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CHAPTER 1


I always became nervous just before five because that was quitting time. The big hand on the clock started to creep, the boiler in the back of the laundry made twice the racket. The big drum with the squeak in one bearing cut into my ear as if I were hearing the sound for the first time.

We had quitting time just like regular humans, even though nothing much came after that No good meal and no nice evening.

But at five o’clock the nerves always showed in all of us, including the kind like Smitty who had served most of his time with maybe ten years, fifteen at the outside, to go. He was that old.

He yanked the clutch lever of the big drum too late, and the brake too, so when I opened the lid to pull out the wet sheets I had to reach up too high and the water ran into my sleeves.

“Let her down some,” I said. “How long you got to practice to get a trick like stopping the drum at the right place?”

“The way it’s been going,” he said, “maybe ‘til I get out of the bucket No more.”

That was a nasty thing for a lifer to say, especially about himself, and it really showed how jumpy he was because he was old and mild actually, even dull. I rather think dull. The same thing, after less time than Smitty’s, was happening to me.

I could get up at five in the morning, with the squeal horn waking me, with no effort or anger any more. I could file down my corridor and peel off at the right cell as if moving on rails. Even that dismal sound meant less and less, when the grilled doors slid across and went snap in the lock, one after the other, the whole length of the block. That would be that for the long hours before falling asleep, the three hours with lights on, and the rest, I don’t know how many, in the dark.

I pulled a crate over from the side of the drum, turned it over and stood on it. Smitty said nothing and when a screw came by and saw me haul the wet sheets from the drum into the cart, he didn’t say anything either. He kept walking.

“Friend of yours?” said Smitty. That was an insult.

“The Christmas spirit.” I kept hauling sheets.

It was awkward work, a strain on the back, and I took it out on that instead of saying something else to Smitty. He said nothing either for a while and looked out the near window. It was steamy and had wire mesh in the glass but I could see the snow coming down into the yard and the big wall in back, cutting off the rest.

When I stopped a second, to catch my breath, Smitty tried smiling at me, to show he hadn’t meant it before. Then he nodded out at the window.

“Look at the Christmas spirit come down all over,” he said.

The snow was coming down thick and steady and when I squinted my eyes at it, I could hardly see the big wall. But on the ground, in the yard, all the Christmas spirit was turning black.

Then I got the draft in the back. Somebody had pushed the sliding door open, letting all the cold from the yard come in. They were dragging the new boiler through the door, on two dollies. There were maybe five men pushing and hauling, and Rand telling them which way. And two screws, naturally, but they were just standing.

I felt touchy enough; I almost yelled something at the crew, but the screws there reminded me. I couldn’t yell, only take it out in some other way. Or let it lie, hoping it would go away.

With the steam torn I could see the stone walls of the laundry very clearly, how they peeled and how really wet they were. I only remember because of what followed.

The new boiler bounced me from behind, bounced the crate out from under me, and skinned the small of my back. I fell on the hard, wet floor, right between the boiler and the drum, and I could see Smitty stand by his levers. For a second I thought he was going to start up and thought of the open lid coming down, smacking me on the way around.

But he wasn’t looking at me or at his levers.

On the other side of the boiler was commotion. The cursing alone was bad — nobody in his right mind, no matter what time it was, talked loud or cursed — but that wasn’t all. I could tell by the way feet shuffled, making quick sounds which stopped in the middle, and by the sharp, gritty scrapes on the floor. Other sounds too.

Before the screws started whistling I had the picture.

A fight on the outside is one thing. You join, you watch, or you run. A fight on the inside is something else, because you pay so much more. The screws get you, if you join; the screws get you, if you watch; the screws get you, if you run. Or the cons get you.

I sat on the concrete for a moment, but the time seemed very long. The noise came all over me, and then, very suddenly, I came apart. It feels that way. It’s something I’d never known before I came to prison. My insides start to float, especially in my belly, and the skin and muscles get harder and harder so I keep my shape. Then, hard as glass. I tighten up to get smaller than dust because if I should move, something might break. And meantime my insides keep floating and spinning faster, like an internal fire, roaring.

The others were milling around and making a lot of noise. I was sure there were more than five men now and of course more than two screws. A screw slammed his stick down and hit the new boiler with a sound like a big, holy bell.

All of a sudden it was over. Rand was yelling, the screws were whistling, and an alarm went off someplace. We got a million alarms — warning bell, hurry-up bell, break bell, riot bell — but I didn’t know which one was going off. I heard Rand yelling, because when Rand opens his mouth it’s important.

The screws loved him, because of how he handled the men, and the men loved him, because Rand is that way; what I would call right.

He was yelling to stop and everybody stopped.

The curious thing about him was his looks. He wasn’t big and he had no special features. He had light colored hair which always looked as if it had just been washed, and the way he kept his hands in his pockets made him seem very straight.

He was putting his hands back into his pockets and everybody stopped. The fight had lasted maybe three minutes.

Three minutes or three hours is all the same though, because a brawl is a brawl. There were plenty of screws now, including some on the gallery holding their riot guns, and we got herded together and marched out to the yard. It was fifteen minutes before shut down, but the worst part would come later.

Everybody was thinking of that. There was a hook inside everybody; the fight had been over too soon.

Nobody talked, nobody made a false move. There were guns looking down from the big wall and from the inner wall, the one where we had to go through the gate to get back into the compound.

We walked through the slush in the empty yard with the screws making nervous circles a little distance away. The line of men looked like a black, silent snake. The thick snow came down all the time so that the big wall was hard to see. The snow fell on heads and on shoulders but nobody made any kind of a move to get rid of it.

I had Smitty in front of me and Rand in the rear.

“Tell him,” Smitty said without turning, “that something stinks.”

“Him” was Rand, of course. I don’t know how I knew, but Smitty meant Rand.

Then I heard Rand’s “stir” voice close behind me, the sound we learned to make without using our lips.

“I can hear you clear,” he said. “And so can the screws, maybe.”

“Too scared to come close,” said Smitty.

“And the Christmas spirit,” I said.

“I seen five riots, the time I spent here,” said Smitty, “and this one stinks.”

“I didn’t think it was any good either,” said Rand.

The snake-line bent again and we were kept close to the wall. There were screws all along the top of the wall, black humps in the falling snow.

“Maybe if it were colder,” I said, “one of them might drop a gun.”

The head of the line walked a little more slowly now and the snake seemed to bulge. The line always slowed here because we came to the second wall gate.

At that moment a new alarm went off.

I thought it was fire. It could have been warning bell, hurry bell, break bell, or Christmas bell. Our gate opened up, as usual, but the head of the line didn’t move. When the head of the line refused to go the rest of the line kept bulging up from behind because nobody had said stop or blown the right whistle. There was a murmur from the front, which only made the rear more eager. Then we saw the fire, past the gate in the furniture shop.

The line wasn’t moving and the screws with the sticks started running and yelling, because nothing made them nervous as something without a plan. This line was planless now. It had bunched up so they couldn’t see single men any more. It was a mass which was too closely packed and which wouldn’t move. Trouble started when one of the screws made the mistake of swinging his stick into somebody. There weren’t enough screws for that kind of play and once they mingled with the cons, the screws on the walls didn’t know where to shoot.

“I’ll kill ya, you bastard,” yelled somebody, and “Move, move in there!” And then Rand behind me, very loud. “Not the fire! Can’t walk us into that fire, you crazy screws!”

The fire wasn’t that close, but the words threw everyone into a panic. The snake had come apart and was turning into a beast with too many heads. The cons screamed and milled and a guard got trampled. The beast now broke up into a flying mass of little splinters, because the guards on the wall had started to fire.

“Break!” somebody yelled, and with the wild bullets from the wall forcing everyone away from the gate, the frightened men kept screaming, “Break — Break!”

The snow came thick and fast, breaking the field of vision into small, nervous flickers. Bullets twanged into the yard and soon there wasn’t a mob any more, just frightened men running.

Then the splinters all got pulled together, the way metal scraps react to a magnet.

“Big Wall!”

Suddenly the beast had a head again, because Rand had screamed “big wall.”

“Everybody!” he bellowed again, “Big Wall!”

Nobody ever got out that way unless he wore a civilian suit — prison made — with a cardboard satchel in one hand and the little white release slip in the other.

Not everybody ran to the big wall but a lot of insane fools with no thoughts but the mob yell in their heads ran that way. The bullets from the inner wall kept chasing us away from the gate in back, the snow beat through the air, keeping the big wall a faint, unreal goal in the distance, but Rand kept yelling the word and nobody thought for a moment that he would run us into a closed door.

The only ones who didn’t feel the bite and the challenge of escape were the ones like Smitty.

It takes a long time to get used to the idea of serving a life sentence, but once into that zombie world, and it’s hard to come out of it.

I ran into Smitty because he suddenly stopped in the yard.

“What am I doing?” he said, “What am I doing?”

I gibbered something at him, out of pure excitement, and dragged on his arm.

“I can’t,” he kept saying and his voice had a crack in it.

“Big Wall!”

“I can’t walk through that way, I can’t get — I didn’t bring my — Please!” and he was staring into my face, “Please leave me be!”

But I didn’t want to let go of his arm. I got stubborn because Smitty was frightened.

Rand came chasing by, yelling, and when he saw us frozen there he suddenly stopped. His breath was pumping hard. His hair came out wet from under his cap and there was wet on his lashes so that they stuck together. His eyes looked naked and big. I had never seen him excited.

“ — make it,” it pumped out of him, “We’ll make it!”

I could suddenly feel the snow soak through to my back and I shivered.

“For godsake move!” he screamed at me. “Leave Smitty, leave go his arm!”

“I can’t go this way,” Smitty was chattering. “I got to get my — what was it, I got to get my — ”

“He’s rocky, he’s forty years’ worth of rocky!” and Rand grabbed my arm hard.

“They can’t see from the walls,” he yelled into my ear, “we’ll make it! Now!”

A bullet twanged into the ground next to us, from the back wall. Nobody walks out of the big wall except with the suit and the little white slip. That’s what Smitty was meaning to say, that he had to go get his blue suit and the slip. He was right, and I was right because this wasn’t my break, just a sudden wild thing in the laundry, a break I knew nothing about, a break I didn’t need, didn’t want.

“ — forty years rocky!” Rand yelled into my ear. “ — and he stays. They can’t do anything worse to a lifer. But you! You know what they’re gonna do to you!”

A new siren went off. This one came on faint and got louder because it was on a truck. I could see it come from the inner yard with riot guns sticking out on all sides where the screws were leaning out as if craving a breath of fresh air, or better, craving to bite the way a dog does when he’s locked in a car and somebody knocks at the closed window.

“I gotta sit,” Smitty said, and it was the silliest thing I had ever heard. Smitty sat down in the snow like an idiot watching a buzz saw come his way.

I ran. A pure, lung-tearing run.

They were firing from the big wall now but only from the top. There was no guard down below, at the gate, because too many of us came running. Five garbage trucks were still lined up because when the riot had started, back by the inner wall, officials had kept the outside gate shut ‘til they knew what was going on.

They knew what was going on now, and if it hadn’t been for the snow cutting their view all to pieces and the trucks standing there to give cover, more of the cons would have been dead. I didn’t think about this or anything reasonable at all, because there was just mindless panic riding me from behind and a mindless magnetic pull from the front where the gate showed, black in the blizzard air.

There was a con ahead of me, trying to duck under a truck, and when he started to duck I kicked him from behind so his head rammed into the tailgate, and when I ran past him I hit at the back of his neck. I didn’t know why. The gate loomed bigger than ever before. Then it was gone.

I stopped between two of the trucks, sliding in the mush on the ground. Rand was next to me and he fell.

There was nothing but thick whiteness in front where the gate should have been, and then we could smell it.

They had tossed tear gas. It boiled up under the arch of the gate and the cons who had made it that far came running back. There were shots now. The screws had come down from the wall to lay a cross fire the width of the gate.

“Low,” said Rand. “We can make it low while they can’t see through the gas.”

I could see the cons running back. The white fog stung and it blew with bullets.

“Look at it, look at it, the gate — ” and Rand shoved from behind.

“Rand — I’ve had it — I think — ”

“Don’t think, you sonofabitch, don’t think!”

We were between the trucks and he was pushing from behind, clawing from behind like a man clawing air, foam, and water just before he drowns.

“It’s open,” I heard him next to my ear. “It’s open, so help me — so help me — ” and there was a raw crack in his voice, close to a break.

He was insane and so was I.

We hit the gate. Eyes shut, breath held, and straight into the gas.

There was less gas there than before and as suddenly as the gate had disappeared there it was again, big and hard and the steel wet from the snow. I cracked into it, running, and I thought the impact, that hardness against my hands and my face, would break me.

There were shots behind and the siren kept chasing around in the yard. I couldn’t see it any more, but I could see in my mind how the truck would be howling back and forth with men running and dropping dead where the truck went by. And I was glued up against the steel gate and I thought how when they found me I’d be dead and spread flat into the seams and around the rivets I opened my eyes then. I no longer cared about the gas or how it might sting, because in a moment I wouldn’t be able to hold my breath and they would start shooting a little bit better.

There wasn’t any gas this close to the gate. There was a strong, cold draft on my face, watering my eyes, freezing me under the wet jacket, and next to my hand, my right hand on the steel, the gate ended.

The wing of the gate ended. Then there was a big crack between that and the other wing and that crack was a cold draft and a clear view of the outside.

There was a long, flat-bed truck outside the gate, loaded with I beams. They were very big and painted red. The truck had jackknifed on the street and two of the I beams stuck far out in back. So far back, I could touch them.

The prison gate had tried to jaw shut on the girders but had made it just so far. There was a cold draft and a clear view “Gallivan!” Rand screamed. “Jump, Gallivan!”

There was a florist’s delivery truck on the street It drove up near the gate and then it stopped.

“You insane son of a bitch!” Rand tore into me from behind. “Move!”

I heard the sirens and then I said, “No.”

“You insane s — ”

I had never been so sane in my life. I said, “No.”

I stepped aside, but he pushed me the wrong way, back against the girders, and they cut into my spine.

I couldn’t see the street now, only Rand. He seemed very cool suddenly. Then he slugged me. I felt my breath knot up under the ribs and then felt my face come apart. I passed out, angry — 





CHAPTER 2


The floor kept bucking into me and I thought I was having a nightmare, but then I realized I was inside the truck, a wet heap against the back door. How that place smelled of flowers.

It was the time to go to pieces or to get very calm. It turned out calm, like a flower. Phony and calm like a funeral flower.

I breathed in and out, in and out, feeling very little besides the cold air with the incongruous flower scent. I was too tired to do anything but huddle and breathe.

Maybe I blacked out Somebody said, “What kept you?” and then Rand answered with something filthy, but he wasn’t breathing hard any more. He had talked the way he usually did, very dry, and above all, without showing effort Then he said, “Lend me your comb, Jack.”

There was the man Jack, who sat in back with us and gave Rand a comb, then a driver, and next to that one a man who was holding a flowerbox. He passed back the flower box in a while and when the man with the comb put it down on the floor the box made a heavy thump.

Rand gave the comb back and asked for a cigarette. When he got it he gave it to me and took a second one for himself. He and I smoked while the car rocked back and forth.

“I was worried it was going to freeze,” the driver said.

“That would have been bad,” said Rand.

Nothing else was said for a while and the silence, in contrast to the remarks, showed the tension.

“Maybe two minutes,” said the driver.

Rand nodded and looked at me. “Two minutes,” he said, “and we jump again.”

I nodded as he had. I smoked faster, the way Rand did. If he had lain down and had gone to sleep, I think I would have done the same thing.

The man in back with us opened the flower box and took out a burp gun. He said, “Excuse me,” when he crawled over my legs, and then he sat by the back door. The car slowed, and as the motor became quiet we could hear the sirens in back.

“Which kind is that?” asked the driver, “chow line?”

“That,” said the man with the burp gun, “is a patrol car.”

“I didn’t think it sounded like prison,” and Rand crawled to the back and looked out of the small window.

“We’re going to ditch at the underpass,” said the driver, “so don’t get nervous ‘til then. Everybody know the move from there on?”

If Rand had said yes, I would have said yes, but Rand looked at me and put his cigarette out.

“We’re leaving now. Take your jacket off.”

“Do what?”

“Jacket,” he said, and unbuttoned his.

He was wearing an undershirt but I was naked under the jacket, because of the heat in the laundry.

“So we won’t show so much in the snow,” said Rand.

He took his off and I mine. The truck stopped; the back door swung open.

“Jump, Gallivan,” said the one with the burp gun.

I was sure that Rand hadn’t told him my name. I jumped and the truck took off.

On one side of the street was a railroad embankment and on the other was a big field. The snow was coming and the light was going fast but the field was like a bright, clean sheet. On the other side, in the distance, I could see town again. There were lights from a street front and moving lights, where cars drove along. I could also hear the sirens, more than one now.

Then we ran. Rand went first and I followed, because I couldn’t do anything else. Jump. Gallivan — 

At first I could feel the snow touch my bare back and the melting cold where it ran down my skin, but in a while I didn’t feel that any more. I lost one shoe in a mud hole, but that made no difference either. We ran. There were plenty of sirens now and once a red blinker came along the street up ahead. In the low light I could just see the red light, which seemed to be gliding.

“The trees,” Rand called back. He could hardly talk, because of the running.

There were some thin trees to one side, and unkempt bushes. They looked fluffy and fat with snow and when we ran through there it felt like cold hands slapping my skin. On the other side of the bushes, a few yards away, was the street.

“From here we walk,” said Rand.

We walked slowly, the way one does in wind and snow.

There was a man coming along the sidewalk, bent over to keep the snow out of his face, but coming our way.

“If he looks up, or makes a wrong move, hit him,” Rand said.

It was almost dark now and the man coming was just a black shape.

Rand was cursing, but in a calm voice. “About time,” he said, and then, “Gallivan! Come on, get in, Gallivan!”

I turned to the curb and there was a long, low car pulling up. The back door on the near side was open and when it came close, Rand jumped in. The hood was just passing me and the fat tires made a squishing sound in the gutter.

This was no junky truck, like before. This was a big, maybe ten grand limousine, and Rand and I had the back seat to ourselves.

There was a pile of clothes on the seat next to me and Rand was putting a white shirt on. Then he humped himself up to be able to get the prison pants past his rear, and when he had them off, and his shoes and socks too, he got dressed with fresh clothes from the inside out. I noticed he was now wearing a dark blue suit and a silk tie which was almost as light as the shirt. His blondish hair was combed again and he looked very presentable.

I got dressed — mine was tweed, and a blue shirt — and when I put on the knit tie I looked down at the ends of my sleeves. They were long enough. But sleeves were never long enough and I wondered vaguely why the clothes fitted so well.

“You haven’t got any shoes on yet,” Rand said.

“I’m not sure they’ll fit, Rand.”

“I’m not either, but put them on.”

“I’m beginning to think they’ll fit, Rand. Sight unseen, I’m getting the feeling they’re going to fit.”

There wasn’t any question that Rand knew what I was talking about, what I was asking him, but he ignored it.

“All you have to do, Gallivan, is follow along, not look behind you, and act sort of bored. It’s the best way to cover the shakes, looking tired or bored. Besides, it’ll fit the place.”

“Are you having the shakes, Rand?”

“Here we are. You just follow. Put your hands in your pockets and look bored. It’ll go with the tweeds.”

I hadn’t noticed that we had stopped but I saw Rand get out of the car. A man in uniform was giving him a hand.

I got out and saw where we were. I didn’t dare have a reaction but just followed Rand into the hotel.

There were black and white marble columns holding the ceiling high over the lobby. There wasn’t one desk, but two, with the sign saying Reservations over one, and Overnight by the other. I think I counted five different uniforms on the personnel in the lobby.

We had a reservation, or Rand did, at any rate. He talked a while at the desk and then we took the elevator to the fifth floor, which was perhaps half way up, and went to our room. Two big windows with view, two big beds with expensive covers, two easy chairs, one couch, one liquor cabinet.

“Tip the boy,” said Rand.

I reached into my pocket and found money there. When the boy was gone I locked the door. I went up to Rand, who was by the liquor thing, and didn’t know how to start talking.

Rand said, “We stay here two days. Safer than trying to beat out of town or trying to hide in a hole.”

I went to one of the windows and looked at the night city view.

“I can see the prison from here,” I said.

“Have a drink, seeing you’re out of it.”

He came over with it and I took the glass. I sat down with it, in one of the chairs, because I couldn’t look at the view any more and my legs were giving out. Everything, suddenly, was giving out.

“It’s a switch, coming out,” he kept talking. “Every con knows it. Look at Smitty. Such a switch for him, he crapped out even before he got out.”

“He stayed in,” I said.

“Drink your drink.”

“I should have stayed in.”

“Gallivan, you talk like a dummy.”

“I feel like one. Stuffed with straw.”

“You look it.”

“I am.”

“You’re out, you dumb bastard. Think of that.”

And that tore it I threw the highball glass at the place where Rand was standing.

“I am thinking of that! All the time! Three weeks from now damn you to hell and I was going to be done!”





CHAPTER 3


I got drunk, but that took care of only half of the night It kept me from thinking anything through and it kept me away from Rand, because when I drink like that I’m not sociable. But, as I said, this just lasted half the night.

Rand was sitting under a lamp, his hands folded across his middle, and there was a stare on his face like a print in two colors. Gray and off-gray. I had a liquor cloud in each eyeball.

The light in the bulb looked gray, too, but the big window, when I looked at it, was glassy black, like something without a bottom. I could walk right through there and nothing would stop me, like free fall. There were no bars. And the door was a door, and not bars.

My hand shook and the brown liquor in the glass made small, nervous lights, until I tipped the glass up and drank it clean.

That killed the shakes for the moment It left me stark naked, alone with the reason for which I had been drinking. I put the glass down on the floor and got up, sober now. Fake-sober, maybe, but sober.

“Don’t go out there,” said Rand.

I let go of the door handle, but only to turn around and see him better.

“I don’t know your plans,” I said, “but I know mine.”

“You’re drunk. Don’t go out there.”

“I got three weeks to go and then I’m done with my seven lean years. And not before. No liquor and no big, black view from a clear glass window is making that any different.”

“You walk back to the hole,” he said, “and it won’t be for any three weeks.”

“This way it’ll never be over,” I said.

I tried the door and it was locked.

When I turned back to the room Rand wasn’t sitting any more. He had his hands in his pockets and was coming across, calm enough. It made me feel very excited.

“You going to tell me not to worry?”

“You’re out and shouldn’t worry.”

“Who’s paying for the liquor bill, Rand?”

“You’re my guest Cigarette?”

“No. How come I’m your guest, Rand? I stand here and think about being your guest but I don’t get the proper feeling of gratefulness.”

He was fairly close now, leaning against the wall.

“I told you before, Gallivan. The break cost me a lot of money and a long time to plan. A little thing like a helpless nut, like you, Gallivan, isn’t going to spoil all that for me by walking around loose out there.”

“You sound like a screw. And I thought I was out.”

“It’s cheaper to keep you close,” he said.

“For two days?”

“Yes.”

He lit a cigarette and we both watched it He, because the smoke seemed to interest him, and I, because I was trying to concentrate.

“And then you take off?”

“Yes.”

“Where to?”

“I won’t tell you,” he said to the cigarette. “I’d have to keep you around.”

It struck me that I had no idea what to do after the two days in the hotel, that I had no idea what one does after a prison break, that Rand was, in a manner of speaking, all I had in this world. I had no buddies who came to jam the big gate open with I beams, who brought burp guns in flower boxes, who supplied shuttle service in a ten grand limousine.
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