it up. Watergate was kicking into high gear, and Nixon’s lawyers were having a tough time coming to an agreement with Archibald Cox over the release of tapes. Spiro Agnew was in a foul mood, offended by the charges that he’d taken kickbacks while he was governor of Maryland. Henry Kissinger had just been named secretary of state.


Then I picked up the Silver State Post, the weekly paper of Deer Lodge. The lead story profiled a fourteen-year-old boy who had felled a bull moose up by Rock Creek.


I sat there, going over my choices.


When I first arrived in Montana, I’d hoped I might find a job cooking in a lumberjack camp, but the lumberjack camps of legend didn’t exist anymore, and men drove to work in their trucks, lunches packed beside them. The other job I wanted was at the smoke jumpers’ training center in Missoula, a job feeding the men who fought forest fires. But there was a long waiting list for that one.


The other openings were too awful to think about. I could have gone to work at Rieley’s Café in Missoula, feeding men who worked the night shift for the railroad. Or I could have worked at the University of Montana cafeteria, opening up cans of soup and making Jell-O and sandwiches for college students.


These were jobs I could do in my sleep. Worse, they were jobs that paid only minimum wage, two dollars and a few cents an hour. The prison paid $480 a month—almost twice as much.


That made the prison the brightest spot on the horizon. Unless, of course, I took into account murderers and rapists with French knives. Once you’ve pictured a convict putting a knife in you, it’s hard to wrestle it out of your mind.


I sat at the counter, suspecting I had more than a little cowardice in me.


There aren’t too many things harder on a young male than the thought that he might be a coward. Now, years later, I wonder if it’s only young men, not knowing the difference between bravery and stupidity, who ignore the instinct to flee. Any animal on the planet has more brains; every creature in the forest will either hide or take off at the sound of a shot. Only a man will run toward it. Across the counter, behind the grill, I could see the cook, a man no more than twenty or twenty-one. He stood there, bored, waiting for customers to come in. If I didn’t go to work at the prison, this was the kind of job I had ahead of me. For years I’d done the same work: standing and waiting for customers to order a hamburger, a steak, or a BLT, sausage and eggs over easy or silver-dollar pancakes, reubens and Monte Cristos and Spanish omelets. I loved getting lost in the physical rhythm of cooking. But I knew there wasn’t much of a future for someone who went from one fry-cooking job to another. It was time for me to move on, or up, or somewhere, and the prison offered a title—Food Service Supervisor—and a chance to be in charge of a crew.


I knew Anne wouldn’t like the idea of me working at a prison.


Anne was a blue-eyed, brown-haired Montana girl, shy and intelligent. I’d met her in Denver, where she was a waitress at a dinner house downtown. Anne had a wandering spirit like mine, and she’d taken a year off from the University of Montana to go to Denver to make some money and have an adventure. We walked around the city and fell in love. We got married—too young and too quickly—and Anne returned to Seattle with me. We’d assumed that being married would make us want to settle down, but it hadn’t. After a year in Seattle, we moved to San Francisco. It took us another year to grow tired of city life and make the move to Missoula, where her parents lived.


We were going to settle down there, for sure this time. It was time to think about buying a house, growing up, maybe having children.


But Anne wouldn’t want to settle in Deer Lodge, especially if I ended up killed by a convict.


I considered not even telling her I’d been hired; I could crawl back to Missoula and no one would ever have to know how much the thought of working at a prison scared me. But I’d be crawling back to two dollars an hour, and we couldn’t live on that.


Margie came over and refilled my coffee cup. She was a great waitress, never going anywhere without something in her hand. With the lunch hour approaching, customers started to come in. She would remain on her feet for the next few hours, making a hard job look easy.


When I finished my coffee, I looked at the clock. It was almost noon. I left twenty-five cents on the counter and walked over to the phone.


The time I’d spent pondering hadn’t helped me. I decided to find out how Anne had fared in Missoula, where she’d spent the morning job hunting and trying to find a place to live. If she had managed to find something, that would give me an excuse to take one of the low-paying, boring jobs available in Missoula and wait for something better to come along.


The phone rang a few times, and Anne answered.


“How’d it go?” I asked.


“Terrible,” she replied. “The college students have taken everything.”


“Any prospects?”


“Nothing,” she said. “How was the prison?”


“Interesting. They interviewed me and gave me a tour.”


“Was it awful?”


“No, I liked it. The prison’s beautiful.”


Anne had been to Deer Lodge and didn’t find the prison beautiful. She thought it looked scary and ugly. She asked how I liked the town.


“Well,” I wavered, “it’s small.”


“I told you,” she said.


It was time to break the news.


“If I want the job, I’ve got it. I think I should take it.”


She stayed silent for a moment. Then she asked if I’d be working with convicts.


“A few,” I said. It was quiet again, so I continued. “If I don’t take it, we’re going to end up living with your folks all winter while I work at Rieley’s for sixteen bucks a night.”


“It sounds like you’ve decided,” she said.


I guess I had.


After we hung up, I walked back to Mr. Bernhardt’s office. He was thrilled that I was taking the job and pumped my hand up and down. He told me I’d spend a week or so observing Bill Perdue at work, and then I’d have an orientation. After that, I’d take my own shifts.


Over dinner at Anne’s parents’ house that night, I broke the news to my in-laws. Anne’s father, Pop, was an imposing man. He was big, born and bred in Montana, a train engineer for the Burlington Northern Railroad. He’d worked for the railroad for more than thirty years, starting as a fireman shoveling coal into the firebox of old locomotives. His arms and back and temper had moved trains over the top of the Rocky Mountains. I wanted his respect.


As we ate, Anne and my mother-in-law fretted over the idea of my working at the prison, and as they talked my own fear rose up. Pop sat there eating his meal, not saying a word. If he’d said, “No, Bill, that’s a terrible place for a man to work. Stay here for a while. You’ll find something,” I very likely would have changed my mind. But he didn’t. Between bites of my mother-in-law’s beef stew, he paused, looking at me with the hardened eyes of a man who’d spent a lifetime doing backbreaking work.


“Good for you,” he said. “That’s a state job.”
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THE MORNING MAN


Wednesday morning, I stood at the entrance to Tower 7, waiting for Bill Perdue.


Earlier, Anne had sent me off to my first day on the job with a long hug, the kind men got as they headed off to World War II.


Just before eleven o’clock, Bill came up the street. At the prison entrance he shook my hand, then shouted up to the tower.


“Hey!”


A moment later a guard stepped onto the wall.


“I’ve got a new man here. He doesn’t have his ID yet,” Bill yelled.


“Well, I still need a pass to let him through,” the guard called.


“I know that,” Bill sighed. “Send down the bucket. I’ve got a pass.”


The guard went back into the tower and returned with a metal bucket that he lowered on a rope. Bill put my pass in the bucket, and the guard hauled it back up, looked at it, and returned to the tower. Bill and I walked over to the massive door that would take us into the prison. Before we entered, I took one last look down the block. By now, Anne would be on her way down Main Street, Mr. Bernhardt’s list of apartments in her purse. Her mission was to find and rent our new home.


Bill and I entered the prison, passed through all the gates, and went in to work.


Only a few steps into the kitchen, a short man, dressed in whites, appeared. He stopped directly in front of Bill. In his late forties, he had a bristle cut and looked in good shape. He held a set of keys in his hand, and he shook with anger.


“Here are the fucking keys,” he said. His voice had a strangled quality to it, and he thrust the keys at Bill. Bill, caught off guard, looked puzzled. The man’s lips quivered, and he dangled the keys in front of Bill. “Take the fucking keys,” he said, a little louder. “I’m not working here anymore.” Bill grabbed the keys, and the man glared at him, defiant, as if he expected to be challenged.


“You’re quitting?” Bill asked. “Now?”


The man’s head bobbed up and down.


“Yes,” he said. “I’m quitting. Now.” He turned and walked rapidly past the guards in the officers’ mess. When he got to the door that led out to the yard, he yanked it back and exited, letting the door crash against the wall.


Bill sighed and pocketed the keys. He looked around the kitchen at the convicts.


“All right,” he demanded, “what the hell happened?”


A convict over by the ovens answered.


“Nothing,” he said. “That guy just runs around here shouting all day.”


“I don’t think he likes us, Perdue,” another convict said.


Behind us, in the officers’ mess, one of the guards spoke up.


“I’ve been here a half an hour, Bill,” he said. “Nothing happened. That guy fed short line, then just kept walking around the kitchen yelling at everybody.”
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