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         Ronald Decker guilty of a first offence, minor drug dealing charge is put away in San Quentin where he is befriended by “old lag”, Earl Copen. Copen is well in with the White Brotherhood just one of the many White‚ Black and Chicano gangs in constant brutal conflict in San Quentin. Their growing friendship is tested by Ron’s rejection of a homosexual advance by another con which leads to an act of ultimately fatal violence and in despair they seize a remote chance of escape.

         
             

         

         Bunker writes of the sordid, horrifically violent and lawless prison life where life is cheap and death by shiv awaits anyone looking the wrong way with a great literary quality and at a merciless pace that never falters and with the realism and knowledge gained from spending over 25 years in prison.
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         Edward Bunker, Mr Blue in Reservoir Dogs, was the author of No Beast So Fierce, Little Boy Blue, Dog Eat Dog, The Animal Factory and his autobiography, Mr Blue, all published by No Exit. He was co-screenwriter of the Oscar nominated movie, The Runaway Train, and appeared in over 30 feature films, including Straight Time with Dustin Hoffman, the film of his book No Beast So Fierce. Edward Bunker died in 2005 and another novel, Stark, was discovered in his papers. Along with some short stories published as Death Row Breakout.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
          
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Integrity, craftsmanship and moral passion…an artist with a unique and compelling voice’ 
 - William Styron 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Edward Bunker is a true original of American letters. His books are criminal classics: novels about criminals, written by an ex-criminal, from the unregenerately criminal viewpoint.’ 
 - James Ellroy 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘At 40 Eddie Bunker was a hardened criminal with a substantial prison record. Twenty-five years later, he was hailed by his peers as America's greatest living crimewriter’ 
 -  Independent
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            To my brothers—in and out. 
 They know who they are.
            

         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Animal Factory
            

         
 
         Dawn pushed a faint line of yellow on the city’s low skyline when the prisoners, nearly five hundred of them, were herded from the jail’s sallyport to the parking lot. Waiting was the fleet of black-and-white buses with barred windows and heavy wire separating the driver area from the seats. The air was filled with acrid diesel exhaust and the stench of rotting garbage. The ragtag prisoners, more than half of them black or Chicano, were in columns of two, six to a chain, a busload to a group; they looked like human centipedes. Everywhere were deputy sheriffs in knife-creased uniforms. Three deputies were assigned to each bus, while the others stood back with fat .357 Magnum Pythons dangling from their hands. A few fondled short-barreled shotguns.
         
 
         Despite the smell, many men breathed deep, for no cool air entered the windowless jail, and they had already spent three hours in seventeen-foot bullpens, as many as fifty in each. Behind them the jail trustees were already sweeping the cages for the second court line of the day.
 
         Ronald Decker was young, looked even younger than he was. In contrast to the generally disheveled clothes of nearly all the others, he wore a neat corduroy suit that had withstood three days of going to court, getting rousted awake at 3:30 a.m., standing in the jail cages, riding the bus in chains, waiting in the packed bullpen beside the courtroom, getting a twenty-four-hour continuance, returning to the jail in the evening. When the steel gates crashed, loud-speakers blared, and there was no sleep until midnight. Today it’ll be over, he thought. The attorney had tried to save him from prison, but a garage with two hundred kilos of marijuana and a kitchen table with forty ounces of cocaine was just too big a bust. No matter that he, or the fat fee, had convinced the psychiatrist to report that he was a cocaine addict who would benefit from treatment. No matter that the probation officer was convinced by his “good” family that an alternative program would be rehabilitative. The district attorney, who had a legion of subordinates and didn’t know one case in a hundred, sent a personal letter to the judge demanding prison. Ron grinned wanly, remembering what the deputy district attorney had called him yesterday: the “boy wonder” of drug dealers. At age twenty-five he was hardly a boy.
         
 
         The prisoners climbed onto the bus, a deputy roughly guiding the befuddled winos so their chains didn’t entangle as they swung around to be seated. A Chicano even younger than Ron was handcuffed beside him. Ron had already noticed the yawns and sniffles of withdrawals and hoped the youth wouldn’t vomit the green fluid that junkies cast up when their stomachs were empty. The Chicano wore khaki pants and Pendleton shirt, the uniform of the East Los Angeles barrio.
         
 
         Ron and the Chicano got seats, but the bus had just thirty-two and was carrying sixty-one men. The aisle filled.
 
         “Okay, assholes,” a deputy called. “Move back in there.”
 
         “Man, I ain’t no motherfuckin’ sardine,” a black called out.
 
         But the men were packed in. Once Ron had seen some prisoners refuse. The deputies had come with mace and clubs and the rebellion was short-lived. Then the driver had raced down the freeway and thrown on the breaks, sending the standing men crashing around. Finally, so the word came, the rebellious ones had been charged with assault on a peace officer, a felony carrying up to ten years in prison.
         
 
         It was 6:20 when the bus whooshed and started moving. Other buses were also getting under way, en route to dozens of courtrooms in every region of the vast county: Santa Monica, Lancaster, Torrance, Long Beach, and more obscure places like Citrus, Temple City, and South Gate. No court would convene until 10:00, but the sheriff’s started early. Besides, another five hundred had to be processed for court in downtown Los Angeles.
         
 
         The mood on the bus had an element of levity. It was something to be riding down the freeway when the rush hour was just beginning. Some of the chained passengers, mostly the drunks, were oblivious to the sights, while others stared avidly at everything. Some, next to the windows, stood up when a car with a woman whipped by; they tried to stare down at the best angle to see bare thighs pressed against the car seat.
         
 
         Ron was too tired. His eyes felt gritty and his stomach had a hollow burning. Already thin, he’d lost nearly twenty pounds after four months of jail food. He dropped his head back against the seat and slid down as much as he could, given the chains and the cramped leg space. Through the hubbub a set of voices, easily identifiable as belonging to blacks, pulled his attention. They were close and loud.
         
 
         “Listen, blood, I damn sure know Cool Breeze. Breeze, sheeit, that nigger’s hotass wind! Nigger calls himself a pimp … an’ ain’t nuthin’ but a shade tree for a ho. He take a good workin’ bitch an’ put her in a rest home. Me, I’m a mack man an’ a player. I know how to make a bitch bring me monee …”
         
 
         Ron smiled involuntarily, envious of anyone who could laugh and lie with such gusto in these circumstances; but blacks had had centuries to develop the knack. It was hard not to feel embarrassed when they boisterously called each other “nigger,” as if they hated themselves. And pimp stories were a cliché in jail; every black claimed to be that or a revolutionary. No, he thought, “every” was an unfair exaggeration. It was stereotyping, and by doing it he was being unfair to himself, too. Yet, those he’d found in jail were certainly different from the blacks he’d done business with, musicians, real hustlers who were cool. Indeed, he’d believed everyone’s stories when he first came to jail. He seldom lied about his own exploits, and because he’d made quite a bit of money, he expected to find others who’d done the same. He’d found incompetents and liars. Now he was going to prison. It was a long fall from a West Hollywood high rise and a Porsche Carrera.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The courtroom bullpen was twice as large as the cage at the jail, and concrete benches lined the concrete walls, which were defaced by graffiti scratched into the paint.
 
         “Okay, assholes,” a deputy yelled as the column of prisoners filed into the room from a tunnel. “Turn around so we can get the iron off.”
 
         Ron was among the first unchained and he quickly took a piece of bench in a corner, knowing that half the men would have to stand around or sit on the floor. When the deputies left, locking the door, the room quickly filled with cigarette smoke. The ventilation shaft in the ceiling was inadequate, though most prisoners had to mooch butts. A few men handed out cigarettes, and a dozen hands were extended. One red-faced man of fifty in a plaid shirt and work boots freely passed out cigarettes and used the largesse as a wedge to vent his woe.
         
 
         “I’ve got sixty days suspended for drunk driving and they’ve got me again. What’s gonna happen?”
 
         “Suspended?”
 
         “Uh-huh.”
 
         “Then he’s gotta give you at least sixty days.”
 
         “Are you sure?”
 
         “Pretty sure.”
 
         “Oh, God,” the man said, his eyes welling with tears that he tried to sniffle away.
 
         “Check that puto,” the Chicano addict sneered. “I’ve got the joint suspended, five years to life, and another robbery … I ain’t snivelin’.”
         
 
         Ron grunted, said nothing. He knew that sixty days in jail could be a greater trauma for some than prison for others. What he couldn’t sympathize with was the unmanly display. Hidden tears he could understand. He felt them himself. But what he felt and what he showed were different. The man had no pride.
 
         “Save that shit for the judge, turkey,” someone said. “We can’t do a thing for you.”
 
         The quip brought a couple of chuckles, and the man rubbed his eyes with his knuckles and tried to compose himself.
         
 
         The long wait began. Ron sighed, closed his eyes, and wished the judge could mail the sentence. What difference did his presence make? It was going to be the same no matter what.
 
         After 8:00 a.m. the lawyers began visiting their clients, calling them to the barred door and talking softly. When the public defender came, carrying a yellow legal pad, a crowd gathered around the gate. Ron thought about cats in a television commercial.
 
         “Fuckin’ dump-truck P.Ds,” muttered the Chicano. “All they say is “so stipulated” and “waive.” They waive you right to prison … punks all want you to plead guilty.” Nevertheless, he joined the crowd at the gate. He’s exaggerating, Ron thought, but not a whole lot. After four months I know more about justice from being in jail than from two years of college. They don’t really care about justice. “They” was both lawyers and judges. That he was disillusioned indicated how naïve he’d been to begin with.
         
 
         “Okay, you drunks and punks and other assholes,” a deputy said at 10:00 a.m. “When I call your name, answer with your last three numbers and get up here.”
 
         Ron paid no attention. This was the municipal court line, the misdemeanors. His court was for the afternoon. His eyes were still closed when a large key banged the bars. “Decker, front and center.”
 
         Ron jerked from his stupor and saw his attorney, Jacob Horvath, standing slightly behind the bailiff’s shoulder. Horvath was tall, with long, thinning hair, flared suit, and upturned gray moustache. His hands were soft. He’d learned his trade as a deputy U.S. attorney, and now earned a dozen times that salary by defending the dope peddlers he once prosecuted. Narcotics laws and search and seizure were his specialties. He was very good, and charged a fee commensurate with his skill.
         
 
         “How’s it going?” he asked.
 
         “Tell me,” Ron said. “You talked to the judge.”
 
         “Not good. The trial deputy would go for the rehabilitation center, but the big boys downtown are watching this one. The judge—” Horvath shrugged and shook his head. “And guess who’s in the courtroom.”
         
 
         “Akron and Meeks.”
 
         “Right. And the captain of the administrative narcs. It’s on their own time. They don’t get paid for this.”
         
 
         Ron shrugged. Nothing would be changed by their presence, and he had accepted the inevitable weeks ago.
 
         “I talked to your mother this morning.”
 
         “She’s here?”
 
         “No, in Miami, but she left a message to call her so I did. She wants to know how things look and told me to have you call her collect this evening.”
 
         “Just like that. She thinks I’m in the Beverly-Wilshire.”
 
         “I’ll get a court order.”
 
         “Make sure it’s signed and goes back on the bus. The pigs at the jail won’t let me near a phone otherwise.”
 
         “Okay … Anyway, the judge doesn’t want to bury you, but he’s under pressure. I think he’s going to send you to prison, but keep jurisdiction under Eleven sixty-eight. Keep your nose clean and he can pull you back in a couple of years when the heat’s off.”
 
         “A couple of years, huh?”
 
         Horvath shrugged. “You won’t be eligible for parole for six years, so two is pretty soft.”
 
         “I guess you’re right. It isn’t the gas chamber. You did what you could.”
 
         “You were selling dope like you had a license.”
 
         “And I don’t see anything wrong with it. I really don’t. Somebody wants it.”
 
         “Don’t tell the judge that, or anyone at the prison.”
 
         A prisoner came back in handcuffs, escorted by a deputy. Horvath and Ron stepped back from the door so the man could be let in. When Horvath stepped up to the bars again, he glanced at his gold Rolex. “Gotta go. I’ve got a preliminary hearing upstairs scheduled for eleven. I have to see the client for a few minutes first.”
 
         “Is Pamela out there?” Ron asked quickly.
 
         “I didn’t see her.”
         
 
         “Shit!”
 
         “You know she’s got troubles.”
 
         “Is she hooked again?”
 
         Horvath made a face that confirmed the fact without saying it. Ron had wanted Horvath to ask the judge to let them get married, but this piece of information stopped him, sent a hollow pang through his stomach. As he nodded and turned back to the bench, he resented Horvath as the bearer of bad tidings, thinking that he’d paid eighteen thousand dollars to go to prison, recalling the promises that Horvath had made to get the money. Ron had learned since then that the business of lawyers was selling hope. Hot air was what they usually delivered. In all fairness, Horvath had fought hard to get the search warrant, and all the narcotics seized from its use, thrown out as evidence—but the warrant was solid, based on oath and affidavit, which wasn’t what Horvath had said when he asked for a fifteen-thousand-dollar retainer.
         
 
         Just before lunch the last pair of prisoners from morning court were brought in, new faces who’d probably spent the night in a substation, skinny youths with shoulder-length hair, peach-fuzz beards, and filthy blue jeans. They looked like city hippies, but their voices were pure Georgia farmboy. Ron wouldn’t have noticed them except that they asked him to read their complaint. It said they were charged with violation of Section 503 of the Vehicle Code, auto theft. They couldn’t read, didn’t know what they faced, and yet didn’t seem disheartened by their predicament. They were more interested in when the food was due.
 
         At noon a deputy dropped a cardboard box outside the bars, calling all the assholes to get in line. Some crowded and jostled. Ron hung back.
 
         “Straighten up, assholes, or I’ll send it to Long Beach,” the deputy called. Long Beach was where sewage went.
 
         “That’s where it belongs,” someone called.
 
         “Then gimme yours,” another said.
 
         “Knock it off!” the deputy yelled.
 
         The men quieted and the bags came through the bars, each with salami between two pieces of bread and an orange. It was all the food they’d get until morning unless they got back to the jail early, which was unlikely for those going to afternoon court. On his first court trip, Ron had looked at the bag’s contents and handed it away. Now he wolfed it down with the same gusto as the undernourished winos, pocketing the orange and dropping the bag on the floor. Litter everywhere mingled with the odor of sweat, Lysol, and piss.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Because he was the only prisoner going to this particular courtroom, the deputy handcuffed Ron’s hands behind his back. They went down a concrete tunnel and reached the courtroom by a side door. The deputy took off the handcuffs before they entered. Court was not yet in session and the room was empty except for the police emissaries in back spectators’ seats. One of them smiled and waved. Ron ignored the gesture, not because of a particular animosity, but because a response would have been unseemly. The young prosecutor was shuffling folders at his table while the court reporter and clerk moved around on hushed feet. A huge state seal flanked by the flags of California and the United States was on the wall behind the bench. Ron was struck by the contrast between the back-room cages of justice and the courtroom’s solemn dignity. The public saw the mansion, not the outhouse.
         
 
         “Take a seat in the jury box, Mr. Decker,” the deputy said, and as Ron followed the instructions he smiled, thinking he had gone from “asshole” to “mister” by walking through a door. In a few minutes he’d be “asshole” again.
 
         Horvath scurried in with perfect timing. He’d just put his briefcase on the counsel table when the clerks jumped into place, court reporter at his machine, clerk beside the chamber door.
         
 
         “Department B of the Superior Court of the State of California is now in session, the Honorable Arlen Standish presiding. All rise.”
 
         As the few people stood up, the judge came through the door and mounted his throne. He was all brisk business in his black robes. He was a big ruddy man who radiated vigor. Except for tufts of white hair above his ears, he was totally bald—but his pate was tanned and marked with freckles.
         
 
         Everyone sat down as the judge shuffled some papers, then looked up, first at Ron, then at the policemen, without changing his expression. He nodded to the clerk.
         
 
         “People versus Decker, probation hearing and sentence.”
 
         Ron didn’t wait for the deputy to motion before getting up to join Horvath at the counsel table.
 
         “Ready for the people, Your Honor,” the prosecutor said.
 
         “Defendant is ready, Your Honor,” Horvath said, glancing at Ron and winking, though it had no significance.
 
         The judge moved some unseen papers, slipped on glasses for a few seconds to read something, took them off and looked down. Everyone stood quietly waiting for him.
 
         “Do you have any remarks, Mr. Horvath?”
 
         “Yes, Your Honor, though in substance it is what you’ll find in the preparation report and the evaluation of Dr.”—Horvath glanced at notes—“Muller.”
 
         “I’m familiar with both reports … but proceed.”
 
         “This young man is a classic example of the tragedy of our era. He comes from a good family, attended college, and there’s no history of any criminal activity until two years ago when he was arrested with a half-pound of marijuana. Both the probation officer and the psychiatrist report that he started smoking marijuana in college and, as a favor to friends, began getting some extra to sell. In the youth culture, this isn’t criminal. But things have a momentum of their own, and someone wanted cocaine, and he could get that from the same place he got the marijuana. In other words, he drifted into it without realizing what he was doing. He was also using cocaine quite heavily, which clouded his perspective, and although there’s no physical addiction to cocaine, there can be a psychological dependence.
         
 
         “According to Dr. Muller, Mr. Decker isn’t violent or dangerous. On the contrary, the psychological tests show an intelligent, well-balanced personality, providing he is weaned from the drug dependence …”
 
         Horvath went on for five minutes, and Ron was fascinated. It was weird to listen while he was being discussed. He was impressed by Horvath’s plea for leniency.
         
 
         The prosecutor was next. “I concur with much that counsel says. This young man is intelligent. He is from a good family. But that gives him even less excuse, because he had every opportunity. The facts don’t indicate that this was a hobby, which counsel seems to imply. Mr. Decker was living in a seven-hundred-dollar-a-month apartment and owned two automobiles, one of them a twelve-thousand-dollar sports car. The amount of drugs that he was caught with are worth a hundred and fifty thousand dollars. If he needs treatment for his own drug problem—and cocaine is not addictive—the Department of Corrections has programs. Above and beyond that, this is a serious offense, and if someone with this degree of involvement, someone who has every advantage and opportunity our society provides, doesn’t go to prison, it would be unfair to send those who haven’t had such opportunity.”
         
 
         When the prosecutor finished, the judge looked to Ron. “Do you have anything you’d like to say?”
 
         “No, Your Honor.”
 
         “Is there any legal reason why judgment should not be passed?”
 
         “No, Your Honor,” Horvath said. “I’ll submit the matter.”
 
         “The People submit,” said the prosecutor.
 
         “Frankly,” the judge said after a judicious pause, “this is a difficult case. What counsel says—both counsel—has merit. There is a lot of good in this young man, and yet the People have a right to demand severe punishment because this offense is so serious. I’m going to send him to prison, for the term prescribed by law, but I think that the statutory term of ten years to life may be too severe. Many years there could ruin him and not serve society’s best interests … so I’m going to retain jurisdiction under the provisions of Section Eleven sixty-eight, and I’ll ask for reports in, say, two years. If they’re satisfactory, I’ll modify the sentence.” He looked directly at Ron. “Do you understand? If you show signs of rehabilitation, I’ll change this sentence in two years.” Then to Horvath. “Now this matter is off calendar, and it’s your responsibility to make a motion.”
         
 
         “Yes, Your Honor.”
         
 
         Ron felt the deputy’s hand tweak his elbow. Sentence had been passed and he was going where he had expected to go.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Ronald Decker began the ten-day wait for the prison  bus. Since his arrest five months earlier he’d told everyone that he was  going, but part of him had belived that he would avoid it somehow. The  imminent reality created both anxiety and curiosity. He asked questions,  listened to stories. Prison was more than a walled-in place; it was an  alien world of distorted values, ruled by a code of violence. Some tales  contradicted others; the viewpoint depended on the experiences of the  speaker. A middle-aged forger who had served eighteen months as a clerk  in the administration building while living in an honor cellhouse saw  prison differently from a barrio Chicano who had gone in at age  twenty and spent five years walking the yard and bouncing between  segregation and the cotton textile mill. The clerk said, “Sure those  lowriders stab each other, but if you mind your own business, nobody  bothers you, except when a race war is happening. Then you stay in your  cell.” The Chicano said, “A vato can get killed quick. Every day  somebody gets hit. You need to get in a gang. They run things.” The  clerk explained that there were four powerful gangs, two Mexican, one  white, one black, and that they existed in varying strengths in every  one of the prisons. The clerk didn’t know much about them, and the  Chicano wouldn’t talk. However, a few days later the Los Angeles Times had an article about the fifty-seven murders and three hundred  stabbings that had happened in three prisons—Soledad, Folsom, and San  Quentin—the previous year. Nearly all the violence was attributable to  the gangs, which, according to the article, had started  up for protection during the early racial violence but were now running  rackets when they weren’t killing each other. The two Mexican gangs  were at war, as were the whites and blacks. “Fifty-seven killings!” Ron said. “What kind of place am I going to?”
         
 
         “You  might miss Q and Folsom,” a potbellied old con said. “But you might  have trouble wherever you go. Some people can go there and fade into the  crowd, but sure as shit you can’t. Know what I mean?”
 
         Ron threw the paper on the bunk and nodded. He knew.
 
         “You’ll  look like Gina Lollobrigida to some of those animals who’ve been down  for eight or nine years. Even to some who aren’t animals but just  hardrock convicts. The jockers will have one idea and the fairies will  want to gobble you up. Shit! Give ’em a chance and all they’ll find of  you is shoelaces and a belt buckle.” The man laughed as Ron blushed.  Prison culture, he knew, distinguished between masculine and feminine  roles, but he was repelled by all of it. He didn’t condemn it, but it  wasn’t for him. He was especially touchy about it because he’d seemed to  attract homosexual propositions since puberty.
         
 
         “So how do I handle it?”
 
         “Start  out by not being friendly and don’t accept favors. The game is to get  you obligated. Don’t shave too much and wear ragged clothes. Talk out of  the corner of your mouth with a lot of motherfuckers thrown in … and give off vibes that you’ll ice the first bastard who fucks with you. It’ll make ’em think about it. Nobody wants to get killed. And some people do get through with murder-mouth and nothing behind it. But they don’t look like you. ’Course you could put a shiv in one and that’d keep ’em off you … leastways them that ain’t serious. But if he’s got friends … and it’d keep you from getting out.”
         
 
         “Thanks  for the advice,” Ron said. He thought of asking what the prison  authorities would do if he asked for help. Certainly others were in the  same situation and the men who ran the prison had responsibility. Asking  for protection was distasteful, but getting buggered or killing someone  was beyond distaste. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself after submitting to that,  and killing, even without penalties, would be hard. He couldn’t imagine  himself taking someone’s life. He didn’t ask, sensing that appealing to  the authorities for help was taboo. Maybe he could hire bodyguards. He asked if that was possible.
         
 
         “Maybe,  but what’d probably happen is that they’ll take your money, extort  more, and then turn on you. Then again, you might find someone. Shit,  I’ve seen twenty cartons of cigarettes buy a stabbing … right in the fuckin’ lung.”
         
 
         The questions had been partly rhetorical, but later Ron lay on his bunk and thought about the price of twenty cartons of cigarettes  for a stabbing. It was cheap enough—if he could afford it. One week  before the bust he’d had fifty-three thousand dollars in cold cash,  another twenty-five thousand dollars or more in pre-Columbian  artifacts from Mexican ruins (stolen and smuggled by the same persons  in Culiacán who sold him narcotics), a Porsche, a Cammaro, and a  partnership in a downtown parking lot. Thirty grand was lost when the  narcotics were seized. The police had seized twelve grand, and turned  eight over to Internal Revenue, which claimed he still owed sixty  thousand. Some policemen had kept the missing four thousand. Five  thousand in the bank had gone to the bail bondsman to get Pamela out.  But before she made bail, some jackal among their acquaintances had  broken into the apartment, stolen the artifacts, the stereo, the color  television, and his clothes. The Porsche had been sold to pay Horvath,  who also got the pittance from the forced sale of the parking lot.  Pamela had the Cammaro, all that remained of his empire. It had been  stripped like autumn leaves in a gale.
         
 
         Maybe I can’t afford twenty cartons, he thought, and grunted in disgust.
 
          
 
         Ron knew that this would be the last visit. Tomorrow or the  next day he would ride a sheriff’s bus to prison. When his name was  called at 10:00 a.m., eight men were in the four-man cell. Every night  the jail filled with drunks and traffic violators who hadn’t paid  their tickets. The floor was always littered with bodies, many without  mattresses but too full of booze to care. In the late afternoon they were moved to the county farm to make room for a new batch. All but one were awake. The old con was reading the newspaper by light coming through the bars. The recessed cell light had been burned out when Ron arrived and never replaced. Three middle-aged  blacks and a rotund Indian were playing nickel-and-dime tonk on a bunk,  while two others watched. The sleeper was on the floor in front of the  toilet, which Ron had to use. The wino was snoring lustily, spittle  drooling from his toothless mouth. In jail vernacular he was a “grape.”  After a momentary hesitation, Ron stood as close as possible and pissed  over the sleeper’s head. Most of the stream went into the toilet, but as  it expired and he shook himself, some fell on the man’s face without  breaking the rhythm of his snores. Ron rinsed his hands and turned  around. The gate would open any moment and he had to be ready. If he  hesitated, the gate would close and he’d miss the visit.
         
 
         The old con had lowered the newspaper and his expression was of a privately enjoyed joke.
 
         “What’s on your mind?” Ron asked.
 
         “See … it’s already got you.”
 
         “What’re you talking about?”
 
         “Time  in the cage, how it corrupts. Six months ago you wouldn’t have dreamed  of doing that—” he glanced toward the wino on the floor—“pissing on  somebody, you couldn’t have done it.”
 
         “He’s just an old grape.”
 
         “Ah, that’s what you think now. It wasn’t what you thought then.”
         
 
         Before  Ron could comment, the door slid open and the deputy at the control  panel called his name. He stepped out, tucking in the wrinkled denim  shirt as he walked by the faces of the cells to the front and picked up  the visiting-room pass.
 
         The corridor with waxed concrete floors  and prisoners moving along right-hand walls, watched by deputies, was so  quiet that soft music from recessed speakers could be heard plainly.  But as he neared the visiting-room door, Ron was washed by a tide of sound, an accretion of two hundred separate conversations. A trusty took his pass, said, “E five,” and put the pass in a pneumatic  tube. Row E, window five, Ron thought, going to where he’d been  directed. “E” Row visitors would come in a bunch when the prisoner  windows were full. All phones would go on simultaneously,  and go off automatically in twenty minutes. Ron sat on the stool and  stared through the dirty Plexiglas, freedom inches away, wondering what  kind of acid would simply melt the barrier and let him walk away. The  thought was academic. Desperate moves were not his style. Next, he  looked at the visitors at the windows across from him. Most were women  visiting sons, lovers, and husbands, bearing the historical female  burden to endure. The single impression of the throng was poverty.  Prisoners came from the poor. Even the hallowed right to bail favored  the wealthy. As always, he looked for pretty women. Mere sight had now  become a semiprecious experience. A Mexican girl, perhaps still in her  teens, with lustrous black hair to her waist, velvet skin, and fawn-like  eyes, was visiting a man with the dark granite features of an Indian.  Ron watched the girl’s ass and thighs pressing against her jeans as she  shifted around.
         
 
         A fresh cluster of visitors filled the air, their  faces flashing into his as they looked for the right prisoner. Pamela  came quickly, plopping down with a  smile. Since he’d gone, she’d returned to jeans and bra-less T-shirts,  blond hair hanging straight down. She was the complete hippie chick, and  without makeup she looked young. The “skinny blond with big knockers,”  she called herself.
         
 
         Ron immediately saw the pinpointed pupils;  he’d seen them several times lately, but now he didn’t want to argue so  he would ignore them. She carried a pencil and tablet, ready in case something  needed to be written down. Each held a dead phone at the ready, smiling  and feeling stupid.
         

         Somewhere the switch was thrown on and twenty  conversations commenced along the row.
 
         “Hi, honey, why so glum?” Pamela asked, turning her mouth down to mock the mask of tragedy.
 
         “Not glum. I’m probably going tomorrow. Two buses are scheduled.”
         
 
         “You’ll be glad to get out of here, won’t you? This is shitty—except I can visit twice a week.”
 
         “Horvath says the judge won’t let us get married. I don’t really know if he asked him. Fuckin’ mouthpieces are lyin’ bastards. They take your money and fuck you over quick.”
 
         “What about just putting down that you’re married?”
 
         “I’ll try it.” He needed married status to get conjugal visits. “You know you need to get fucked good to keep you in line.”
 
         She winked in exaggerated lewdness.
 
         “Get I.D. in my name,” he said. “You won’t have an arrest record under that name so there’ll be no trouble. They can’t very well take your fingerprints. At least I’ll be able to touch you when you visit there.”
 
         “I won’t be able to come as often.”
 
         “I know.”
 
         “I’ll call tomorrow to see if you’re still here.”
 
         “I’ll be glad to get it started. All these months in jail don’t count.”
 
         “What?”
         
 
         “The time doesn’t start counting until I get there.”
 
         The information triggered sudden tears, which momentarily startled Ron, for although she was volatile, given to all kinds of emotional outbreaks, these tears were out of proportion.
 
         “It’s okay,” he said.
 
         “Things are just … so shitty.” She managed a smile. “I’m going to start hustling again.”
 
         “Don’t tell me about it.”
 
         “That’s where you found me,” she snapped, anger replacing anguish. “I mean, what the hell …”
 
         “Do what you have to do, but you don’t have to tell me. I’ve got enough trouble as it is.”
 
         “I’m sorry. I’m uptight. I never thought I’d miss a man so much.”
 
         After a pause, he changed the subject. “Oh yeah, I talked to the bondsman. He’s giving back some money. Send me enough to buy canteen and keep the rest for yourself.”
 
         It was information he’d given before. Nearly everything had been said before, and there was nothing really new to say. The glass was more than a barrier to freedom; it was a line between lives. Two persons together, the condition of an entity, atrophied when they were divided. Yet he felt more longing than he ever had outside. Then she had been merely a convenience, a portion of his interests. Now she was the focus of his hope and dreams because everything else was gone. He wanted to tell her, though he’d done so in letters already, but before he could speak the phone went dead. Time was up. Men began to stand up along the row, making final, pantomined communication before a deputy began ordering them to move out. Pamela quickly wrote on the tablet and held it up to the glass. “I love you,” it said, with a sketched sunflower behind it. She held up three one-dollar bills, the amount a prisoner could receive. Not needing it, he shook his head.
         
 
         As Ron was heading back to the tank, face twisted with his thoughts, Pamela was crossing the parking lot to the Cammaro where a slender, light-skinned black in bell-bottom jeans and multiple strings of beads was waiting behind the wheel.
 
         
             

         
 
         Long before daylight Ron and thirty others were stripped naked, skin-searched, given white jumpsuits, and then put in waist chains, handcuffs, and leg irons. They hobbled through the cold darkness to the bus while men with shotguns and mackinaws stood on the sidelines, mist coming from their noses and mouths. The prisoners shivered in their seats until the bus had been under way for ten minutes, its headlights finally probing the ramp to the freeway. Ron was one of the few who had a seat to himself, and he felt lucky. Pleasure comes from trivial things in jail.
 
         For the first hour they sliced through the city on the nearly empty freeway. Ron gazed out at the dark silhouettes of the Hollywood skyline, remembering other days, wondering how long it would be until he saw freedom again. He sat near the rear, a shotgun guard in a cage behind him. Beside the guard was the open toilet, and Ron would regret having taken a seat close to it long before the day was over.
 
         As the sun came up, the bus catapulted through the mountains. The driver turned on a radio. A speaker was nearby and Ron’s mind drifted with the music and shifted from gnawing anxiety to longing. He was going to face a long, bitter experience before he “danced beneath a diamond sky … silhouetted by the sea …”
         
 
         The bus ran along the coast highway, stopping at San Luis Obispo to unload some prisoners and gather others. Ron’s name wasn’t called and the queasiness in his stomach increased.
 
         By late afternoon the bus had made another stop at Soledad amid central California farms, and again Ron wasn’t called.
 
         In the town of Salinas the bus took on fuel. As the driver climbed back on, he faced his passengers through the wire.
 
         “Well, boys, next stop is San Quentin … the Bastille by the Bay. Our estimated time of arrival is seven-thirty tonight … God willing and the river don’t rise!”
 
         “Well, get the motherfucker rollin’ an’ quit bullshittin’,” one rough wag said. “We wanna see if it’s bad as its publicity.”
 
         “You’ll see,” the driver said, swinging into his chair and starting the motor.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Earl Copen was serving his third term in San Quentin, having come the first time when he was nineteen, and he sometimes felt as if he’d been born there. If he’d ever conceived eighteen years ago that he’d be in the same place at thirty-seven, he would have killed himself—or so he thought sometimes. He was as comfortable as it was possible to be, and still he hated it.
 
         Weekdays, Earl Copen slept late, a luxury afforded by his job as clerk for the 4:00-p.m.-to-midnight lieutenant, a job he’d had for twelve years, except for two periods of freedom, one lasting nine months, the other twenty-one months. The earlier years had been spent walking the yard or in segregation. On Saturdays during football season he got up early and went to the yard to pick up football parlay tickets from his runners. It was profitable and passed the autumn and early winter.
         
 
         He came out of the North cellhouse in the breakfast line, following the denimed convict in front of him along the twin white lines under the high corrugated weather shed. Outside of it, crowded together on the pitted wet asphalt, were legions of sea gulls and pigeons. When the convicts filled the rectangle of the big yard, the sea gulls would circle overhead or perch on the edges of the giant cellhouses. Or fly over en masse and shit on everyone.
 
         The two mess halls were inadequate to feed the four thousand convicts from the four cellhouses at the same time, so the North and West honor units ate first. They could return to the cellhouses where the gates were kept open while the other cellhouses ate, or they could stay on the yard, waiting for the gate to the rest of the vast prison to open at 8:00 a.m.
         
 
         Earl removed his knitted cap as he stepped through the door, exposing his shaved and oiled head. He checked a stainless-steel tray for cleanliness, found it satisfactory, and dragged it along the serving line. A cold fried egg, burned on the bottom and raw on top, flopped onto the tray; then a dipper of grits. He pulled the tray back so the server couldn’t give him the bitter dry fruit, but took a piece of stale bread. The convict servers slopped the food on without worrying whether it spread into two compartments. Years ago this had infuriated Earl, and he’d once spit in a man’s face for doing it, but now he was indifferent. Nor did he pay attention to the food except when it was inedible. Usually the menu was forgotten by the time he was picking his teeth.
 
         All the convicts sat facing the same direction at narrow tables in long rows, a hangover from the “silent” system. The tables hadn’t been replaced in this mess hall because it was also the auditorium and they faced the stage and screen. He head-jerked a greeting to a pair of Chicano cooks in dirty whites who were standing against a rear wall; then turned down an aisle. Blacks turned into one row, while whites and Chicanos turned into another. When their row filled before that of the blacks, they started another. Official segregation had ended a decade earlier; the regulations now said that convicts could enter any of three rows, but nobody crossed racial lines and nobody wanted to. Racism was a mass obsession that infected everyone, and there was continual race war. So the mess hall had a row of blacks, followed by two or three rows of whites and Chicanos, then another row of blacks.
         
 
         Earl gulped down the swill, mixing grits with the half-raw egg. The weak coffee was at least hot and took the morning taste of cigarettes from his mouth. He finished quickly and got up, carrying the tray. Inside the exit door sat a large garbage can beside a flat cart. Instead of banging the tray against the can to remove the garbage, and then stacking tray and utensils, he dropped everything into the can—cup, silverware, tray—in a token display that he was still a rebel.
 
         The coffee had loosened the night’s phlegm. Outside the door, he hacked and spat the goo on the asphalt and lit a bad-tasting cigarette.
         
 
         Most of the North cellhouse convicts were trudging back toward the open steel doors, a few throwing crumbs of bread to the fearless pigeons on the ground, while the sea gulls wheeled raucously overhead. When the convicts were gone, the sea gulls would drive off the pigeons and gobble whatever remained.
         
 
         The high cellhouses, their green paint streaked and stained, cut off the morning sun except for a narrow patch of yellow near the weather shed. The three dozen convicts who stayed out gravitated toward the meager warmth. Neither the ticket runners nor any of Earl’s close friends would be there. They lived in cellhouses just now being unlocked.
 
         Earl decided to wait in the warmth of the yard office until the mess halls emptied and he could take care of his business. The East Coast games started at 10:00 a.m., California time, and he had to have the tickets by then to avoid being past-posted. He turned toward the high-arched gate with the gun tower on top. The big vehicle gate had a smaller pedestrian gate. A midnight-to-morning guard, a newcomer Earl didn’t know, stood with a list of weekend workers who were allowed to pass through. Earl took out his identification card with “third watch clerk” under Scotch tape at its top. He held it forward and spoke before the guard could check the list. “I don’t think I’m on there, but I’m Lieutenant Seeman’s clerk and he wants me to do some typing.”
 
         “If you’re not on the list, I can’t let you through.”
 
         “I’m just going to the yard office down the road.”
 
         “If he needed some work done, he should’ve put you on the list.”
 
         “Look, Big Rand comes on duty in a few minutes. Let me go and I’ll have him call you to clear it.”
 
         The guard shook his head, his lip raised in a sneer. “Can’t hear you, buddy.”
 
         “Look, be logical—”
 
         “Logic don’t cut wind here.”
 
         “Okay, pal,” Earl said, turning away before he got into trouble. Eighteen years of prison had made him hate authority worse than when he was a rebellious child. And he was unaccustomed to scenes like this. He thought of having the guard transferred to Lieutenant Seeman’s evening shift by talking to the convict clerk of the personnel lieutenant; and then he would put the fool in a gun tower on the Bay for a year. Some guards had been around too long for such things, but this one was a fish and it would be easy. A year ago another fish had resented Earl’s roaming around at night and his obviously favored position. The guard had begun searching him and making him wait to get into his cell. When a vacancy came for a guard in “B” Section segregation, Seeman moved the fish into it. There the guard had to put up with the bedlam of two hundred and fifty screaming convicts who burned cells and threw shit and piss on passing guards. He learned that some convicts are more equal than others—that even though a convict couldn’t win a direct confrontation with a guard, when that convict had worked as a clerk for a supervisor for years, he had influence. Army clerks have the same indirect power.
         
 
         Knowing what he could do calmed Earl and made it unnecessary for him to follow through. He didn’t want to spend the currency of influence on something so trivial. Yet he would make sure he had a pass to get through the gate next weekend. He went toward the North cellhouse. His cell could stand a cleaning anyway.
         
 
         He passed through the first doors into the rotunda. Ahead was the locked entrance to the elevator to Death Row on a separate floor above the cellhouse. Earl turned left and went up the steel stairs to the fifth tier. The long climb several times a day was worth avoiding the evening noise from television sets and domino games. Now, however, it was quiet. Most convicts slept late on weekends.
 
         A gray-haired Chicano was pushing a broom on the landing at the end of the tier. A hooked nose and protruding eyes had given him the nickname Buzzard decades earlier, but it seemed wrong for a sixty-year-old man, so most convicts shortened it to “Buzz.” As Earl arrived, Buzz beckoned, put the broom aside, and dug five battered packs of Camels from his pockets and a football ticket from his sock. “Preacher’s still asleep,” he said, “and I’m going to the handball court when the lower yard opens.”
         
 
         Earl nodded and put out his hand. He examined the ticket before pocketing it. Convicts sometimes marked that they were playing a carton and handed in a pack. If the ticket won, there was no gainsaying what it said. This ticket was okay. Earl dropped the cigarettes inside his shirt; then noticed that no other convicts were around.
         
 
         “Stand point a minute, will you Buzz? I wanna check a clavo.”
         
 
         “Sure, bro’.” He stood so he could watch the office five tiers below. “Make your move. You’ll get a lot of warning.”
 
         Behind the cells ran a passage filled with plumbing conduits. The padlock on the steel gate had been altered so Earl could open it with fingernail clippers. He stepped inside, took a few steps, and unscrewed a pipe that looked functional but had been bypassed. A cloth-wrapped bundle was stuffed within, and inside that was half a dozen long shivs. It was the first time in months that Earl had checked them. His friends had similiar stashes around the prison. Earl rescrewed the pipe and came out, patting Buzzard on the rump. “It’s okay. Gimme the key.”
 
         Buzzard brought the large spike key for the cells from a hip pocket and handed it over. Earl went to his cell and unlocked it; then slid the key along the tier back to Buzzard. In the cell, Earl took an empty gallon can from underneath the sink. The cells lacked hot water and the can was for that. Every cell had one, but by removing a tiny pin from the bottom of this one he could dump out the false bottom. Several twenty-dollar bills were flattened down. He would have to move them to a safer place this evening.
 
         He shaved, starting with the top of his head and working down to his jaw and chin. Then put oil on his skull and lotion on his face. Next he made the bed and swept the cell, and finally straightened up the shelves. They were shuttered with paintings of sunflowers. The cell was just four and a half feet wide and eleven feet long, but he had everything arranged for comfort. A thin glass-topped table was beside the bunk, and a tiny shelf with slots for cup and toothbrush was next to the sink. A shelf for books was on the wall between the top and bottom bunks, though he’d arranged through Lieutenant Seeman that nobody would be moved in.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Two thousand convicts packed the yard by 8:30 a.m. Most of them sought the widening strip of sunlight. The blacks, however, congregated along the North cellhouse wall, an area nicknamed “Nairobi.” A decade of race wars had made it impossible to relax without a territorial imperative. Theirs caught the afternoon sun. Half a dozen guards with clubs stood around, reinforced by riflemen on catwalks suspended from the roof of the weather shed or attached to the outside of the North cellhouse.
         
 
         When Earl came out of the rotunda, he immediately turned left to avoid walking through several hundred blacks. The last racial killings had been six months before, but there was no use taking a chance for no purpose.
 
         He weaved through the crowd, looking for the runners who picked up tickets in the other cellhouses. He found them at the far end, near the canteen lines. The crowd provided cover as they handed him the rubber-band-wrapped bundles. Each one told him how much action was there, and the total was slightly over one hundred cartons, which was somewhat less than he’d expected for the last week of the regular season.
 
         When Earl started to walk away from the throng, someone touched his arm from behind. He turned to face his oldest friend, Paul Adams. Paul had already been to San Quentin once when Earl, who was waiting to come for the first time, met him in the county jail. Now Paul was the elder statesman of Earl’s “family.” Actually, Paul was just four years older than Earl, but white hair, potbelly, and time-worn face made him look a decade older than he was.
         
 
         “Where’s the Bobbsey twins?” Earl asked.
 
         “The twin maniacs. They’re down on the lower yard with Vito and Black Ernie. We got a hot one goin’—some fool named Gibbs has some narcotics and we’re plottin’ on ripping him off.”
 
         “Gibbs! Isn’t he that Hoosier with the crewcut in ‘A’ Section?”
 
         “That’s the dude.”
         
 
         “He’s slammed down. That’s restricted except for meal unlocks. How do we get to him?”
 
         “That’s what I came to find you for. Let’s go down and get to scheming.”
 
         “Can’t think of a better way to pass a boring Saturday in San Quentin.”
 
         The two convicts moved toward the yard gate, which had been opened to let the crowd pass to the lower recreation yard, to the handball courts and gym. The pair occasionally nodded to convicts they knew, or slapped someone on the back while passing. To the uninitiated observer, the yard looked like an anthill, but despite the sameness of the clothes—and the fact that they’d all been convicted of a crime—there was infinite variety and conflict. Indeed, sometimes murderous hatreds smoldered for years like hot coals beneath cool ashes, flaming into murder at some small provocation, or when the balance of power shifted. So although Earl was at home, it was in the way that the jungle animal is at home—cautiously. He had no enemies here who posed a threat, at least none that he knew, though some might have been threats if he didn’t have the affection of the most influential members of the most powerful white gang, and friendship with the leaders of the most powerful Chicano gang. Of course that marked him in the eyes of the militant blacks—but it was better than being powerless.
         
 
         “You goin’ to the movie tonight, Paul?” Earl asked.
 
         “I was thinking about it. The flick’s supposed to be good.”
 
         “The Graduate, huh?”
         
 
         “Uh-huh.”
 
         Paul also worked at night, one of the crew that hosed down the big yard after the evening count. It gave him the opportunity to enter the mess hall-auditorium early.
 
         “Save a row of seats,” Earl said. “I think I’ll go.”
 
         They passed through the arched gate and started down the long flight of worn concrete stairs. In the distance they could see an inlet of San Francisco Bay beyond the wall; and beyond the inlet the windshields of cars crowding a highway reflected the coldly bright morning sun. It might as well have been a thousand miles away.
         
 
         “I got a good book you might like,” Paul said. “At Play in the Fields of the Lord.”
         
 
         “Who wrote it?”
 
         “Some dude named Matthiessen. I never heard of him before, but it’s not bad.”
 
         “Bring it to the movie.”
 
         “I got another one you might like … but I haven’t got the patience to wade through it. Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man.”
         
 
         “Lemme try him, too. I’ve been hearing his name for about a year, but I’ve never read anything by him.”
 
         The vast lower recreation yard, in addition to a baseball diamond, handball courts, and full gymnasium, held the laundry and some shops in Quonset huts. The sunlight, which was blocked by the buildings in the big yard, shone bright here, but it gave little warmth.
 
         Some convicts were jogging the circle of the recreation field, while others gathered in clots here and there. The usual group of country boy singers were getting their guitars ready beneath the high wall, while the jazz group unlimbered instruments next to the laundry.
 
         The quartet that Earl and Paul sought was hunkered in a circle beside a Quonset hut: two Mexicans, Vito and Black Ernie, the first a close friend, the second merely okay; two whites, T.J. Wilkes and Bad Eye Wilson, both under thirty and physically dangerous with and without weapons. T.J. could stretch on a bench, legs straight, and lift five hundred pounds off his chest; Bad Eye did a thousand pushups and ran five miles every day. They were the most influential members of the Brotherhood, and they adored Earl and Paul.
         
 
         Long before the two older convicts were within earshot, Vito saw them, said something, and the others swiveled their heads to watch them approach. When Earl arrived, T.J. uncoiled and squeezed an arm around Earl’s shoulders. “Sit on down here, boy,” he said, “an’ help us scheme on gettin’ them narcotics.”
 
         “How much has he got?” Earl asked.

         Black Ernie answered, “Half a piece. It come in on a visit a couple days ago and he kept it cool, just selling to some dudes over in the South block.”
         
 
         “He won’t have half an ounce now,” Earl said.
 
         “He’s got a couple, three grams left,” Paul said. “When Ernie told us, we sent a runner in to see if we could buy some … told him we had a couple hundred dollars. He sent word that was just what he had and to send the money in.”
 
         “An’ that, folks, is just where we are now,” T.J. said.
 
         Earl grinned, his hard-angled face turning warm. “So okay. I know you motherfuckers had a reason to send for me. What is it?”
 
         “Ah, brother,” T.J. said, “you’d have gotten fixed if you all was layin’ in the hospital with a broken dick.” He hugged Earl again, and although the older man was an inch taller and weighed one hundred and ninety pounds, he felt like a rag doll in the grip of a grizzly bear.
 
         “I believe that,” Earl said, “but in the heat of a scheme you didn’t call my name just because you love me.”
         
 
         “Hunch on down here,” Bad Eye said. “We’ll run it to you. Ernie brought it to us because it’s a white boy … and the motherfucker didn’t throw us our end. We’re the motherfuckers that be fightin’ when the rugs start wasting people around here.” Bad Eye’s face was flushed and he was blinking rapidly, a mannerism of his whenever he was angry, and he tended to anger whenever the clique was into something tense.
 
         “We’ve got to get him out of the cellhouse,” Paul said. “We can’t get in there. One of us might sneak in, but it’s a restricted section and this crew here carries too much heat.”
 
         “You want me to get him out?” Earl said.
 
         “You can do it,” Bad Eye said. “You’re the juice man around this camp.”
 
         “Uh-huh … And what if you crazy motherfuckers kill him!”
 
         “We ain’t gonna do that,” T.J. said. “Hellfire, we’re jes’ gonna talk to the ol’ boy—in the North block rotunda.”
 
         “Here’s how we figure it,” Paul said. “We’ll make up a bogus money package, some lettuce or green paper in cellophane and Scotch tape. I’ll send word that we’re gettin’ him out—or that I’m gettin’ him out—and then I’ll lure him into the rotunda. The fellas here can ease in behind and rob both of us. The sucker trusts me … not enough to give me anything, but enough to show up. You can’t be one of the robbers,” Paul added to Earl. “He knows you and me are together from when he hit the ticket last month and I paid him off.”
         
 
         The group watched Earl, and although he had some misgivings, there was no doubt that he would help. He would have preferred to tell them to wait, that he was being sent a load of heroin by someone they knew in Los Angeles, but none of them were interested in what might happen in a week or two; they wanted it now. Almost equally important, they wanted some action, something to ease this boredom, and prison limits the choices in that area.
         
 
         “When do you want to do it?” Earl asked.
 
         “As soon as we can,” Vito said. “I need a fix.”
 
         Earl went back up the stairs two at a time, but instead of turning right into the big yard, he went left down the road between the education building and library. The yard office was a hundred yards from the arch, a five-year-old building with front and rear office and toilet. It was redwood and glass, designed thus because too many beatings had taken place in the old solid-walled office it replaced. A fence ran from in front of it across the road. Beyond was the plaza in front of the chapel, the custodial offices, and main gate.
         
 
         When Earl entered, the Indian day clerk, Fitz, was at the typewriter. A solid convict who was personable unless drunk, Fitz looked at Earl and winked. “Pretty early for you, ain’t it?”
         
 
         “Business.”
 
         Through the glass wall Earl could see Lieutenant Hodges in the rear office. Hodges disliked him and the feeling was reciprocated.
 
         Big Rand, the three-hundred-fifteen-pound guard who ran the office, sent yard officers on escort details, and otherwise coordinated activities, jerked open the washroom door. “I heard you out here, Copen, heard every word.”
         
 
         “Well, tell your mother about it,” Earl said. “Assuming you can get the bitch out of the whorehouse.”
         
 
         Big Rand tried to puff his face into a mask of rage, but when Earl gave him the finger the guard began grinning. Earl glanced through the glass to the rear office. “Cool it,” he said. “You forget who’s the lieutenant today. Remember, he kept your big ass in a midnight-to-eight gun tower for three years.”
 
         “Yeah … the cocksucker,” Rand said.
 
         “C’mon outside, Supercop. I need something done.”
 
         “I know this is trouble,” Rand said, but followed Earl into the sunlight.
 
         “There’s a guy in ‘A’ Section I want pulled out for fifteen or twenty minutes. His name’s Gibbs, but I don’t know his number. We can get it off the spindle.”
 
         “Whaddya want him for?”
 
         Earl shook his head and made a face of disgust.
 
         “Jesus, Earl,” the giant said in defensive plaint, “I wanna know so I can protect myself in case …”
 
         “In case what?”
 
         “You kill the guy or something.”
 
         “Fuck, I don’t do any shit like that.”
 
         “Not anymore, but—”
 
         “Okay, if any questions come up, you called the guy to interview him for a janitor’s job at the office. The guy’s on restriction because he doesn’t have a job.”
 
         “We only use niggers as janitors.”
 
         “So you’re a bigot now? Won’t hire a white boy?”
 
         Rand made a “sss” sound and slowly shook his head, a surrender in what had been a game more than a test of wills.
 
         “Wait about ten minutes before you call over there,” Earl said.
 
         “What if he shows up?”
 
         “Interview him for the job.”
 
         “What’s his name?”
 
         “Gibbs. They’ll know his number over there.”
 
         Rand stepped back to the door and stopped. He pointed a threatening finger. “I’ll bet this has something to do with dope. I’m gonna bust you someday.”
         
 
         “You’ll bust your mother. You’d rather jump in a pit with a grizzly bear than fuck with me.”
 
         In mock rage, Rand kicked the door frame. “You’d better show some respect. I’m Supercop.”
 
         Earl ignored Rand and began walking away.
 
         “Inmate Copen!” Rand bellowed. “You’d better be here for work early. I wanna see you.”
 
         Earl kept walking but glanced back. Rand was in the doorway, both arms extended, and he was giving Earl the finger with both hands.
 
         
             

         
 
         Ten minutes later everyone except Paul was at the northeast end of the big yard; they were all watching the other end where Paul would come through the throng near the canteen after meeting Gibbs at the South cellhouse entrance. To a casual spectator they would have looked languid, but Earl saw the flared nostrils, tight lips, eyes bright with concentration. This was a big score in prison terms, and Earl had no doubt that any one of them would kill Gibbs to get the heroin if there was a chance of getting away with it. What strange icons men worship, he thought. How fucked up we get in this place—and I want it as bad as they do. Heroin is the only dope that takes away prison’s misery.
 
         “Gimme a cigarette, Homeboy,” Bad Eye said to Vito.
 
         “I’m dry … just a poor Mexican trying to get high.” He was slender, with striking green eyes and a bright white smile. Earl liked Vito; everybody liked him.
 
         “How big is this vato?” Vito asked.
         
 
         “He’s big,” Ernie said; he had a shoelace in his hand and was snapping it nervously. “We oughta get some steel.”
 
         Earl made a deprecating sound. “Shit! If five of us need iron for one dude, even if he’s King Kong, we better go ask Stoneface to lock us up for protection.”
 
         Black Ernie winced at the rebuke.
 
         T.J. spoke. “Yeah, we don’t need to carry a felony for this fool. We just fake. He’s big … but he’s weak as soggy toilet paper.”
         
 
         Paul Adams appeared, moving quickly from the thickest part of the crowd. He was alone.
 
         “Check him,” Vito said. “Old folks has the coldest stroll in town.”
 
         Earl grinned, for Paul’s walk epitomized the 1940s hipster: a hand in one pocket, the other swinging high with a snapping motion, the shoulder dipping and rolling.
 
         “Where’s the guy at?” Ernie said, voice shrill. “That old motherfucker better not have fucked this up.”
         
 
         Earl watched T.J. and Bad Eye look at Ernie, who never noticed the narrowing eyes. Vito did and winked at Earl, saying silently that Ernie was a fool and should be ignored. He’s a fool, Earl thought, but those youngsters are bigger fools. They’ll feed him his heart if he fucks with Paul. And if they can’t, they’ve got fifty more who will.
 
         When Paul arrived, his usually doughy complexion was florid. “He’s coming in a minute. You dudes come in right behind us. And don’t start laughing. This is serious shit.”
 
         “Serious as a heart attack,” Bad Eye said.
 
         Earl was going to stand lookout. When Paul moved away from the group, Earl went ten yards the other way and stretched on the concrete bench fastened to the East cellhouse wall, crossing his legs and bracing himself on one elbow.
 
         Suddenly Paul started moving back toward the crowd, and Earl saw Gibbs emerging. The two met, exchanged words, and came toward the North cellhouse door. Gibbs weighed over two hundred pounds, but his belly bounced against his shirt and his movements were ungainly. He looked as square as Paul looked hip.
 
         Earl watched Gibbs’s eyes to see if they were focused on the waiting group, who were ignoring the walking men and feigning conversation among themselves. They didn’t stand out because of the other clusters of convicts. Gibbs wasn’t even looking around. He was listening to Paul.
 
         Earl scanned the yard for guards; none were visible except one on the gun rail, and he was a hundred yards away and looking in another direction. As the two men neared the open steel door, Paul put a hand on Gibbs’s shoulder and held back a pace to let the man enter first. The instant he disappeared, the four thugs began moving, and Earl got up to arrive just behind them. As they slipped through into the semi-darkness, Bad Eye pressing to be first, Earl took a position outside the door. There was risk that a guard might start to come out of the cellhouse or Death Row.
         
 
         A young black appeared beside Earl, moving quickly and glancing over his shoulder. Earl would have felt the same way if he’d met four known black militants in a blind spot like the rotunda.
 
         Earl leaned to his left and peeked around the door into the gloom. Paul and Gibbs were against a wall, the four bandits crowding them, with Bad Eye and Vito holding right hands inside their shirt bosoms as if they had shivs hidden there. Paul was holding up his hands in supplication. T.J. snatched something from him and pocketed it—the cellophane-wrapped paper.
         
 
         Through the yard gate came the gangly figure of Sergeant William Kittredge, walking slightly behind and to the side of a tall black convict whom Earl recognized; he had stabbed a white tier tender in the East cellhouse during a race war six months earlier. Sergeant Kittredge was obviously taking the man from the visiting room back to segregation in “B” Section and would not come toward the North cellhouse rotunda. A few seconds later, Earl heard the splat of flesh striking flesh, and then grunts and shuffling feet. Before he could look inside, a figure flashed past him, followed by a grasping, burly arm covered with red hair. The arm missed and Gibbs was loose in the yard, running in a ludicrous pigeon-toed gait, his shirttail flapping behind him.
         
 
         Running was forbidden and the quick movement immediately attracted the attention of a gun rail guard. A police whistle bleated. Sergeant Kittredge froze and turned as Gibbs ran toward him—and saw the four thugs scurrying along the cellhouse wall. He also saw Earl—and Earl knew it, so instead of walking away he entered the cellhouse. After all, he lived there.
 
         The bottom tier was active, especially around the television set where the Army-Navy game was about to start. Fear gnawed at Earl’s stomach. They could all spend a year or two in segregation over this, and it had been a long time since he’d been in the hole. Kittredge had seen all of them, and if Gibbs was questioned by Lieutenant Hodges … Earl next felt anger, wondering what the fuck had gone wrong in the rotunda. Had Gibbs balked? Unlikely. Someone had punched him when it wasn’t necessary, had scared him too much, and he’d panicked.
         
 
         Earl went to the front row of the television seats where his place was saved by Preacher Man, a chubby thirty-year-old member of the Brotherhood who handled the North cellhouse tickets. Preacher was bundled in a heavy melton jacket zipped to his throat, and a black knit cap was pulled over his ears. It was Preacher’s usual mode of dress and, also as usual, he needed a shave. Earl gave him all the tickets he’d collected on the yard, which was the reverse of the usual process, and told him to hold them until later. Sensing something amiss, Preacher wanted to know if help was needed. Earl shook his head and went back through the rotunda. He stopped in the shadows to peer out. Kittredge, Gibbs, and the black were gone. Nothing was happening. The sergeant would have had to keep going with the black, so there would be a delay before the repercussions started.
 
         The gang had scattered. Earl prowled in the direction they’d gone and found Paul.
 
         “What happened back there?” Earl asked.
 
         “Ernie trying to be a bully. He smacked the chump in the mouth and the guy broke and run. He was scared shitless. Ernie couldn’t wait for the chump to dig it out of his sock.”
 
         “We shot a blank, then?”
 
         Paul made a face of disgust and nodded. “We might wind up busted, too … if Kittredge saw us.”
 
         “He saw you. Where’d Gibbs go?”
 
         “They got him, took him to the hospital.”
 
         “So where’s everybody at?”
 
         “Vito split to the West block, Ernie’s with his friends, and the Dynamic Duo went to the gym. Bad Eye is madder’n a motherfucker. He’s cussin’ a blue streak. T.J. is phlegmatic as usual, but you know how he is. He can be murderous and you never know it. If we go to the hole, Ernie might be in trouble.”
         
 
         “He’s just a fool who wants to be a killer. It isn’t worth a killing and the risk because he’s a fool. What the fuck …”
 
         Earl fell silent, knowing that although he and Paul had as much influence as anyone over the two young men, it wasn’t enough. Conditioned by a lifetime of violence, he was willing to use a knife if he felt threatened, or if it was a question of saving face, but he didn’t believe in revenge unless it was necessary to avoid ridicule. He was capable of violence while disliking it; T.J. and Bad Eye both thought of violence as the first answer to any problem. T.J. was less quick but more relentless; Bad Eye was more explosive but could be reasoned with after the first blaze of temper. Earl didn’t care about Ernie, a loud-mouthed braggart whose ambition was to be a big shot in prison’s violent world, but Earl did care about his friends.
 
         “It might come out okay,” he said. “Kittredge is Seeman’s protégé and he likes us okay. It depends on whether Hodges gets our names. If he does, we better pack our shit for ‘B’ Section.”
 
         “What can the guy tell ’em? He can’t tell ’em we tried to rip him for some dope—he doesn’t think it was me anyway and he doesn’t know any other names, I don’t think. If he says we were pressuring him, what the fuck, he stays in the hole and gets transferred. We might get ten days, but here they gotta cage the prey because there are too many predators.”
         
 
         Earl snorted, nodded, seeing the irony. Gibbs would be in protective custody for months until he was transferred to a softer prison. The officials couldn’t make transfer too easy or they’d be overrun with men asking for protection just to get out of San Quentin. During those months of isolation, Gibbs’s food would be spat in, his face spat on, and he would be despised as a coward—for being a victim.
         
 
         The public-address speakers blared: “Copen, A-forty-two forty-three, report to the yard office immediately!”
         
 
         Earl squeezed Paul playfully on the shoulder cap. “Well, I’m gonna find out what the score is.”
         
 
         “I’ll be waiting right here.”
 
         Sergeant William Kittredge was waiting on the road beyond the yard gate, leaning against the wall of the education building, a sly grin on his face. He was bouncing a red ball the size of a jawbreaker up and down in his hand, and Earl knew it was a balloon containing two grams of heroin. The powder was packed down, the balloon knotted and the end snipped off.
 
         “You guys lost something, didn’t you?”
 
         Earl shrugged. “Not that I know of.”
 
         “What about this here?” Kittredge held the balloon up between his thumb and forefinger.
 
         “I never saw it before,” Earl said, careful to keep his voice modulated. Kittredge might take too vehement a denial as an insult to his intelligence, while something coy would be an indirect admission.
         
 
         “That’s not what I heard.”
 
         Earl didn’t reply. It was better to wait till he knew Gibbs’s story.
 
         “Let it hang. I’m not telling Hodges what I saw, but when your boss comes on duty, I’ll see what he wants to do. Meanwhile, come on down to the office so you can type a memo.”
 
         “Where’s Fitz?”
 
         “On a visit. Anyway, I want you to type this one.” Earl walked beside Kittredge to the yard office, where Rand was doodling on a yellow legal pad. The lieutenant was not in the rear office. The memo had been roughed out. Earl polished the grammar and spelling as he typed:
         
 
         
            TO: THE CAPTAIN 
            
 
            SUBJECT: GIBBS, 47895
            
 
            At 9:50 a.m., this date, while on duty as yard sergeant, the writer was escorting an inmate from the visiting room to “B” Section when a gun rail officer blew his whistle on the Main Yard. I turned and saw inmate GIBBS, 47895, running from the direction of the North cellhouse rotunda. I took the subject into custody and continued to “B” Section; then took Gibbs to the hospital clinic where he was treated for a cut mouth (see medical report). At that time he handed me a red balloon knotted into a ball and containing a beige powder. Gibbs claims it is heroin, and that he was given it by three inmates, two white and one Mexican, whom he can identify if he sees them but cannot name. They wanted him to take it into “A” Section for delivery to “Bulldog,” apparently LADD, 12943. When he refused, he was assaulted and ran out. According to Officer Rand, Gibbs had been called to the yard office for a job interview. Gibbs was placed in administrative segregation pending hearing by the Disciplinary Committee. Contents of the balloon have not been given a field analysis as of this report.
            

         
 
         Now Earl knew Gibbs’s story—and that Kittredge believed it. Refuting it was impossible without confessing the truth, and that was out of the question. He handed the report to Kittredge, who signed it and put it in an envelope.
 
         “There are better ways,” Kittredge said. “I could bust the whole fuckin’ mob of you.”
 
         Earl saw Rand behind Kittredge, and the big guard was holding a finger to his lips. The admonition was unnecessary.
 
         “You run things around here,” Earl said. “You can lock everybody up every day of the year.”
         
 
         “Okay, Earl, okay,” Kittredge said. “What I’m trying to tell you is to get your friends to lighten up. That fucking gang is getting too far out of line. Every day the captain gets a dozen snitch letters about those maniacs. There must be a hundred letters that Bad Eye killed that colored guy in the lower yard last year.”
 
         “What about that white boy they killed in the East block? And the four that got stabbed in the school building? And the bull that they killed in the hospital?”
 
         Without saying it in so many words, Earl was subtly reminding Kittredge that since the beginning of the racial wars a dozen years ago, and especially since black convicts had begun killing white guards, there was an unspoken alliance between some of the guards and the white convict militants. Before the guards began falling, most of them had been even-handed; now many looked the other way at what white convicts did.
         
 
         “So okay … he’s not locked up, is he? But the associate warden doesn’t need much evidence to get him … and the others.”
 
         When the big yard was crowded with lunch lines, Bad Eye came up to Earl and Paul. Seconds later, Ernie appeared out of the throng. When Bad Eye heard the story, he expressed fury at the “stinkin’, lyin’, stool-pigeon punk,” and vowed to make sure something happened to Gibbs wherever he was sent. Earl kept silent, planning to talk sense to his friend when he was calmer. Bad Eye had come to San Quentin eight years earlier, when he was eighteen, for a ninety-dollar gas-station robbery, but instead of becoming mature, he was wilder, like a bull enraged by pain. “Fuck,” Bad Eye said. “Another bust and I’ll never get a parole. I wish I could escape. Earl, help me bust outta here.”
 
         “You’re gonna get a parole next year. This is going to be okay. Just hold your temper and be patient.”
 
         “I didn’t blow it,” Bad Eye said, pointedly looking down rather than at Ernie. He hadn’t greeted Ernie when the latter joined the group.
 
         Ernie’s earlier toughness was now diluted by fear of the possible lockup. He nagged with questions about Kittredge, whom he didn’t know. Earl reassured him that he was safe, and hid his contempt. He detested falseness, and Ernie was a pussycat trying to be a leopard, though he would probably murder someone from behind if he had ten-to-one odds. To get rid of the man, Earl advised him to go to his cell so he wouldn’t be seen with them.
 
         Bad Eye went to tell T.J. what was happening, so Earl and Paul found themselves pacing the length of the yard alone. Walking in this fashion was a habit of years. Friends would gather if they stood in one place, but if they kept moving, they were left alone. Earl’s and Paul’s friendship had begun eighteen years ago in the county jail when Earl was going to prison for the first time and Paul for the second. Now Paul was on his fifth term, and where he had once been slim and dark-haired, he was now fat and gray. They knew each other’s faults, but this didn’t mar their friendship; sometimes they argued heatedly, but without lasting rancor.
         
 
         “Well, brother,” Earl said dolefully, “we’re having another wonderful day in jail.”
 
         “Yeah … no work and no taxes and plenty of excitement. If we didn’t have some wrong to do now and then we’d lose all our initiative. This one got fucked up good.”
         
 
         “It looks like we skated. You’d better start cooling it; you could get a play from the parole board next appearance.”
 
         “I was thinking that when I saw Kittredge looking at us. A nickel should be enough for car theft.”
 
         “Hold it! You weren’t just joyriding. They found a ski mask and there ain’t no snow in L.A., plus some gloves … and a pistol. You should get a parole, but don’t rationalize so close to home. I know you.”
 
         Paul laughed. “It’s still just a car theft.”
 
         “Yeah, I figure I’ve got two or three left, depending on how politics are. Nine years is a long time, even if you say it fast. The trouble with being a criminal is that you get two bad breaks—mistake, luck, whatever—and you’ve blown a couple of decades. I’ll be nearly forty when I get out and what else can I do to catch up except put a hacksaw blade to a shotgun and run off into a bank or something?”
         
 
         They walked a lap in silence. Usually Earl contracted his world to what was within the walls. Excessive fretting about the outside drove men insane. He cut himself off from everyone he knew outside because they could do nothing for him except make his time worse than it was. If he counted on them, he would be disillusioned, for after a few years in prison, you were as forgotten as a man in a coffin under the earth. During his first term, after matricu lating from reform school, he’d taken all the school courses available, graduating from high school and even getting a semester of college credits. He’d completed the vocational printing course, too. None of that had gotten him a job, nor had it made him feel comfortable except among the kinds of people he’d known all his life. He recognized that he was, indeed, a habitual criminal, with a metabolism that demanded he gamble his freedom, even his life, for real freedom—freedom from a life of quiet desperation. He would get one more chance, and he would take it. He’d gone too far and lost too much to quit the game now.
         
 
         “When is that dope bag due?” Paul asked.
 
         “Maybe this week. We’ll know when the mule gets a visit tomorrow.”
 
         “Dennis must be doing okay out there.”
 
         “He always makes money and he usually lasts a few years. He’s been out less than three months and he’s sent back about five grand worth of dope. A couple bags to Folsom, too. I sent word if he wanted some money and he said he’d freeze if I tried to pay him.”
 
         “We can use it when it gets here. I owe Vito’s clique twenty papers.”
 
         Earl laughed. “You’ve been sneakin’ around on me again.”
 
         Paul answered with lips pursed into a cone and opened his very blue eyes in a parody of innocence. Responsibility of any kind was beyond him, but he was a good friend nonetheless. The one quality that mattered to Earl was loyalty. It outweighed a thousand other flaws. He gave it and he wanted it, and his close friends gave it to him and to each other.
 
         As they approached the North cellhouse, they heard a brief roar of voices from within.
 
         “That fuckin’ game,” Earl said. “All of ’em play the ticket, so I’d better see what’s happening with the scores—and make sure sleazy ass Preacher doesn’t run in a couple of bogus tickets with winners.”
 
         “I’ll see you at the flick if I don’t see you after count.”
 
         “Bring those books.”
 
         Earl went in and took his seat. Preacher had a checklist of games on the ticket and scores, some partial, some final. Although Earl hadn’t checked each ticket, he had a good idea of how they ran. From the scores he could see that he was in no danger of being bombed out. He sat down to watch the game, knowing that nearly every ticket had picked Navy because they were a seventeen-point favorite and he’d listed it on the ticket at thirteen. Ten years of running a ticket told him that traditional rivalries often ended much closer than handicap form indicated. Navy was ahead by fourteen and he forgot Kittredge, Gibbs, and Seeman. Two minutes before the end Army scored, the convicts groaned, and there it ended. When Earl stood up in the front row, he faced the crowd, yelled “Hurrah,” and clenched his hands over his head. Most of them had lost a couple of packs, but not enough to bother them, so many laughed. Earl liked being known and respected, but moments later as he trudged up the steel stairs toward his cell, the thrill of winning disappeared. He’d won—a lot of tobacco.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At 4:20, when nearly all the convicts lined up in the yard and then returned to their cells for count, Earl went to the yard office. At count time it became a hangout for sergeants and lieutenants coming on and going off duty. Sometimes closed-door conferences were held in the back room, and Earl eavesdropped by going into the washroom, locking the door, and putting an ear to the wall. Today Hodges and a couple of sergeants were in the back room, but the conversation Earl wanted to hear was taking place fifty yards away, beside the plaza fish pond outside the chapel. Kittredge was talking and Lieutenant Bernard Seeman listened stolidly, nodding occasionally. Seeman was a heavy-shouldered man in his midfifties, starting to get a belly, and he wore his billed cap tilted to the side like a Navy man; he’d been a submarine bos’n for twenty years. Earl crossed his legs on the typewriter stand, seemingly uninterested while he watched through the window.
         
 
         When the count cleared, a bell clanged from atop the building with the main gate. Before the tones died, convicts and guards spilled from the custody office across the plaza, the former heading toward the road to the mess halls, the latter making a beeline for the sallyport. The yard office disgorged all but one guard, and other guards hurried by in a stream, carrying coats and lunchboxes. Those with seniority counted the nearest cellhouses so they could get away a couple of minutes earlier.
         
 
         Usually Earl went to eat early, but today he waited for the conversation to end and his boss to head toward the mess halls. Seeman stopped at the open Dutch doors. “You and your mob be over here after chow,” he said.
         
 
         “Who’s that?”
 
         “Bad Eye, T.J. Wilkes, and Vito Romero. There’s another one, but Kittredge doesn’t know who he is.”
 
         “Then I sure don’t.”
 
         Seeman smiled, his square weathered face showing good humor. “Hell, I didn’t think you did.”
 
         “Somebody’ll have to clear ’em out of the cellhouses.”
 
         Seeman leaned his head over the door and looked at the old man behind the desk. “Take care of that, Colonel, will you?”
 
         “What time do you want them?”
 
         “Six twenty is okay. Earl will tell you who.” The irascible Army retiree nodded, but his face expressed distaste at taking orders from a convict. The colonel was kept away from groups of convicts where his martinet tendencies could cause trouble.
 
         
             

         
 
         At 6:20 in December it was dark, though the ubiquitous prison lights left few shadows.
 
         “Close the door,” Seeman said.
 
         Earl shut the door to the outer office and stood beside it. Vito was stiff in the chair across the desk, while T.J. and Bad Eye braced their rumps on window ledges. T.J. was at ease, but Bad Eye was wary and angry; he reacted to all unpleasantness with anger.
 
         Seeman’s hat was off and his steely hair was pressed to his skull. “I’m not asking questions because I don’t need to hear any lies.” He looked around at their expressionless faces. “The story I heard seems pretty far out even for you desperadoes.” He took an envelope from the desk and dumped the red balloon on the green desk blotter. Earl was surprised. Regulations said that all contraband was to be placed in the associate warden’s evidence locker. Earl also felt the sliver of an evanescent idea, and in hindsight would realize he knew the truth at this moment.
         
 
         Seeman looked at the balloon as if it were a crystal ball; then glanced up at Vito. “What’s it worth on the yard?”
 
         Vito blushed, looked down, and tossed his shoulder. Seeman looked at each face, ending with Earl, who spoke: “Thought there weren’t gonna be any questions, boss.”
 
         “Oops, that’s right. My apologies. Besides, I know Mr. Wilkes here doesn’t know about this.”
 
         “All ah know ’bout is some white lightnin’,” T.J. said.
 
         “Just an old country boy, huh?”
 
         T.J.’s face lit up. “How’d you know, boss?”
 
         Seeman’s pale eyes blossomed with laughter. “Okay, quit the bullshit,” he said. “I’ll talk.” He told them that he and Kittredge liked them, but other lieutenants and the associate warden didn’t, and they should think about getting out of prison instead of all this bullshit inside. He was going to let this go because if he locked them up, someone would kill Gibbs wherever he was sent. He wanted them to forget Gibbs if he forgot the situation. He didn’t expect an answer, but he’d watch what happened.
         
 
         Earl liked Seeman, considered him a friend, though he would never dare admit it. Seeman gave him free run of the prison at night and never asked questions; in return, Earl made sure that all paperwork going to the administration was done correctly. But he knew that some of the license given tough white and Chicano convicts by certain other guards was because of the racial conflict. Blacks had killed several guards in the three tough prisons during the past two years, and guards who had once been mild bigots were now outright racists. Certain of them would frisk a white or Chicano convict, feel a shiv, and pass the man by. It was an unholy alliance, alien to all of Earl’s values. All his life the police had been his enemy, and if he had a political creed it included Marxism. People would never be equal, but the difference should be between a twenty-thousand-dollar home and a fifty-thousand-dollar home, not between a rat-infested hovel and a half-a-million-dollar estate. And the difference should be decided by ability. So he was inclined to the Left, which favored the oppressed blacks. On the other hand, here in San Quentin the guards, while searching cells, found poems describing the joy of bayoneting pregnant white women, and six years earlier, when the racial conflict had only involved small groups of Black Muslims versus Nazis, blacks had escalated matters by sweeping down a tier and indiscriminately stabbing every white man they saw. Now both sides did it whenever the war was renewed. There were huge gangs, and Earl, though not officially a member, had as much influence as anyone on the White Brotherhood, especially since T.J. and Bad Eye were its unofficial leaders.
         
 
         Seeman, though hated by the black convicts, was not a racist. Rather, he was politically conservative; he saw the militant rhetoric of revolution, with its emphasis on Mao and Che, as a declaration of war on the United States.
 
         It was an odd friendship—the former submarine bos’n who epitomized Middle America and the hard-core convict so ravaged by moral confusion that he believed in nothing except personal loyalty.
 
         Lieutenant Seeman was still talking, and the convicts listened expressionlessly. All of them spoke the same language, but to these men moral abstractions were babble. He ended with a warning that they should rein in, that too many complaints were getting to the higher officials. He told them that if they had any problems, he would do all he could.
 
         Nobody answered. If they wanted something, they would go through Earl, just as he would go through other clerks. Seeman stood up, put on his hat, and put the balloon back in the desk drawer.
 
         Earl’s eyes widened when he saw that Seeman was leaving. Seeman was indirectly giving them the balloon. His eyes met Earl’s as he came around the desk to usher the others out. “Be cool, Earl,” he said. “You’re going to get out in a couple more years.”
         
 
         As Seeman followed the convicts through the front office he told the colonel that he’d be at the movie. Ten minutes later, Earl followed, the balloon making a tiny bulge in his pants pocket.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Some December days in the San Francisco Bay area exhale pure spring, and this was one of them, a Monday between Christmas and the New Year. The sun had burned off the freezing morning fog, and although the lower recreation yard was still crisp, it was dazzlingly bright. Earl sat shirtless on the worn bleachers along the third base line, finishing a joint in the nearest thing to solitude the prison allowed. A red bandanna was tied around his forehead to keep the sweat from his eyes, though it had dried ten minutes after he left the handball court. A still soaked glove lay limp beside him, and his legs ached from the hard hour of exercise. He played poorly but loved the game. He couldn’t bring himself to jog or do calisthenics, because he quit the moment he began breathing hard, but when there was competition he kept going until his body screamed in protest and he had to bend at the waist to draw a good breath. Winter closed the handball courts for months at a time, so he played whenever they were open for a few hours. He sucked on the joint, muttering “dynamite shit” inanely, and the aches went away. He was reluctant to make the long trek to the big yard, and then five tiers to his cell to get a towel to shower with. “Too beautiful a day to be locked up,” he muttered, liking the bittersweet ache of longing for freedom. It told him that he was still human, still yearned for something more than being a convict. He still hoped …
         
 
         He’d decided to follow Seeman’s advice and avoid trouble by avoiding the situations. He was keeping to his cell during the day, reading a lot, and when something happened, it was over before he heard about it. One of the Brotherhood had killed a man in the East cellhouse, and the next day during the lunch hour two Chicanos had ambushed a third and cut him up pretty bad. If he’d died, it would have tied the record of thirty-six murders in a year; the record for stabbings, one hundred and seven, had already been broken. T.J. and Bad Eye worked in the gym, and he saw them only at the night movie when the Brotherhood filled two rows of reserved benches. Earl would have come out during the day if heroin was on the yard, but the prison had been dry since he’d gotten an ounce three weeks earlier. Pot, acid, and mini-bennies were abundant—through the Hell’s Angels—but Earl was not interested. In a paranoia-laden atmosphere, he couldn’t risk being spaced out.
         
 
         Earl did know about a strike that was to happen the following morning, but it was known by everyone, including the warden. Someone had illegally used a mimeograph machine to run off thousands of copies of a bulletin calling on all convicts to either stay in their cells in the morning or not leave the big yard at work call. The first demand, an end or a modification of the indeterminate sentence—a term anywhere between a year and eternity until the parole board decided—was something Earl fiercely agreed with. It was the cruelest torture never to know how long imprisonment would last. And the demand that prison industry wages be raised above the present maximum of twelve cents an hour was also reasonable. But then the writer had turned irrational, demanding that all “Third World” people and “political prisoners” be released to the various People’s Republics. This absurdity would attract whatever coverage the press gave the strike and blunt any consideration thoughtful people might give to the other demands—not that many cared about what went on in prison. A strike was futile, yet at least it showed that the men had not surrenderded. It would bring a lockdown of everyone while the leaders were rounded up, clubbed, and segregated. “And I’d better go get some cigarettes, coffee, and food to last until the unlock. Four salami sandwiches a day won’t make it.”
         
 
         As he stood up on the top row of bleachers, he saw two convicts climbing toward him at an angle. One was Tony Bork, a chunky young con who was the East cellhouse plumber, not a tough guy but personable and known as a “stand-up dude.” He had in tow a slender youth in the stiff, unwashed denim of a newcomer. Even without the clothes, Earl knew the youth hadn’t been long in San Quentin, for although he often saw faces for the first time after they’d been around for months, this one he would have remembered. He was too strikingly good looking and young looking, especially because of a clear, pale complexion set off by dark blue eyes that were serious but inexpressive. There was nothing effeminate about him, but there was an extreme boyishness that by prison standards would be considered pretty. Pretty was a bad thing to be in San Quentin.
         
 
         “Hey now, big duke of Earl,” Tony said. “I need a favor. Rather, my friend here does. A show pass.” Tony glanced at the youth. “Ron Decker, Earl Copen.” A nod of acknowledgment did the work of the usual handshake.
 
         “Are they running the show lines yet?” Earl asked.
 
         “They were getting ready to when we came down.”
 
         Earl picked up his sweatshirt and handball gloves and started down the bleachers. Bork and Decker fell in beside him. As they walked, he struggled into the sweatshirt.
 
         “You haven’t been here very long, have you?” Earl asked.
 
         Ron shook his head. “Three weeks. Tony tells me you’re good at law.”
 
         “I used to fuck with it. No more. I don’t believe in it. Smith and Wesson beats due process.”
 
         “What do you mean?”
 
         “Besides being funny”—Earl smiled—“I mean that law is bullshit. Judges don’t have any integrity. They’ll spring some big shot on a point of law, but when some poor Hoosier in here has the same point, they shoot it down.”
         
 
         “But when Smith and Wesson won’t do anything, the law might be all there is. I don’t want to impose, but I’d like you to look at my case. I’ll pay you.”
 
         “When I get some time,” Earl said, not noticing that his brushoff made Ron blush.
         
 
         “What fuckin’ movie are they showing today?” Earl asked. “It’s a Monday.”
 
         “Blood-donors’ movie,” Tony said. “I’m on the list but Ron isn’t.”
 
         Earl glanced at Ron from the corner of his eye and felt bad that he’d stalled him so coldly. “What kind of thing did you want to know about your case?”
 
         “The main thing is the judge said he’d call me back and modify my sentence in a year or two. Some guy in the bus said the judge loses jurisdiction and can’t do it.”
 
         “He used to lose jurisdiction, but six months ago a court of appeals ruled that if he sentenced you under Eleven sixty-eight he can call for reports and review his sentence.”
 
         “That’s what he sentenced me under.”
 
         “What kind of beef?”
 
         “Possession of narcotics for sale with a weed prior.”
 
         Earl made a silent whistle and looked at Ron more closely. “Ten years to fuckin’ life, with six to the parole board. You’d better hope he modifies.”
 
         “Don’t I know it.”
 
         As they reached the top of the stairs, the sound of country and western music from the loudspeakers poured over them. The last line of convicts was going into the mess hall, and the guard checking passes wasn’t one Earl could influence. “C’mon to the yard office. We’ll get a pass from that big sissy.” When they neared the yard office door, Earl took Ron’s I.D. card to get his number. He left them outside. Without saying anything to Big Rand, who was dangling a string before a cuffing, scrawny kitten (one of hundreds in the prison), Earl sat down and typed a pass; then dropped it on Rand’s desk for a signature. The big man ignored it, continued playing with the kitten.
 
         “Hey, you want me to throw that cat in the Bay?” Earl said, knowing Rand just wanted attention.
 
         Rand picked up the pass. “Two weeks ago—Gibbs, remember?”
 
         “Oh, man, that wasn’t nothing.”
 
         “Nothing happened, but a whole bunch of shit could’ve happened.”
         
 
         “Whaddya think—I was gonna snitch on you? Sign the motherfucker.”
         
 
         “Who is this asshole?” Rand leaned in his chair so he could look out over the Dutch door, dubiously eyed Ron and Tony. He knew Tony Bork and his wasn’t the name on the pass. Rand curled a forefinger and Earl leaned forward. “You’re trying to fuck that kid, aren’t you?” Rand accused.
         
 
         “You got a dirtier mind than these convicts, Rand. You really do.”
 
         “Well, who is he?”
 
         “A good white brother. Are you gonna sign? I’ve got business. I wanna get to the canteen to stock up in case there’s a lockdown over that strike.”
 
         “We’ll get you out if—”
 
         Earl cut him off with an upraised hand. “Uh-huh. I’m a convict. If the joint’s slammed, I’m slammed.”
 
         “I’ll make sure you get something to eat.”
 
         Earl didn’t protest, though for a moment he was surprised. Rand (Seeman, too) could be savage to convicts he disliked, especially blacks. He wore a swastika medallion under his shirt.
 
         Rand signed the pass slowly, making a deliberate childish scrawl, and then handed it to Earl with a grin.
 
         “I should have signed it myself,” Earl said, but he took it and went out, giving it to Ron. “I’ll walk with you. I’ve gotta get some food and dirty magazines in case they have that strike. We’ll be locked down with nothing to do but abuse ourselves, and I’ve forgotten what broads look like.”
 
         Ron laughed, showing good white teeth.
 
         When they reached the big yard, Earl paused long enough to make sure the pass wasn’t questioned; then he went toward the heavy crowd outside the canteen. Others were also stocking up.
 
         
             

         
 
         Half an hour before the main count lockup, Earl entered the big yard. Half a dozen of the Brotherhood, including Paul, T.J., Bird, and Baby Boy, were gathered in the afternoon sun near the East cellhouse wall. When Earl walked up, T.J. reached out and brushed the slick-shaved skull.
         
 
         “Where’s Bad Eye?” Earl asked.
 
         “On a visit. You know his folks love their baby boy.” The conversation was about the strike. Nobody thought it would accomplish anything, and Baby Boy was angry because he liked to work and was going to the parole board in two weeks. Yet there was no question of them breaking a strike, even one they disagreed with. “Wha … what we oughta do,” said Bird, a small, tight-muscled man with a big nose and a choleric disposition, “is burn the motherfucker down. I’d go along with the niggers on a riot where we get in some licks. They just talk revolution …”
         
 
         “Yeah,” Baby Boy said, “they wanna go back to Africa or wherever, send the fuckers.”
         
 
         “Them people over there don’t want ’em either,” T.J. said. “I was readin’—”
 
         “Fool!” someone said. “Quit lyin’. You know you can’t read.”
 
         Earl scanned the yard. It was becoming crowded with convicts being herded from the lower yard before lockup. Near the edge of the shed he saw Ron Decker talking to a Puerto Rican whose name Earl didn’t know—but who he did know for a glue-sniffer and loudmouth troublemaker. A couple of the Puerto Rican’s clique were hovering nearby. The conversation was heated, with Ron gesticulating, and the Puerto Rican suddenly jabbing a finger at his chest. The good-looking youth spun on his heel and walked away. Earl saw Tony waiting some distance away.
         
 
         The whistle blew and the swarming convicts began to form lines. Earl headed against the tide toward the yard gate. A closeddoor conference took place during count, and Earl locked the washroom door and listened. The warden had gotten word from the stool pigeons (probably in exchange for a transfer, Earl thought) that several dozen inmates, mostly black, planned to crowd around the big yard gate just before it opened, knowing that even convicts willing to work wouldn’t cross such a line. The lieutenants were being briefed by Stoneface Bradley, the pockmarked associate warden. Extra personnel would be on duty. Those trained for the tactical squad would be held in the plaza until needed, and the highway patrol would lend a dozen sharpshooters to beef up firepower on the wall. But they would try to break the strike before it began by opening the yard gate an hour early and running the cons directly from the mess halls to work, or to the far side of the yard away from the gate so they couldn’t gather and create a bottleneck.
         
 
         As soon as the count cleared, Earl went to the yard, watched the lines come from the cellhouses to the mess hall until he saw a willowy young black with a café au lait complexion who belonged to the Black Panthers. It was a certainty that he was involved in the strike plans, or at least knew who was. Earl also knew the man wasn’t a racial fanatic. When he came out, Earl waved and walked over and told him what he’d overheard. “For whatever it’s worth,” he finished. The black thanked him.
         
 
         As he turned away, he saw Tony Bork getting a cigarette lit by another convict nearby. Earl gave a brief wave and started to leave, but Tony beckoned him. The yard was dark except for the floodlights, and convicts were streaming by them en route to the cellhouses.
 
         When Earl stepped over, lowering his head slightly because he was taller than Tony, the plumber put a hand on his shoulder. “My friend,” Tony said, “the one I introduced you to today, he’s got problems—”
         
 
         “I guess so,” Earl said, snorting. “Some cocksucker in Sacramento should get a foot in his ass for sending him here … among the animals.”
 
         “Somebody cut him in to Psycho Mike—”
 
         “The Puerto?” Earl interrupted.
 
         Tony nodded. “The glue-sniffer, yeah. And he’s scheming on the guy. Did him a few favors, bonaroo clothes, et cetera, before Ron knew the score. The youngster woke up to what’s going on, and he’s trying to back off, but Psycho’s on the muscle now and he’s got that little clique.”
 
         “Is that kid Ron a broad?”
         
 
         Tony shook his head. “No, man, but you know that goes. He doesn’t have any henchmen or—”
 
         “What about you? You trying to turn him out?”
 
         “You know I don’t play that shit. I like him and I’m giving him moral support … but like I go to the board real soon and I’ve got a good shot at a parole. Besides, I’m no tough guy.”
 
         “So you want to cut me into the action, is that it?”
 
         “Somebody’s gonna get him, or drive him into protective custody, or make him kill somebody. Why don’t you pull him?”
 
         “I need a kid like I need a bad heart. A pretty kid is a ticket to trouble … and I’m too old to ask for that. Shit, I haven’t even booked Tommy the Face in two years. I’m turning into a jack-off idiot.”
 
         “He’s ten times smarter and classier than the shitbums around here. I was thinking about that blond youngster that Psycho Mike’s boys grabbed off the bus last year—ran a gang bang, made him pluck his eyebrows, and then sold him to that old pervert. The kid wound up in the psych ward.”
 
         “Fuck it. It’s none of my business. If a sucker is weak, he’s got to fall around here. I came when I was eighteen and nobody turned me out. I didn’t even smile for two years.”
 
         “Things were different then … a dude could represent himself by himself. There weren’t gangs then. He’s not a killer, but he’s not a coward.”
 
         Earl shook his head and refused to listen further, but when he turned away he found his jaw muscles tight as he remembered what Tony had described. Raised in reform schools, used to places without women, Earl like everyone else with such a background was not against queens and pretty boys. After several years without a woman, a surrogate could arouse just as intensely. But Earl was against force, and even more than that, he loathed the practice of buying and selling young boys, a phenomenon of recent years. For a moment he thought of asking Ponchie (whom he’d known all his life), or Grumpy or Bogus Pete, all of the powerful Chicano Brotherhood,to jerk up Psycho Mike. Not that it would do any good; with Mike gone (that was easy), others would move in.
         
 
         “What the fuck do I care?” he muttered, seeing Paul’s figure working with a broom on an open gutter across the shadowed yard. He went to see if Paul had word of any narcotics. It would be easier to go through tomorrow if he was tranquilized on heroin.
 
         
             

         
 
         Late in the evening, while the clack, clack, clack of cell doors being locked reverberated through the cellhouse, Ron Decker stretched on the top bunk of his cell. An elbow propped up his torso as he lay on his side, while spread in front of him, as if for reference, were Pamela’s letters, her Christmas card, a battered collegiate dictionary, and a photo of her against a background of a field of pinkish wildflowers. The last letter, on pale yellow stationery with a hint of perfume, he studied while he wrote. He adored her letters, for she had a flair for mood and nuance and sometimes included a page of evocative poetry. Sometimes the letters made him imagine an entirely different person than he remembered, and he blotted out memory to respond to the letter writer. Ron was uneasy with the written word. He was well enough educated, but lacked experience in transmitting thoughts with the pen. He’d written more since his arrest than in all the previous years of his life. He wanted to make his letters a journal, and the one he was working on tried to convey what he was seeing and experiencing. He described San Quentin’s hideous look, but he could not tell her of the wholesale violence and paranoia, nor of the expected strike. A letter with upsetting information would be returned by the censors. He did tell her that the classification committee had assigned him to the furniture factory, and he was to report in the morning. He was unhappy with the idea of sanding varnish from chairs all day, but there was nothing he could do about it for a while. He told her that he had a personable cell partner, without amplifying that it was a forty-five-year-old queen. He told her that he was disillusioned by the personalities he had found, that he’d expected at least some who were intelligent, but here were the underworld’s stunted failures, muggers, gutter junkies, gas station robbers, and those who committed moronic rapes and murders. Master criminals didn’t seem to exist. He wanted to tell her about the young men raised in reform schools that so deformed their psyches that institutions and institution values were their whole life and whose status was built on violence. He wanted to tell her about racism that went beyond racism into obsession—on both sides—and how it was affecting him to be the object of murderous hate just because he was white. It aroused fear, and a kernel of hatred in response.
         
 
         None of these things could be written, so he finally signed the letter. He was putting it in the envelope when the public address speaker blared: “Lights out in ten minutes!” He swiveled on the bunk so he could put the letter on the bars for the last mail pickup. Then he jumped down. Jan the Actress, so called because he’d lived as a woman for ten years long ago, was cross-legged on the bottom bunk, fingers flying and yarn trailing as he worked on an afghan that would sell for ninety dollars in the visitor’s handicraft store or for five hits of acid, twenty joints, or two papers of heroin on the yard.
         
 
         Ron stepped to the back of the cell and got his toothbrush, his eye catching his reflection in the mirror. It was odd to see his hair so short and combed straight back—but without a part; someone had told him that some would think a part was sissified. He’d laughed at the ignorance but followed the advice.
 
         Jan the Actress pulled a cardboard box from beneath the bunk and began depositing the knitting gear. “How’s the problem with that Psycho Mike coming?”
 
         Ron spat out the toothpaste foam. “Tense. He wanted to know why I was shying him on … and something about owing him.”
 
         “I could’ve told you he was bad news.”
 
         “He was friendly at first … and I didn’t know anybody. I should’ve known.”
 
         “What happens now?”
 
         “I’m going to stay away from him.”
 
         “What if that doesn’t work? He’s got some friends and it could get rough.”
 
         Ron shook his head. He wasn’t afraid of Psycho Mike, not really—and yet in a way he was. And it was demeaning to be worried about someone so stupid. That he would go along with what Mike wanted (he stopped short of fully imagining it) was unthinkable. He already knew what he would suffer if he went into protective custody, and rejected that idea. He was willing to fight if necessary, but could imagine what little chance he had against a clique. If he used a knife—Tony had offered him one—it would be resolved, but he balked at that choice for two reasons: it would at least mean a denial of modification by the judge, and even if he got away with it, the vision of running steel into human flesh was revolting. When he finished his ablutions, Jan was waiting to use the sink. The cell was less than five feet wide, and the space beside the bunks was so narrow that they were chest to chest as they passed. Jan’s fingers brushed at his crotch and he reflexively shot his ass back. “Damnit!”
         
 
         “Try it, you’ll like it,” the queen said, the time-worn parody of a woman’s face screwed up with a smile and desire.
 
         Ron quickly jumped onto the top bunk, his legs dangling over the side. “This is supposed to be a place of tough guys. Everybody is some kind of pervert. Wow!”
 
         Jan had turned to the mirror, trying to make thin hair cover lots of pate. “No, they’re not. More the pity.”
 
         “It sure seems that way.”
 
         “Just because you’re young, tender sweetmeat.”
 
         Ron blushed furiously. When the lights were out (though it was not really dark because lights outside the cell threw a bar-waffled glow inside), Ron could see the blackness of the Bay beyond the cellhouse, and beyond the blackness twinkled the lights of the Richmond hills. It was an insult to put the ugliness of a prison in such a beautiful setting. It increased torment to be walking dead amid so much life. He had another thought and stuck his head over the edge of the bunk where he could see the featureless paleness of Jan’s face. “Say, I was thinking about having some guy look at my case today … some older dude with a shaved head, Earl Copen. Know anything about him?”
 
         Jan’s giggle was quick. “Do I know Earl Copen? Honey, he was my cell partner years and years ago when I came here. For a few weeks. He ripped me off.”
         
 
         “Ripped you off. Him, too, Yuk.”
 
         “Oh, he’s another convict. He waited until the lights were out and—”
 
         “Spare me the details.”
 
         “You’re not interested in my love life?”
 
         “Not especially.”
 
         “Earl was just a kid then. He was one step ahead of the wolves himself, but he was a wild sonofabitch. Stoneface, the A.W., was a lieutenant then, and I remember Earl turned his desk over on him and spent a year in the hole. And I remember some wolf eyeing him with that look—”
         
 
         “I know the look.”
 
         “Earl asked him what he was looking at … and the guy told him, ‘I wanna fuck you.’ Earl told him that if he kicked his ass he’d let him. The guy was a light-heavyweight prizefighter and Earl was skinny as you. They were supposed to meet in the back of the block after breakfast. When the guy came in, Earl was on the fifth tier with a big water bucket, the kind the tier tender uses to fill up gallon cans. It weighs about seventy pounds when it’s full of water. I don’t know if it was. Earl dropped it, and it would’ve put the guy’s head down around his asshole if it’d landed, but it barely missed and shattered his ankle. Earl came running down the stairs with a claw hammer to finish him, but that fucker managed to get out, broken ankle and all. He was scared to come out of the hospital. Earl could have fucked him by then.”
 
         “He didn’t strike me that way—crazy and all.”
 
         “Oh, he’s beautiful people. I talk to him. He’s intelligent and seems burned out. When you reach your mid-thirties, you tend to slow down. That’s old for a convict. He’s tired of doing time.”
 
         “I saw him with some youngsters up against the wall. Is that his gang?”
 
         “Probably part of the White Brotherhood. That’s not his gang … not anybody’s. They don’t even think God is boss. I’ve seen a lot of dangerous men here, but never a bunch of them ganged together.”
         
 
         “What about the Mexican Brotherhood?”
 
         “The same. Maybe worse. There’s more of them. But they get along with Earl’s friends. Those kids—hell, some of them are nearly thirty—love Earl. Paul, too.”
 
         “Who’s Paul?”
 
         “The guy with the white hair, looks about fifty.”
 
         “I haven’t seen him.” When he rolled back and pressed his head to the pillow, Ron decided to keep away from Earl Copen. Jailhouse lawyers were abundant. Earl was too unpredictable. All I need is a serious disciplinary report, Ron thought. The judge’ll toss the key away.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When the morning bell wakened Ron, the land outside the cellhouse windows was covered with fog. The edge of the shore, twenty yards away, was totally invisible. The fog wouldn’t go over the cellhouses into the big yard, but the lower recreation yard would be blanketed. The factory area was beyond the wall of the lower recreation yard; it had its own wall.
         
 
         Ron dressed and washed quietly, for Jan never got up until the 8:30 lockup, arriving at work half an hour late. He was clerk to the supervisor of education, who came in at 9:00, so nothing was ever said. Neither did Tony Bork go to breakfast, so Ron stood by the bars and waited to eat alone, wondering about the rumored strike, wondering if a “fog line” would be called, closing the lower yard to everyone.
 
         The mess hall was abnormally quiet, the customary roaring voices a low hum, exaggerating the clatter of utensils against steel trays. It seemed as if fewer men than usual were eating. Ron’s tier was among the last to sit down.
 
         Ron gulped his food, dumped his tray, and stepped into the cold gray morning light. A row of guards waited just outside the mess hall door, nightsticks in hand. Perched on the gun rail above the yard gate stood a guard and a highway patrolman, one with a riot gun, the other with a tear-gas grenade launcher. Ron stopped, surprised. “Industries workers down the stairs,” a tall sergeant said, moving his head to indicate the open gate. “Everybody else across the yard.”
 
         In less than five heartbeats Ron’s eyes panned across the yard to where nearly two thousand convicts waited. The crowd broke in an L shape where the East and North cellhouses joined. The blacks were, as usual, along the North cellhouse wall. Ron didn’t know if he should go through the gate or join the throng. One might make him a strikebreaker, bring retaliation from other convicts; the other could get him in trouble with the officials.
         
 
         “Get moving,” a guard said to him—and at that moment three convicts stepped from the mess hall behind him and turned without hesitation to go out the gate. Their exit brought no jeers or catcalls from the crowd, so he lowered his head and followed them.
 
         The fog met him on the stairs. The figures ahead turned into vague outlines and disappeared altogether. He couldn’t see the prison walls. He followed the road around the lower yard; the industrial area gate was a quarter of a mile away. No guards were in sight; even on bright days when there was no trouble, the gate had several.
 
         Now he turned and followed the road along the base of the wall, feeling strange in the blinding landscape. Two convicts appeared, trudging toward him, caps pulled over their ears, hands jammed in their pockets.
 
         “Hey, white brother,” one said as they reached him, “you might as well go back. The niggers blocked this gate.”
         
 
         The other one laughed, the caw of a crow, showing gaps where teeth should have been. “The fuckin’ bulls got slick and opened the yard gate early. The rugs got slicker and blocked this gate. With the fog and shit, it’s worse for the bulls.”
 
         “Nobody’s going to work?” Ron asked.
 
         “They’re waitin’ down there ’bout a hunnerd yards, waitin’ to see what happens. The people blockin’ the gate are after that.”
 
         “I think I’ll go see.”
 
         “I learned to get away from hot spots. Some shit is likely to kick off down there. I wanna miss it.”
 
         “Don’t stay too long. Stoneface is gonna be mad as a Jap. He’ll be wantin’ to kill somebody, an’ convicts all got the same color to him.”
 
         “It’s the color of shit,” his friend said, and they went off through the fog toward the big yard.
         
 
         Curiosity and excitement flecked with fear grabbed Ron as he went forward upon the back of the crowd. From beyond he heard a voice with a Negro accent screaming, “They can kill me! I ain’ no mammyfuckin’ dawg!”
         
 
         Ron stepped to the left, where a fence bordered the opposite side of the road from the wall. There was room to push through and he did, coming to the front ten yards away.
 
         Across a space from the crowd was a tightly knit group of about fifty. Most of the faces were black, but a few whites were there. Some of the strikers had baseball bats and lengths of pipe. One roly-poly black was in front of the strikers, exhorting the workers: “Whatcha gonna do? Get on over here. We all together. Don’t be scared!”
 
         A white convict beside Ron shook his head. “I’d go over there if it wasn’t all spooks. My fuckin’ partners would turn on me if I did.”
 
         Ron looked along the summit of the wall. A single guard in greatcoat stood in silhouette, his rifle hanging like a half-mast phallus. Did the officials know that was happening? What would they do?
         
 
         The cold was insidious. Because there was no wind, it did not cut; rather, it ate slowly like acid. Ron began to shiver and chatter. He wished something would happen, wondered if he should trudge back to the yard.
 
         A flurry of movement in the workers’ crowd made him stand on tiptoe and crane his neck. A chubby middle-aged Chicano was pushing through with a yellow card held overhead. He walked resolutely toward the strikers. The yellow card was a checkout slip that had to be signed by his work supervisor before he could leave the prison on parole. “Yo vaya … la lebere esta mañana.”
         
 
         The front rank of strikers opened like lips to swallow the man without protest, and a moment later the innards churned and crunched and Ron heard the splat of blows and a gurgled scream. His excitement fell away, replaced by horror. “Oh God, they’re … killing him.” He fought away nausea.
 
         “He shoulda waited,” the con beside Ron said. “I’d have waited. Now he’s goin’ out the back—in a box.”
         
 
         The crowd around Ron suddenly crushed into him, split by some force he couldn’t see. Then he did. Men in helmets with Plexiglas masks were wading through, swinging long clubs. One man went down. He wasn’t a striker but blood spurted from his head as he drew his legs up. The guards were in formation.
 
         The young convict beside Ron leaped to the fence. Ron was thrown against it. He struggled, turned, dug his fingers through the holes in the wire and scrambled up. The baseball field was on the other side. The fog provided a hiding place of sorts.
 
         
             

         
 
         Earl’s cell on the fifth tier was a perch overlooking the yard. Just before 8:00 a.m. he looked out. The herd of convicts against the cellhouse walls stood quietly. He spotted his friends halfway down. They’d gathered together in a moment of possible trouble, but it seemed that trouble was passing by. Earl put on his heavy coat and gloves and went out of the cell.
 
         As he came out of the rotunda he met other, more timid men, coming in. But Earl had looked and it seemed okay. He ran his eyes along the gun rail. Half a dozen guards were there, weapons held casually except for a sergeant—a weightlifter with a Thompson submachine gun at port arms.
 
         Earl walked along the rear of the crowd until he saw Baby Boy’s red hair. Then he pushed through to where his friends were.
 
         All the other convicts were quietly serious, but the clique was grinning and laughing, coming alive in the threat of chaos, which Paul was reducing to absurdity.
 
         “All they want is a white ho an’ a Cadillac. That’s sure as hell reasonable after all white done did to ’em … Check that bull.” He pointed to a chubby rosy-cheeked guard facing the crowd fifteen yards away. The guard couldn’t decide how to hold his club, at his side, across his chest, behind his leg, in one or two hands—and he kept glancing nervously at the protective cover of rifleman. “Fool don’t know whether to shit or go blind,” someone added.
 
         Bad Eye caught Earl’s attention and put two fingers to his mouth, asking for a cigarette. Earl started to reach into his pocket when the flatulent report of a rifle echoed, followed by a hollower firearm, either a shotgun or a tear-gas gun using a shotgun charge. The two thousand men on the yard fell instantly and utterly silent, frozen, as hearts leaped to a faster beat and atmosphere pulsed with tension. The chubby guard fell back a step, and riflemen shook off their casualness.
         
 
         Even Paul was quiet.
 
         A figure came hurtling through the gate, jerked to a walk, and tried absurdly to be nonchalant. The guards started to close on him, but then others came and the guards let them through.
 
         Two blacks came up out of the fog, one guiding the other, whose hand held a blood-sopped rag to his forehead. They turned left, heading for their brothers. Two guards went to cut them off, but a massed spontaneous moan that turned into a roar stopped them—a wall of sound. And as they hesitated, the black crowd broke forward, surrounding the arrivals while the guards fell back. The riflemen braced their weapons on their shoulders, squinted along sights, but the blacks stopped.
 
         Earl’s heart pumped like a bird’s wings. Bodies surged against him, blocking his view. He saw some whites and Chicanos run from the gate into the crowd, and seconds later got word that a Chicano had been stomped to death by the blacks.
 
         The racially divided crowd now pulled apart, like organisms mutually repelled. Earl almost fell, but T.J. grabbed his belt and kept him erect. The sound of voices was like the lowing of cattle before a stampede.
         
 
         Moments later the spilled gasoline of madness was ignited. A whump sound from a tear-gas launcher and grenade arced down between the crowds, sending them farther apart as it exploded, gyrating and spinning as it gave off its fearful fumes. Again Earl was buffeted so that he had to fight for balance. It was like struggling to keep his head above water in a stormy sea. The motes reached his eyes and fluid began to run from them and from his nose. “Cocksuckers … bastards,” he cursed silently.
         
 
         Like some mindless beast driven without purpose, the twelve hundred Chicano and white convicts swung in a clockwise motion so that they were against the mess-hall wall. Driven by the tear gas from the North cellhouse wall, the blacks were where the whites had been along the East cellhouse. The two groups, twelve hundred whites and eight hundred blacks, faced each other across a hundred and fifty yards of open space.
         
 
         A hundred convicts were jammed against the East cellhouse gate, trying futilely to get in away from trouble.
 
         “Lockup! Lockup! Mandatory lockup!” the loudspeaker blared.
         
 
         “Open the fuckin’ gates,” someone near Earl said. Both sides were now spread out. Earl’s friends stuck together and his fear became fury. He was certain the officials had deliberately turned a strike into a racial confrontation.
 
         A window of the mess hall crashed out. Then another. Men were yelling in fury. Stacks of stainless steel trays were being passed to the raised hands of whites and Chicanos. Then came other things that would serve as weapons—mop wringers, pieces of the dishwashing machine, heavy wooden ladles used on the kitchen vats.
         
 
         Across the yard the blacks were ripping benches apart to get hunks of lumber. Earl did nothing, knowing the groups would never get at each other across the no-man’s-land. The rifles and submachine gun would erect an insurmountable barrier of death.
         
 
         A convict pushed against Earl to leap to the window to get something. He landed on Earl’s foot when he came down.
         
 
         “Asshole!” Earl snarled, ramming the heels of his hands into the man’s chest and knocking him back. The convict bumped into someone behind him and kept from falling. His face was already contorted with rage at the blacks. His curse at Earl was drowned in the churning, screaming crowd as he tensed to spring. He had a piece of pipe in his hand and lunged. Earl stepped back, raising an arm, intending to rush under the swing if he could. He wished he had a knife. The convict rushed without seeing T.J., nor did Earl see him until the powerful weightlifter swung the flat of a stainless steel tray as if it were a baseball bat. The man rushed into it, and his feet kept going as the tray curtained his face. His shoulders hit the ground first, and it was a few seconds before the blood came from his squashed flesh. His legs trembled in spasms.
         
 
         Bad Eye came from somewhere and planted a steel-toed brogan against the man’s head, as hard a kick as he could deliver. T.J. gave him the accolade of a pat on the back.
 
         The tumult made it impossible to talk, but they pushed through the crowd toward others of the Brotherhood a few feet away, leaving the supine figure to be walked on—or to die for all they cared.
 
         The two crowds were screaming at each other, brandishing makeshift weapons.
 
         Bad Eye cupped his hands to Earl’s ear. “We’ll get the black motherfuckers this time. All they’ve got is some sticks.”
         
 
         Earl said nothing, but looked again at the riflemen. The two crowds started to surge toward each other and the submachine gun hammered three short bursts, tearing up chunks of asphalt in stitches. Then the rifles volleyed. Bullets swept down the open zone and the crowds froze and fell back. The gunfire silenced the screaming.
 
         One black was twisting on the ground. Obviously a guard had shot into the crowd instead of in front of it. The black was holding his thigh and trying to get up. Two blacks started forward to help him, but a bullet whipped over their heads to drive them back.
 
         Some of the hysteria had drained away. Glazed eyes began to narrow, madness was replaced by questions about what to do, what was going to happen.
 
         “Attention in the yard! All inmates by the mess hall will go the the lower yard.”
         
 
         The answering bellow of defiance was a shadow of a few minutes earlier. Some men yelled and shook their fists, but they would have done the same if told to stand fast or go home.
 
         The tear-gas grenades flew over the men, landing under the shed beyond the fringe of the crowd. The gas drove convicts crashing into others, sending a reverberation through the crowd and jamming bodies together again. The route of escape was through the gate. They couldn’t go down the road because the visored tactical squad was waiting with clubs and mace, so they surged down the stairs, some falling until another body stopped them.
         
 
         They were herded like cattle into the thinning fog. All was gray under the lightless sky; the walls looked soft in the fog, lined by faceless silhouettes with rifles. The lower yard was big, and the convicts spread out like water on a plain. Everyone searched for a friend, sensing that this was a dangerous situation, for no guards were on the ground and those on the walls were too far away to see what was going on. It was a chance to settle old grudges. The law of brutality was replaced by no law whatsoever.
 
         The Brotherhood gathered near the wall of the prison laundry. Or at least most of them, about thirty men, all younger than Earl and Paul, but all with wizened, bitter faces and hard eyes. Most were dangerous, though a few were faking, using the Brotherhood for protection. Those who counted among them respected and listened to Earl and Paul as much as to anyone. They had to listen to T.J. and Bad Eye.
 
         The temperature was below freezing. Because there was no wind, it took a while for the cold to seep in, but soon the convicts were stomping their feet, trying to keep warm, and vapor issued from their mouths and nostrils. Faintly they heard the loudspeakers in the big yard order the blacks into the cellhouses to lockup. “Typical shit,” someone said. “Let the niggers go in while we freeze our asses off.”
 
         “Sheeit!” Paul said. “What you bet them redneck bulls ain’t clubbin’ the shit out of ’em?”
 
         “The bulls’re scared of ’em,” Bad Eye said.
 
         “That’s where hate come from, baby—fear.”
 
         “And Whitey’s slicker,” Earl said bitterly, thinking how the officials had turned a strike against them into a race riot by the simple expedient of separating the two groups and letting nature run its course.
         
 
         “Fuck ’em,” Bad Eye said. “I hate niggers and bulls—but the bulls ain’t no threat to kill me just for walkin’ around, and the niggers are …”
         
 
         “The boy’s got a point,” Paul said. “Ya’ll sho nuff a smart young motherfucker,” he said, grabbing Bad Eye’s arm and shaking it playfully. “How’d you get so smart?”
         
 
         Earl was unable to dispute Bad Eye. It was impossible not to be a racist—whatever one’s color—where blacks and whites murdered each other indiscriminately. Nevertheless, he was bitter about tomorrow’s headlines that would scream “San Quentin Racial Disturbance.” Not a word would be printed about the protest of conditions. He lit a cigarette, hunched his shoulders, and stared out across the canyon of the yard.
         
 
         Flocks of sea gulls swooped, soared and circled overhead, emitting shrill cries. The twelve hundred shivering convicts were now quiet, spread across the baseball field, most of them in left field, the farthest point from the wall with the armed men. The laundry where Earl’s group stood was in deepest center field. The building hid them from another wall. More guards with weapons were hurrying along the skyline. Maybe three dozen were positioned for a clear shot.
         
 
         Some convicts had pulled the benches from the third-base dugout and were starting a fire.
 
         Earl saw Ronald Decker standing with Tony Bork behind second base. The young man’s hands were jammed in his pockets and he was jumping up and down to generate circulation. Twenty yards beyond him, apparently unnoticed, was Psycho Mike and three of his sullen-visaged henchmen. They were squatted, bringing clenched rags to their mouths—shoe glue, Earl knew—and glancing in Ron’s direction. Earl knew what they were thinking. They were working up courage for a ripoff.
 
         On sudden impulse Earl pushed away from the laundry wall and walked to Ron and Tony, who saw him coming and told the younger man. Ron had open, candid eyes; he didn’t try to look tough as did so many young men in prison, as Earl himself had in his day. As Earl came up to them, he looked beyond, gazing at Psycho Mike expressionlessly; but the combination of the gaze and his action conveyed the message. “C’mon over by the laundry,” he said to Tony. “It’s warmer.”
 
         Tony looked to Ron, who shrugged. As they started toward the laundry, Earl looked over his shoulder at the glue-sniffers, cocking his head sideways and jutting his chin pugnaciously.
         
 
         The clique of tough young convicts eyed the newcomer; they would have raised an eyebrow except that such an expression wasn’t in their repertoire. “Don’t be so mean, Earl,” one said, the voice unrecognized, making Earl blush and some others smile. He didn’t want to discomfit the youth, but Ron apparently hadn’t caught the implication.
         
 
         “Nobody would believe this,” Ron said.
 
         “Nobody cares.”
 
         “They killed that man—kicked him to death—for nothing.”
 
         “He was a damn fool for trying to cross a picket line of berserk niggers.”
 
         Ron shook his head. He was shivering and had his hands stuck under his armpits. “How long will they keep us here?”
 
         “God knows. They’re thinking about it.” And Earl was thinking that Ron was pretty. “Were you down here?”
 
         Ron told what he’d seen, as if describing it could erase some of the horror still within him. Earl listened, liking the precision and economy of Ron’s words, without the convict’s usual obscenity every few syllables. The manner of speech indicated a keen, logical mind.
 
         Simultaneously Earl watched Psycho Mike and his gang, but they had gone to where a crowd had gathered at the fire and weren’t looking toward the laundry.
 
         “This is really a study in stupidity,” Ron said.
 
         “What’s that?”
 
         “The races at each other’s throats to give the guards an excuse for target practice.”
 
         “I had about the same thought—but it’s not that simple, not just black and white, to make a poor pun. It’s something nobody can control … and nobody can stay uninvolved. I’ll run it down to you sometime … what I think.”
 
         Baby Boy came over to Earl. “Say, bro’,” he said, “check the play. Ponchie’s boys are gonna down somebody.” He gestured to the field where a tall pale Chicano was slipping through the scattered crowd toward the dense group around the fire. His cap was pulled low, his coat collar up, and he moved in a furtive way. Flanking him were two others. The trio was obviously stalking someone.
         
 
         “Maybe we should see if they need some slack,” Bad Eye said. “They’re our allies.”
 
         “They don’t need no help,” T.J. said.
 
         Ron sensed the heightened tension and stared in the same direction, toward the crowd at the fire, trying to pick out who was going to be assaulted.
         
 
         “Bet they nail Shadow,” Earl said, touching Ron’s arm. “That tall skinny dude in the white pants. He burned them for some money … made a bad move. They’ve been layin’ to catch him.”
 
         The middle Chicano with the cap, his head down to shield his face, paused ten feet behind the back of the victim, pulled a long knife from beneath his shirt, and ran forward on tiptoe. Three strides and the weapon came down, buried to the hilt in the man’s back. Ron grunted involuntarily, as if he’d felt the blow. The victim was driven forward into the fire, his hands extending reflexively to stop his fall. The two backup men were looking around, their hands inside their shirts. The stabber had spun away the instant he delivered the blow, began walking nonchalantly, sort of wandering, but heading toward the laundry. Ron lost him, looked at the man fighting his way back from the flames and hot coals, the taped handle of the knife jutting from between his shoulder blades.
 
         The men around the fire had pulled back, away from trouble.
 
         Ron expected the man to fall. He had to be dead. But he got to his feet, began walking in a circle, a hand groping unsuccessfully to reach the thing in his back. Then he suddenly began walking away, off the baseball diamond and toward the stairs in the direction of the hospital.
 
         “Unnnnh,” Earl grunted. “That’s the weirdest thing I ever saw. He’s got fourteen inches of blade in him.”
 
         The man who’d done the stabbing passed by the Brotherhood, grinned, gave a clenched-fist salute, and kept going. Ron saw a gang of Chicanos farther along the laundry wall who were waiting for their associates.
         
 
         “That wasn’t how to collect,” Ron said wryly. “He can’t pay them in the morgue.”
 
         “He can’t pay anyway. He’s broke. And there’s no small claims court so it’s a lesson to others.”
 
         Ron said nothing.
 
         
             

         
 
         A pale sun hinted through the overcast without noticeably raising the temperature. Now three fires were burning. Some of the clique wanted to break into the laundry to get warm or to find fuel so they could start a fire on their own.
 
         Stoneface had come to the wall, a battery-powered bullhorn in hand. “Attention in the lower yard! All inmates will form in the left field grass—”
         
 
         A halfhearted Bronx cheer was the reply. The men were playing out their roles, their hot fury long since chilled. They were ready to go to their cells—and many stirred to follow the order.
 
         They didn’t have a chance. Stoneface gave a signal. Without warning, the rifles and shotguns began firing and the bullets fell like rain. The shotgun pellets percolated patches of lawn. Some men were swatted down, as if struck by an unseen fist, and the others dived for the ground though it offered no protection.
 
         A window above Ron’s head disintegrated and a rattle like a handful of pebbles came from nearby. He found himself on the pavement, and Earl was chanting, “Shit, shit, shit….”
 
         The gunfire echoed from the walls. It seemed to go on forever, but it actually lasted just thirty seconds. When it stopped, the silence exaggerated the moans of the injured and the cries of frantic sea gulls beating through the mackeral sky.
 
         Every convict except one was face down on the earth, and the exception was running doubled over holding his belly where he’d been shot.
 
         Stoneface raised the bullhorn: “You have thirty seconds to form on the outfield grass.”
         
 
         No defiant yells answered the order; men were hurrying, but under their breaths they cursed and their eyes were filled with bitter hate.
 
         The tactical squad, highway patrolmen, and other guards had been waiting in the wings. They carried clubs, pick handles, shotguns, and cans of mace. As they closed around the convicts, Stoneface spoke again, ordering them to strip to their underwear. Everyone complied; the choice was between that or more bullets. A dozen men were still down on the grass and dirt, some moving, some not. One was missing the back of his head. The sea gulls were swooping down to scavenge what had sprayed from his skull.
         
 
         Now the convicts were driven up the stairs in a line—or a chaotic stream. It was a driven stampede of seminaked bodies. Guards and patrolmen were on the flanks, jabbing with clubs and shotgun butts. The guards, terrified earlier by the mass beast, now gave vent to the rage engendered by that terror. Many who were usually decent turned brutal. Any convict who faltered was immediately attacked.
 
         Earl lost his friends and his senses. He struggled to keep his feet and push forward. Once he slipped to a knee on the stairs and a highway patrolman’s shotgun butt crashed into his spine, making him yelp involuntarily and sending him upward despite the pain. He wanted to fight, but it wasn’t worth the consequences.
 
         In the cellhouses the men ran single-file up the stairs to the tiers. The police swung clubs as they went by. When one went down, he was beaten for faltering.
 
         Earl got into his cell, fell on the bunk, panting and sweating. After a few minutes be began to laugh. “It sure as fuck broke the monotony,” he said, laughing again.
 
         
             

         
 
         An hour later the San Francisco radio stations gave news bulletins the convicts could hear on their earphones. Officials reported that four inmates had been slain and nineteen injured in a racial altercation between neo-Nazi white inmates and black militants. The situation was now under control with all inmates in their cells. Ringleaders were being isolated, and there would be an investigation.
         
 
         All during the afternoon and evening Earl heard security bars being raised and cell doors being unlocked, and then the dull sound of blows and falling bodies. Sometimes pleas of “No more,” or from guards, “Asshole troublemaking nigger … how tough are you?” And more blows.
 
         A hundred men were rounded up, three quarters of them black. Some went to the Adjustment Center, others to “B” Section segregation. The two hundred prisoners already in “B” Section heard the beatings and went berserk, smashing toilets by lighting fires underneath the porcelain and kicking it; the toilets collapsed. They hurled the chunks through the bars. They burned mattresses, tore bunks from bolts on the walls. One young queen and his jocker in adjacent cells used the bunks to dig through the five inches of concrete separating them. Guards couldn’t go down the tiers to count because the convicts hurled jars against the bars, spewing out glass shrapnel. Firehoses and tear gas were turned on them—“B” Section was a mass of burned, waterlogged mattresses, broken beds, shattered windows, singed paint, fragmented toilets, and miserably wet convicts. Only the Queen and her jocker were happy.
         
 
         No food was served the first day. Late the following afternoon, two cold sandwiches were passed to each man. This went on for two more days, and then the prisoners were unlocked for “controlled” feeding twice a day, fifty men at a time, under the watchful eyes of many guards. Black and white convicts eyed each other with every feeling except affection, but the security was too tight for any incidents.
         
 
         The next morning a few convicts in key job assignments were let out. Earl was still under the blankets, drinking coffee and smoking, when Lieutenant Seeman appeared outside the bars, hat cocked, hands jammed into the deep pockets of a long green coat.
 
         “Hey, bum, ready to go to work?” Seeman asked, simultaneously looking up and down the tier. Seeing nobody, he fished a carton of Camels from his coat pocket and pitched it through the bars onto the bunk.
         
 
         Earl sat up, took the cigarettes, but said nothing; no thanks were called for. “How many are coming out?”
 
         “Just a few today—captain’s clerk, kitchen workers—a few of them the officer’s dining room crew. Fitz, of course. But I can pull you out if you want.”
 
         “Naw, boss. I’ll wait for tomorrow. It’d ruin my image to be among the first unlocked after what happened down there.”
 
         “Wasn’t that a—” Seeman finished with a snort of angry disgust. “If they had an investigation … Kittredge and I were just going to go down. We knew everybody was frozen and wanted to go in. I was so goddamned mad I almost forget myself. I mean … hell, I can see coming down as hard as necessary if someone needs it, but shooting into unarmed men who weren’t doing a goddamned thing except burning a couple of wooden benches … I better be quiet or I’ll get mad again.”
         
 
         “I’ll come out tomorrow if there’s a few others. What’re you doin’ here during the day?”
 
         “Making lots of overtime. A lot of people are doing it the last few days. A prison can’t run without convicts working.”
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The men who ran the prison from air-conditioned offices beyond the walls, the men with faces never seen by the convicts, decided that the weekend was a good time to unlock the cells. The press had forgotten the riot within days, and now two weeks had passed. The honor cellhouses and necessary workers had been on normal schedule for several days without trouble. The known agitators were in segregation. Bonnie and Clyde was the scheduled weekend movie, and the officials knew that nothing pacifies a convict more than a good movie.
         
 
         Ron came out for breakfast with everyone else. Jan the Actress had been going to work after three days of lockup, and Ron had enjoyed the daylight hours of solitude. He’d ceased minding about the lockdown, though if it had gone on for months, he would have. Even before the Monday of madness, he had preferred cell time accompanied by books, letters, and thoughts to the crowded yard, where he felt out of place and on display. The mass violence had reinforced his aversion, not so much when it happened, because the episode was too swift for more than survival reaction, but rather after the shock evaporated and he knew the security of his cell. The animalistic screams, the racial epithets, rose anonymously from the honeycomb of cells and made Ron think of wild beasts snarling in their cages. His contempt for stupidity and his sympathy for the oppressed condition of black people in America had both been overwhelmed by fear. During the lockup, he had to pass along the tier between groups of young blacks. He could feel their hatred as if it were radiant heat. He averted his eyes, stomach upset, and in the cell’s sanctuary his fear was the acorn from which grew the oak of hate—and he disliked feeling that hate. He disliked the entire idiocy of prison and tried to hide from it.
         
 
         On Saturday, however, he came out. Staying in would have attracted attention, probably from the guards, who would think he had trouble, certainly from convicts who would sense his fear, evalu ate it as weakness and try to exploit it. When he entered the yard from the mess hall nearly four thousand convicts milled in the canyon between the cellhouses. The pale green walls were washed in a hot butterscotch sun. His eyes squinted and tried to focus in the glare. He’d expected a tense silence after the weeks of lockup, especially since the last meeting of black and white convicts had been so furious, but instead he was engulfed by the sound of hilarity, the voices had the timber of a party, and rock and roll music came from the speakers. The faces were bright and animated, though somewhat pasty from weeks of lockup. Friends who hadn’t seen each other during the lockdown slapped each other on the back, hugged, and laughed. The only visible signs of the recent trouble were three extra riflemen and the voluntary segregation of the blacks on the northeast quarter of the yard.
 
         Ron moved with his eyes down, avoiding collisions, looking around for a familiar face. Everyone else seemed to have a friend or to belong to a group. Ron had brought a paperback book along in case he didn’t find one of his few friends. Jan the Actress stood in the sun with two other queens. Ron circled the trio. He was also watching for Psycho Mike and his gang; again in the hope of avoiding them.
 
         “Hey, young ’un,” someone called right beside him. He turned and there was Earl Copen five feet away. The older convict was seated on the concrete abutment to which the weather shed’s pillar was attached. He wore a faded navy blue sweatshirt, its sleeves raggedly amputated above the elbow. He needed a shave everywhere but on his head. The chin stubble was gray, but the bare skull gleamed from a film of oil. His ugly face had an infectiously warm smile, and his eyes were alert. Ron instantly recalled his resolve about Copen, and the stories Jan had told. Simultaneously, his sense of lonesomeness evaporated. He went over. Earl seemed the most relaxed person in the prison yard.
         
 
         “See you survived the shitstorm,” Earl said.
 
         “It was shaky.”
 
         “This the first time you’ve been out?”
 
         “Uh-huh. I didn’t mind it, though. What’s out here?”
 
         “Just hairy-assed convicts.” Earl looked at him more closely.
 
         “You need some sun.”
 
         Ron looked down, ignored the comment. “When did you get out?”
 
         “Fuck, last week. Me, I’m an honor inmate.”
 
         The laconic way Earl spoke rather than the words gave his speech humor, human warmth. In coming months Ron would learn that Earl had several vocabularies and selected the one he wanted according to whom he was talking to and what it was about. He could use this soft, twangy voice and exaggerate it to buffoonery—or, he could give off the obscenely vicious radiations of a rabid doberman. When he talked about law or literature, he used perfect diction, a mellifluous voice, and precise phrase selection. Relaxed and friendly now, he was interested in the younger man, but not too much. He was offhand rather than intense. When he learned that Ron was assigned to the industrial area—at two cents an hour—he asked if he liked the job.
 
         “Christ, no! But that’s where classification put me. What can—” Ron tossed a shoulder to end the explanation.
 
         “If it’s worth a pack of Camels, go to sick call on Monday. Ask for a convict clerk named McGee. He’s just inside the door in the clinic … a big dude about forty with gray hair. He’ll get you a medical lay-in for thirty days. Actually, for a carton a month you never have to work. But it’s best to get something. Where you work is half the secret of doing easy time.”
 
         “The other half?”
 
         “Where you live.”
 
         “What’s the guy’s name?”
         
 
         “McGee. Ivan McGee.”
 
         The old con and the youngster stood talking in the shadow of the shed, indistinguishable from the teeming four thousand, two voices lost in the sea of sound. Ron was articulate when he had something to say, but he was not by nature loquacious, and in this unfamiliar environment he had become even more reticent. Not until later did he realize that Earl had him talking easily, about his case, about Pamela, about his situation. Forgotten was the discomfiture, the sense of being out of place. Earl seemed interested in his success in narcotics trafficking, and he told with some pride how he’d started selling ten-dollar bags and expanded until he was rich within a year. It was delicious to recall those days of glory. He knew that he’d made more money as a criminal than ninety-eight percent of those around him, men he now had to fear. Earl’s face indicated his interest. Once he corrected Ron about prison ethics. Ron used the term “inmate,” Earl cut in: “Uh-uh, brother. An ‘inmate’ is a weak, sniveling punk. It’s an insult. ‘Convict’ is the term that solid dudes prefer.” This correction was the first tiny lesson, gently given, the forerunner of many.
         
 
         The lower yard opened and the press of bodies lessened as men went down to sit in the bleachers, lie on the grass, play handball and horseshoes, or strum guitars. The canteen lines were running. And men came from the crowd around the canteen carrying pillowslips of commissary.
 
         Paul Adams and Bad Eye came up. The latter had two brown bags from which the tops of milk cartons peeked out. Paul had an open quart of buttermilk and a sack of tortilla chips. He and Bad Eye glanced at Ron with momentary curiosity, nodded a greeting. He remembered them from the lower yard during the riot, but didn’t recall Bad Eye’s name. Paul’s he remembered; the whitehaired man stood out among the youths even more than Earl did.
 
         The new arrivals aborted the conversation. Ron hadn’t realized how much he was enjoying himself talking to Earl. He now experi enced a momentary pique.
         
 
         Earl offered Ron the sack of chips and buttermilk, but Ron made a wry face and turned them down. “Buttermilk, blah.”
         
 
         “There’s sweet rolls and regular milk,” Bad Eye offered, indicating the sack.
 
         “No, thank you,” Ron said.
 
         “Go ahead,” Bad Eye said, voice rising.
 
         “Hold on, young ’un,” Paul said, pursing his mouth and shaking his head. “You always wanna force a dude to take a gift. Maybe he isn’t hungry.”
 
         “I’m not,” Ron said.
 
         “Don’t turn it down if you are,” Bad Eye said. Then to Earl. “C’mon, we gotta get to the gym. Brother T is holding some weights and there’s some brew in the equipment room. He’ll be madder’n a Jap if we don’t show pretty soon.”
 
         “Wanna smoke some grass?” Earl asked Ron.
 
         “No thanks. I would, but I’ve got to see somebody up here in a few minutes.”
 
         “Suit yourself.” He slapped Bad Eye on the back and they turned to go.
 
         Watching the figures leave, Ron felt a mingled sense of loss and jealousy because they belonged and he didn’t. For lack of anything else to do, he wandered under the high weather shed where a dozen convicts had spread newspapers and laid out scores of paperback books for the weekly exchange. They would also sell them for a pack of cigarettes for two, sometimes only one, depending on the title and condition.
 
         Ron was looking down at the books when someone touched his shoulder. He turned—and so did his stomach. Psycho Mike faced him, the swarthy face devoid of expression except for the maliciously glittering eyes. Ron fought back the surge of dismay, knowing that any sign of weakness would magnetize aggression. The surprise wiped out his resolve to bluff, and then fight if necessary.
         
 
         “You been duckin’ me, ése,” Psycho said.
         
 
         “We were locked up until this morning,” Ron said.
 
         The Puerto Rican nodded, but he hadn’t been listening, didn’t care; his mind was locked on its own intentions. The crowd was close around them, and he was keyed up and fidgety.
         
 
         “C’mon, ése. I wanna talk to you. You got a problem.”
         
 
         Psycho Mike jerked his head and made his way through the crowd, but watched Ron from the corner of his eye in animal wariness. Ron followed unprotesting, thoughts twisting, conscious of weakness in his legs, resenting the peremptory order and yet afraid to balk. Maybe he could avoid trouble.
         
 
         They approached the mess hall wall where there were fewer convicts. Some of Psycho Mike’s friends were spread along the wall, faces set in permanent masks of toughness, watching the two men approach. Psycho Mike stopped just beyond the hearing of his friends.
 
         “Some guy’s talkin’ bad about you,” Psycho Mike said.
 
         “Who’s that?”
 
         “Some white dude in the West block … says you’re a rat.”
 
         The word fell like an electrical charge, as terrible an accusation to a convict as a death sentence, and virtually the same. “That’s crazy! It isn’t true!” Then indignation was overcome by fear. “I don’t even know anybody here,” he croaked.
 
         “I don’ know, mon … but we gotta see him … get it straight. Like, if you are a rat and you been hurtin’ my name by hangin’ around me …” The words trailed off into silent threat while he nodded his head for emphasis.
 
         “Well … it’s a mistake. How do we see him? I don’t want my name fucked over.”
 
         “We’ll go over to the West block after lunch. I told him I’d bring you.” The words were cold with menace.
 
         “The West block is out of bounds. Can’t we get him out here on the yard?”
 
         Psycho Mike shook his head. “No, we gotta go over there after lunch. The regular bull on the mess hall gate gets relieved and doesn’t know who lives over there.”
 
         Ron’s sightless eyes were on his shoetops, and his lips sucked together as if they’d been touched by a persimmon, but the expression hid his overpowering sense of being trapped. His hands were jammed in his pockets and were wet with sweat. Temporarily forgotten was his loathing of Psycho Mike.
         
 
         Convicts sauntered by, going about their own business, and Mike’s cohorts eyed the conversation they couldn’t hear. Ron looked up, and despite his dilemma, or perhaps because it made him more acute, he was struck by the drab monochromatic colors—dull green buildings, dead blue denims. The lack of sun made everything gray.
 
         They stood speechless for a minute, Ron looking away but aware of Psycho Mike’s stare. Then police whistles blew, indicating it was time to form up lines for lunch or clear the area. Those who weren’t eating could go to the other side of the yard or the lower yard. A guard came along, shooing convicts like chickens.
 
         “Let’s go eat,” Psycho Mike said.
 
         Ron accepted the trek to the West cellhouse, but he rebelled against eating with the man. “I don’t feel like it. I’m going to walk around the lower yard, get myself together. I’ll meet you after lunch.”
 
         “Up here. You be up here.” The threat beneath the order was open.
 
         As Ron went down the stairs he looked over the field where bullets had rained the last time he’d seen it. Now a cheering crowd of several hundred convicts watched an intramural football game. Cleats dug into grass stained with blood, and Ron was amazed at how quickly convicts forget. He heard music from a jazz group. In the distance Mount Tamalpais was crowned with cumulus.
 
         Ron didn’t know what to do. He had no reason to doubt Psycho Mike’s story, though it was utterly unreasonable. He didn’t know anyone in the West cellhouse. He wondered if the narcotic agents had set him up. They’d offered him a soft deal if he cooperated and were enraged when he’d refused. No, that was crazy. It was just a mistake and would be corrected when he saw the man. Yet what if the man persisted? Ron knew the code required him to make the man retract or else do him violence, in a kind of trial by force. Without a retraction or a stabbing, the accusation would be taken as true. He would be a reviled outcast and someone—a twenty-year-old psychopath craving a reputation—might run a shiv into his spine. He could go to the yard office and ask to be locked up, but that would be taken as a confession.
         
 
         He found himself at the gymnasium door when what had been lurking in the back of his mind surfaced. He’d put the story before Earl, ask advice. He wouldn’t ask for help, but he knew that he was hoping for it.
 
         The gymnasium, the prison’s newest building, had a guard inside the door checking privilege cards. As Ron held his card out for inspection, he scanned the vast room. Tall, supple blacks in red gym shorts were playing half-court basketball. Chicanos and whites were watching games inside the two four-wall handball courts. The weightlifting platforms were filled with workout groups, each one with three or four men. Ron saw T.J., remembered the craggy face from the laundry during the strike. Now the weightlifter was barechested, his muscles pumped up and flushed with blood. His massive arms were marred with jailhouse tattoos. He was sitting on the end of a padded bench, two other men with him. He sprawled back, raised his arms to where a rack held an Olympic weight bar, on each end of the bar five forty-five-pound wheels. It totaled well over four hundred pounds. The two assistants lifted the weight from the rack and held it until T.J.’s extended hands had a grip. “Okay,” he said. They let go. The weight came down, went back up with seeming ease, descended again, and then rose slowly, the great arms quivering for a second until the elbows locked firm. The two men took it away and put it on the rack. Ron exhaled, realizing he’d been holding his breath.
         
 
         “Get on, Superhonky,” an onlooker said, bringing a grin and a wink from T.J. as he swung up to his feet, arms extended from his sides, the blood vessels on his shoulder caps swollen into hard ridges.
 
         Ron went up on the platform, through the groups of men. T.J. saw him coming and gave an impassive nod of recognition.
 
         “Where’s Earl?” Ron asked.
 
         “They’re all up in the equipment room,” T.J. said. “An’ they’re up to no good.” When Ron hesitated, T.J. jerked with his head and pointed with his eyes toward a wide mezzanine at the far end of the gym. A third of it was wired off with heavy mesh and here were stored football and baseball uniforms. The rest of the mezzanine was a television viewing area.
         
 
         Skirting the basketball court, Ron went up the stairs and rattled the door by banging on the mesh with the heel of his hand. The inside of the area was invisible because the uniform racks were set to hide it.
 
         A slender Chicano, shirtless and barechested except for a dangling medallion, appeared from behind the uniforms. His visage was thin, ferretlike, but his hazel eyes were ready for quick laughter. Before Ron could speak, the Chicano called back over his own shoulder, “Earl, that youngster is here.”
 
         The reply was inaudible, but the Chicano unfastened the lock and opened the door. Behind the uniforms was an area with a Ping-Pong table and chairs. Half a dozen convicts were spread around, and a sweet alcohol odor came from a plastic mattress cover on the table. It was loaded with liquid and the pulp of oranges and its folded mouth stood upright. Paul Adams was dipping a gallon can inside and pouring the contents into a plastic tumbler. He handed the can to the shirtless Chicano who’d opened the door.
         
 
         “Hot Vito, baby,” said Bad Eye from a corner. “Don’t get too drunk. You’re too smooth to lose your senses.”
 
         “Man,” Paul said. “Hot V’s got a prick like a horse. You’d better not mess with him. Show him, V.”
 
         Vito grinned impishly but said nothing. He was too busy drinking.
 
         Earl Copen was on a chair tilted against the one solid wall, a coffee jar filled with home brew in his hand. “Yeah, remember Vito put that sissy in the hospital with a split asshole last year.”
 
         “You motherfuckers got dirty minds,” Vito said.
 
         Bad Eye was at the brew sack. He glanced to Ron, who stood just inside the room. “Want some? It’s pretty fuckin’ good hooch.”
 
         Ron shook his head, feeling ill at ease and out of place. These were volatile men, and half-drunk more unpredictable than usual. Yet there was apparently no resentment at his presence. Nobody looked at him with hostility. He caught Earl’s eye and motioned that he wanted to talk. Earl thunked the chair down and followed Ron outside. The room was noisy behind them.
         
 
         “I’d like to borrow a knife,” Ron said without preamble.
 
         “Whoa!” Earl said, holding up both hands. “Not so fast. I can’t give you a piece if I don’t know who it’s for. I gave one to a guy once and he stabbed a couple of my friends in the Mexican Brotherhood. And they might’ve wanted to kill me if they found out … even though I didn’t know. What is it? Psycho Mike making trouble?”
 
         “No, not him directly, but—” And Ron told the story, at first hesitant and stilted, but then in a rush. Earl listened with the wisp of a smile, but his eyes drew narrower and the flesh around them flickered.
 
         When Ron finished, he became aware that Bad Eye’s face was at the wire on the door, like a fish at the glass of an aquarium. He’d been listening unnoticed.
 
         “I know I’ve got to stop that kind of talk,” Ron finished.
 
         “Think he’s needin’ a knife, Bad Eye?” Earl asked.
 
         “Yeah … to stick in that greasy Puerto Rican for tryin’ that stale ass game.”
 
         Earl looked Ron directly in the eye. “They want to trick you over to the West block. There’s just one bull in the whole building. They were going to pull you in a cell and rape you.”
 
         Ron colored, furious at such treachery and embarrassed at his own gullibility.
 
         “It’s no big thing,” Earl said. “Lemme go talk to the dude.”
 
         The burden on Ron was lightened, but he didn’t want to involve Earl, and he didn’t want to be obligated. Not knowing what to say or what he wanted, Ron didn’t answer.
 
         “Stay here,” Earl said.
 
         “I don’t want you to fight my battles for me.”
 
         “I’m not, man. If I thought I was going to have trouble, I wouldn’t go. But he’s playing a game and I’ve been playing games around here for eighteen hard years. It’s easier if you’re not on the scene.”
         
 
         “I’m goin’,” Bad Eye said.
 
         “Fuck you,” Earl said with an affectionate grin. “You’re drunk and you get too extreme even when you’re sober. We don’t want a war over some bullshit.”
 
         “He might not like you gettin’ involved.”
 
         “I’ll take Superhonky. And Ponchie, if I can find him—just to stand in the background and look tough. If we’re gonna have some trouble, you’ll be there—’cause I know you ain’t gonna let nothin’ happen to me. I raised your ass.”
 
         When Earl went down the mezzaine stairs, Bad Eye asked Ron if he wanted to go inside. Ron declined.
 
         Inside, Bad Eye repeated the story to Paul and Vito.
 
         “Is Earl tryin’ to fuck that kid?” Vito asked.
 
         “Naw,” Paul said. “He might think he wants to, but he won’t turn him out. Earl hasn’t got any dog like that in him. What’s happened is that kid’s found a friend.”
 
         “Shit!” Bad Eye said. “Earl’s an old snake in the grass.”
 
         “Hold it! He befriended you when you were just a shaver.”
 
         “I was a tush hog and a bully when I was a baby.”
 
         “Okay, tush hog … but it’s still not a smart move for Earl. Someone that young and good-looking is a time bomb around here. There’s a lot of animals here. There’s some crazy motherfuckers here—”
 
         “We’re crazy as anybody,” Bad Eye said.
 
         “Right … but you know there’s nobody that strong here. We don’t know every maniac. I mean … you know what I mean.”
         
 
         They knew—any fool can kill you.
 
         
             

         
 
         Psycho Mike and his retinue were among the last to leave the mess hall. Despite the bright day, their jacket collars were turned up. They slouched along in arrogant toughness.
 
         But a viper gives no warning, Earl thought, and a coral snake is pretty. He was standing nearby, leaning on a steel pillar of the shed, while T.J. and Ponchie stood twenty yards away in feigned nonchalant conversation.
         
 
         Earl strolled casually toward Psycho Mike’s group, thinking that these kids had seen too many motorcycle movies. He kept his hands exposed to show he wasn’t armed—though he wouldn’t have put his hand under his clothes even if he was; that showed the hole card. He was thinking that he would have to be delicate, imply the threat without showing it, be careful not to upset insecure egos. He wanted to get through without violence—not that he was afraid of violence when necessary, but he did want to get out of prison one more time without having to break out.
         
 
         Psycho Mike’s eyes were on him; his face was hard and he’d noticed Earl’s allies, though they were giving no indication that they were involved.
 
         “Excuse me, Mike,” Earl said. “I need to talk to you.” He angled between Psycho Mike and the gang, separating them, and then eased away a few steps. Mike stepped with him, warily.
 
         “I heard about that guy in the West block putting a jacket on Ron.”
 
         “So, ése?”
         
 
         “So it’s bullshit.”
 
         “He’s gotta do something about it. It makes me look bad.”
 
         “I know it isn’t true … and the kid is ready to cut the guy’s head off. He’s got a shiv.” Earl paused, noted the flicker of surprise in Mike’s eyes. “Personally, I don’t want to see him get in trouble. Both of us are his friends. We can go over and see the dude … do whatever has to be done. Maybe you’re not that involved … I dunno. If you’re not, tell me who the dude is and T.J. and Ponchie and me’ll go see him.”
         
 
         Earl spoke with such sincerity that Psycho Mike was confused. He couldn’t be sure it was a ploy, and his scheme shriveled up. He was not afraid of Earl, whom he didn’t really know and thought was too old to be tough, but he knew of T.J. and Ponchie and the White and Mexican Brotherhoods. Psycho Mike’s ego would have required that he make a stand in a straightforward power play, but Earl’s strategy left him an out.
 
         “Whaddya think?” Earl asked.
         
 
         “We don’t have to do that. I’ll see the guy and pull him up. I thought something was funny ’cause he’s from Sacramento, not L.A. He’s got Ron mixed up with somebody.”
 
         “I’ll really appreciate that, bro’,” Earl said. “I’d hate to see serious trouble over nothing.”
 
         Psycho Mike grunted noncommittally. He’d been outmaneuvered and was certain Earl had the same plans he had for the youth. Why else would a hardrock con put himself out on a limb for a pretty kid?
         
 
         Earl didn’t know what his intentions were about Ron, nor why he’d become involved. He would have snorted derisively at the mention of altruism and become irritable if accused of trying to make the kid a queen. At the moment, however, he was giddy from relaxed tension. He walked down the stairs between his friends, patted Ponchie on the back and thanked him for coming along. They’d known each other since juvenile hall but were in different groups, and Ponchie was under no obligation to get involved in Earl’s problems.
 
         “You didn’t need me, carnal. You could bust a foot in all their asses.”
         
 
         “Maybe … but sometimes it’s better to be a fox than a lion. You being there cinched the domino that we’d skate without a shitstorm.”
         
 
         When they reached the lower yard, Ponchie went off toward where some Chicanos were gathered around a trio with guitars singing rancheros.
         
 
         “That guy’s all right,” T.J. said.
 
         “Solid and game,” Earl said. “But he gets wilder as he gets older. He was cooler when he was twenty-two.”
 
         “Fuck, they made him a mad dog in these places. Happens all the time.”
 
         “Sometimes you’re pretty perspicacious, old country boy.”
 
         “What the hell does ‘pers-shit’ mean?”
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         When they pushed through the gymnasium door and turned right, they saw Paul, Bad Eye, Vito, and Ron being marched down the mezzanine stairs by three guards, the last guard carrying the sack of home brew over his shoulder. Some of the other convicts in the gym stopped to watch the bust. A few scattered catcalls rang out, but they were more for form’s sake than out of real indignation.
         
 
         As prisoners and guards crossed the basketball court and headed toward the door, Earl and T.J. had to step aside to let them pass. Paul was first, strolling hip, as if the guards didn’t exist. He shrugged as he passed. Vito was next, still smiling mischievously. He winked. Bad Eye, however, was flushed and glowering. “These assholes say I’m drunk,” he said as he went by. Ron was last, his face grim, but he nodded recognition with the shadow of a smile.
 
         “That other mess is square,” Earl said to Ron.
 
         “Don’t talk to ’em, Earl,” the guard with the sack said, a pudgy little sergeant with tufts of booger-encrusted hair coming from his nose. He was notorious for his halitosis and for snitching on other guards. He loathed influential convicts like Earl.
 
         T.J., who shared a cell with Bad Eye, said, “Well, damn, leastways I can jack off in peace for a few days.”
 
         “Yeah, they’ll be out in a week. I wonder why they busted Ron. He wasn’t even in there when we split. He wasn’t in the jug.”
 
         “Man, you’re gettin’ like a father. He can do a week in the hole. What the fuck. It’ll do him good.”
 
         “Yeah, I guess.” But Earl was thinking of Ron’s court situation, that the judge was going to call him back, and although this was a trivial infraction, it was a bad way to begin. Moreover, the intercession with Psycho Mike seemed to have created responsibility; having helped once, he was obliged for some reason to help again—if he could. If it was only some other fuckin’ sergeant, he thought. He could influence some old-time guards, and others could be influenced by Seeman. But some would take pleasure in thwarting him, and would like to lock him up if they could catch him.
         
 
         T.J. had wandered to the weight platform where he got an eyewitness report of the bust. Someone must have snitched because the sergeant and two guards had headed directly for the equipment room. Ron Decker had been sitting at the head of the stairs, and as the guards crossed the gym, he’d gotten up and knocked on the wire. He’d been arrested as the lookout.
         
 
         Earl snorted and shook his head. “It was a classy move, but futile. They couldn’t have stashed that much booze in thirty seconds.”
 
         “He did what he was supposed to. I kind of respect him.”
 
         “So did the Light Brigade … Aw, fuck, maybe I can do something, not for the fellas. They’re dead.”
         
 
         “I oughta hit you in your chest. You’re schemin’ on that boy … an’ you’re goin’ to a lot of trouble. We can just rip him off. He sho’ nuff is purty. I wouldn’t mind … ummmph.”
 
         “Now, boy, you ain’t gonna do that,” Earl said, but his tone erased any order from his words. T.J. loved Earl, would do anything for him, including murder, but to be ordered by anyone to do or not to do something was an automatic cause for rebellion. Earl was the same way, but the years had smoothed his rough edges; he could usually hide his feelings from the guards, and his friends didn’t give orders. All of them had the same view of authority.
 
         “So what’re you gonna do, suck his prick?”
 
         “He couldn’t come anything but honey, pretty as he is.”
 
         “You’ve got enough time in where you’ve got a license.”
 
         “It’s always all right if it’s true love and you don’t get caught and ruin your image.” Earl barely thought of his words; they were part of a standard routine about prison sex. It was a jocular credo that after one year behind walls it was permissible to kiss a kid or a queen. After five years it was okay to jerk them off to “get ’em hot.” After ten years, “making tortillas” or “flip-flopping” was acceptable, and after twenty years anything was fine. So the banter said. It was not a true reflection of the ethos, which condemned anything that didn’t ignore male physiology. It did, however, reflect a general cynicism about roles played in the privacy of a cell. Too many tough guys were caught in flagrante delicto.
         
 
         Earl thought about what might be done. Fitz would type the disciplinary reports in the yard office. After the sergeant signed, he or Fitz could steal them back. It was often done on small offenses where the particular guard didn’t check the results of the disciplinary hearing. Sometimes the clerk just “misplaced” them, so if there was an outcry, he could simply take them out of a drawer or discover them lost in other papers on his desk. The flaws here were twofold: This sergeant would check to see what had happened, and all four men were in segregation.
         
 
         Maybe Seeman could talk the sergeant into quashing the report? No, the sergeant was under Lieutenant Hodges’s supervision.
 
         “What we need is a postponement,” Earl said; then noticed that T.J. was gone. Looking around, Earl saw him burying punches into the heavy sandbag. He wore no gloves and his knuckles would soon be raw meat. Nobody would mistake him for Sugar Ray Robinson, but his hands were blurs and the punches devastating.
 
         When T.J. came back, he asked, “What now?”
 
         “Got any dope?”
 
         “Nope, no dope. Some weed, but they want to sell it—to us. That’s insultin’. I’d rather sniff some glue.”
         
 
         “You and Paul and Bad Eye.”
 
         “Let’s go outside and play some handball. I can beat your big ass at that—especially when you’re all puffed up.”
 
         “You do okay for an ol’ man. But I’ll kick your ass today.”
 
         “Okay, Muscles, get your glove. Be on the court when I get back.”
 
         “Where you goin’?”
 
         “I got an idea to get Ronnie out of—”
 
         “Ronnie! Sheeit!”
         
 
         “Fuck you,” Earl said, grinning as he pushed out of the gym.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As Earl came around the corner and saw the yard office, he remembered that Big Rand was on vacation for a week. The guard had confided that he was going to Tahoe without his wife to meet a secretary from the outside administration building.
         
 
         “I wish the big slob was here,” Earl said to himself. Instead, Joe Pepper, nicknamed Deputy Dog by the convicts, was on duty. Rather, his feet were on the desk, soles worn through. He was all cop in attitude, but not that dangerous because he was lazy and dumb. He thought Earl Copen was a model convict.
 
         As Earl went inside he saw the bad-breathed sergeant at the desk in the lieutenant’s office, scribbling his report on a yellow tablet. Fitz was typing and didn’t see Earl, who looked over the day clerk’s shoulder and saw he was working on minutes from the last Indian Cultural Club meeting. Earl leaned over and said, “Let’s go check the fishpond.”
 
         Fitz stayed out of trouble because he didn’t want to jeopardize his chances for parole. He wanted to get out and help his people. But he took vicarious pleasure in Earl’s intrigues. He put the cover on the typewriter and took a slice of dry bread from a drawer. He’d do his daily chore of feeding the fish while they talked.
 
         The pellets of bread plunked into the water, drawing the goldfish tribe, while Earl told him about his plan, clarifying the last touches in his mind as he talked. When he finished, he asked, “Think it’ll work?”
         
 
         Fitz nodded. “Probably. Things could go wrong, but they’d be bad luck. It’s really pretty slick. He’ll check the results, but he’ll never go back and see it’s a different report. If he does, we’re in deep shit. Try and stall the typing so he signs just before he goes off duty. But if you can’t, fuck it. The captain’s clerk will be on the lookout for it.”
         
 
         “You leave early,” Earl said. “I’ll come in at three.”
 
         
             

         
 
         In “B” Section the guards conducted a perfunctory body search, scarcely watching as the four convicts stripped and went through the ritual dance of showing cranny and orifice. One by one they were put in the first four holding cells on the bottom tier. In Ron’s cell there was a filthy striped mattress on the floor with two blankets in a tangle on top of it. Both the light fixture and the toilet had been torn from the wall, leaving scars of bare concrete around the holes. There was just enough light coming through the bars to be able to see. The top of a gallon can was covered with a magazine—the toilet. The sink was still in place, coated with grime. They must’ve forgotten it, Ron thought. He’d heard that the men in “B” Section had burned and destroyed their cells during the first night of the strike.
         
 
         As soon as the guards left, convicts came up to talk to Bad Eye, Vito, and Paul. They were men in segregation who were let out to work. Ron folded the blankets into a pillow and lay down. He could hear voices, snatches of words and frequent laughter. He wondered why he didn’t feel worse. He expected to be terribly depressed, but instead he felt empty. Maybe so much tension for so long sapped the capacity for emotions.
 
         “Hey, Ronnie,” Bad Eye called.
 
         For a moment Ron hesitated, disliking the diminutive; then Bad Eye called again and he answered, “Yeah.”
 
         “Are you all right?” Bad Eye asked.
 
         “I’m okay.”
 
         Several convicts walked by the cell, including some blacks with mean expressions. None said a word. In the jail they had usually tried to test him in some way, and even in prison a couple had approached him—and he met them with cold aloofness, seeing that it was really hostility rather than friendship. Now they just glanced in and kept going, and he sensed it was because he’d been arrested with Bad Eye and the others.
         
 
         A shirtless convict appeared, his bulky torso a collage of blue tattoos, many drawn as roughly as a first-grader’s picture. He pushed through a stack of magazines with a pack of cigarettes and matches on top. “Here you go, brother.”
 
         “Where’d these come from?”
 
         “From the Brotherhood—me. I’m with T.J. and Bad Eye. They call me Tank. How’s Earl?”
 
         Ron wondered how the man knew that he knew Earl. “He’s okay.”
 
         “Good dude. Got a lot of sense.” When everything was through the bars, Tank leaned against them and asked for a cigarette. “I didn’t bring any for myself.”
 
         Tank lit a cigarette and asked how long Ron had been in San Quentin. It was a conversation of introduction, slightly stilted but not uneasy. Then, somehow, Tank was telling his story. He’d escaped from reform school, where he’d been sent for chronic truancy, and stole a car. He was sent to a youth prison where he’d killed a man and been sentenced to death. After a year on Condemned Row, he’d gotten a new trial and pleaded guilty for a life sentence. He was now twenty-five years old, had been in jail for eleven years, the last six in segregation in Folsom and San Quentin. There was a forthright, almost childlike naïveté in his manner. A year ago the casual references to murder would have nonplussed Ron, caused a pang of fear. Now he felt sorry for the young man, who was his own age and both wiser and dumber than he, who knew nothing of life but prison, whose desires concerned prison, whose idea of freedom was to get out on the big yard with his “brothers.” He seemed to include Ron automatically in that circle, and somehow it made Ron feel good.
         
 
         “Do you need anything else?” he asked.
 
         “The mattress is filthy. Are there any sheets?”
 
         “You’re not supposed to have ’em down here on the bottom floor but I’ll bring some. Put the blanket over ’em. I’ll bring some coffee, too.”
         
 
         When Tank left, Ron flopped back on the mattress, feeling happy. He knew it was ridiculous to feel so good in the hole. Yet for the first time since his arrival, he felt accepted. He didn’t yet blend, but he felt stronger; it was good to have friends, to be liked, to belong, to have someone do something as simple as bringing cigarettes and coffee.
 
         A while later, when the workers were locked up for count, he talked to Paul, who explained that they would go to disciplinary court in the morning and would probably get five days.
 
         The evening meal was cold, but Ron was hungry and got it down. Then he leafed through the magazines, mostly old Playboys with the pictures of naked ingenues razor-bladed out. Several articles were interesting. He put his head against the bars to get the striped light on the pages.
         
 
         “B” Section was continuously in an uproar. Conversations were screamed from the fifth to the first tier, usually by means of a relay man. One had to yell to be heard in the next cell. Ron tried to block out the cacaphony and hoped it would quiet down later. He jerked, surprised, when someone ran up to his cell, blocking out the light.
 
         “Here,” the convict said, putting his hand through the bars and dropping something on the concrete floor. The figure was gone before Ron could see who it was. The “something” was a note wrapped in Scotch tape. Ron disgustedly began ripping the tape off; it was probably a sick proposition from some pervert. He’d already gotten such a note in his regular cell, asking him to tie a towel to the bars if he was interested.
 
         When he saw it was from Earl, he grinned at his own paranoia. It said:
 
         
            
               Make the D.C.
 
               read the report out
 
               loud and plead not
 
               guilty. Tell Paul I
 
               signed him up for A.A.

            

         
 
         Ron tore the note to pieces and turned to flush them before he saw the hole where the toilet should have been. He dropped the note into the can, which he held in one hand while he pissed into it. “If they want to fish it out of there, they’re welcome.” He wondered what Earl’s instructions meant. He didn’t bother to relay the rest of the message to Paul. It wasn’t worth fighting the din around him.
         
 
         After 10:30 the noise dropped a decibel or two, and from the morass of sound Ron began to recognize certain voices by timber and catch snatches of conversation. Above him, perhaps on the second tier, he picked up a gumboed black voice saying he’d like to kill all white babies, while his listener agreed it was the best way to handle the beasts—before they grew up. A year earlier Ron would have felt compassion for anyone so consumed by hate, and whenever whites casually used “nigger” he was irked. Now he felt tentacles of hate spreading through himself—and half an hour later he smiled when a batch of voices began chanting: “Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!” The chant drowned out everyone else for ten minutes, and when it finished there was a temporary calm in the storm of sound.
         
 
         “Brother James,” a Negro voice called. “Can you hear them white beasts?”
 
         “Yeah, brother … their time’s comin’.”
 
         “Your Aunt Jemima mammy’s time is comin’, coon.”
 
         “Listen to the beast, brother.”
 
         “He won’t give his name. What’s your name, honky?”
 
         “Call me Massa, uncle,” the voice said in gross parody of a southern sheriff. It elicited a cluster of white laughter.
         
 
         Ron’s fear-filled hate of the nearby black was suddenly overcome by disgust. This was sick. Two hundred men occupied the terraced cells, each cell as identical as the compartments of a honeycomb. Each man was worse off than a beast in a zoo, had less space—yet all these men did was hate and revile others who were equally outcast. Yet he knew he would say nothing, could say nothing, or the whites would tear him apart—and as for helping the blacks, he’d seen a white hippie in the jail be friendly. He’d been beaten and raped. It was an endemic disease, and he was catching it.
 
         Eventually Ron fell into a troubled sleep, thinking of Pamela, while the voices went on until the wee hours of morning.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         On the floor of “B” Section was a cinder block building that served as an office. The structure had had windows once upon a time, but too much falling glass had caused them to be replaced with sheet metal. The Disciplinary Committee met in the office.
 
         Ron and Bad Eye stood with a guard outside the door. Paul and Vito, who had already received seven-day sentences, were totally unconcerned as they went back to their cells.
 
         A voice from within called, “Decker.”
 
         Ron started to enter, but the guard stopped him and patted him down for weapons. In Soledad a convict had stepped into the Disciplinary Committee, pulled a knife, and dived across the desk to kill a program administrator.
 
         Three men sat behind a table, solemn as prelates in their cheap, unfashionable suits. On the table sat piled manila folders, each one containing a file. Ron’s name was on the thinnest file of all.
 
         “Sit down. Decker,” the center man said; his head seemed to grow neckless from his narrow shoulders. It was topped by thin gray hair cut high above the ears. His face was sallow and brown liquid eyes were magnified behind wire-rimmed glasses. A nameplate on his coat pocket said “A. R. Hosspack, Program Administrator,” and he was obviously in charge.
 
         As Ron edged around to sit gingerly on the straight-backed chair, he smelled cheap cologne. It was especially intense because he’d already become unaccustomed to such smells.
 
         A black lieutenant beside the program administrator found the right manila folder, opened it, and passed it to the center. The third man was younger, with much longer hair; he had no nameplate.
 
         “We have a disciplinary report here,” Hosspack said. “Do you want us to read it?”
 
         “Please,” Ron said.
 
         “You’re charged with D-eleven-fifteen, use of stimulants or sedatives. ‘On Saturday, February 1, while on duty as lower yard sergeant, the writer made a routine patrol of the inmate gym and found inmate DECKER at the top of the mezzanine stairs near the equipment-room door. On entry to the equipment room, the writer found several inmates drunk and in possession of five gallons of home brew (see supplementary reports). The writer believes Decker was keeping lookout.’”
         
 
         Ron was astounded. Missing was the crucial fact that he’d pounded on the door and warned those inside. Earl had somehow …
 
         “How do you plead?” Hosspack asked.
 
         “Not guilty. I—” He let it hang.
 
         “But the report is accurate,” said the third man. “You don’t find anything false in it, do you?” His voice had an effeminate shrillness, a bitchiness, as did his hand movement as he spoke. Ron was to learn that most convicts, themselves grossly masculine in every phrase and motion, thought he was a queen.
 
         “It’s accurate, but I wasn’t a lookout. I was just up there to watch television when they turned it on.” Ron spread his hands palms up, for emphasis. He nearly believed the lie. “There’s no connection with me and whatever was going on.”
 
         The black lieutenant seemed to nod, as if believing. Hosspack hadn’t looked up while Ron spoke. The program administrator was reading the file. “You’ve only been here a month,” he said, sliding the file to his younger colleague. “You’re doing a lot of time.”
 
         “Yes, sir,” Ron said.
 
         “Step outside,” Hosspack said. “We’ll discuss it.”
 
         Ron stepped out and closed the door.
 
         “What happened?” Bad Eye asked.
 
         “No talking,” the guard said before Ron could answer. So Ron tossed a shoulder to show he didn’t know.
 
         In less than two minutes his name was called and he went back in, sitting down when the lieutenant nodded at the chair.
 
         “We’re going to find you not guilty,” Hosspack said. “We just don’t have enough here to do otherwise.”
 
         Hosspack shrugged off the gratitude, dropped his pencil on the table, and webbed his hands behind his head, all the while studying Ron from behind the glasses with his liquid brown eyes.
 
         “How old are you?” Hosspack asked.
         
 
         “Twenty-five.”
 
         “You look younger. Are you having any trouble? Anybody putting pressure on you?”
 
         For a second Ron wondered if they knew about Psycho Mike, but realized Hosspack only knew how things were likely to be in prison. Ron shook his head. “No, sir.”
 
         “That’s strange,” Hosspack said.
 
         “We’ve got a lot of animals here,” the black lieutenant said. “They’ll eat you alive.”
 
         “I do my own time,” Ron said, knowing do your own time was the ultimate prison maxim for both convicts and officials.
         
 
         “You know what we’re referring to, don’t you?” said the younger man.
 
         “I’ve been warned about it ever since I was in jail.” Smiling, he added half-facetiously, “I think it’s exaggerated.”
 
         “No, it isn’t exaggerated,” Hosspack said. “I’ve worked twenty years in these places and I’ve seen thousands of cases. Don’t accept favors … get obligated.”
 
         “I’ve heard about that, too,” Ron said, thinking of the old con in the jail.
 
         “There’s also the San Quentin cross,” the lieutenant said. “First you get a friend. He doesn’t make advances. Then you get pressure from somewhere else, maybe a gang. They want to start trouble with you so you think you’ve got a violent situation. You can’t come to us, you think, so you go to your friend and he comes in like a knight in shining armor … puts his life on the line, so you think. Now he puts it to you—drop your drawers or he’ll throw you to the gang.”
 
         Ron flushed, embarrassed, angry, strongly resenting their attempt to make him appear weak and helpless. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Nobody’s going to make a punk out of me, and I’m not running. If you want to help, take me out of the furniture factory.”
 
         “You have to stay there six months,” the younger man said. “Nobody likes it there, but you’re not at home.”
 
         “Let’s not get into collateral matters,” Hosspack said. “My warning was because you got picked up with some real jewels—in case you know them. Bad Eye Wilson is volatile as sweating dynamite. Vito Romero would shoot piss if he thought it would get him high, and Paul Adams … he was useless when I came to work here, and he’s got worse every year since. It’s definitely not the group you want to associate with to keep your nose clean and get out of here.” He paused, waiting for a response that was not forthcoming; then turned to the lieutenant. “Anything else?”
         
 
         “There are some good programs here,” the lieutenant said. “You can waste your time or make it pay. You can take a trade, go to school, join some groups. We’re not here to fuck you over. If you have any problems, come see me. I’m here to help if I can.”
 
         Ron nodded as if he was seriously accepting the advice, but he wanted to ask about the unprovoked murderous fusillade and beatings in the lower yard. Had those things been “help”?
         
 
         “That’ll be all,” Hosspack said, nodding that Ron could go. One hand on the doorknob, Ron turned. “When do I get out?”
 
         “As soon as they notify control to make you up a cell move ducat.”
 
         When Ron stepped out, Bad Eye stood erect from where he’d been leaning against the wall. “What happened?”
 
         “Not guilty.”
 
         “Damn, that sure was a lot of talk for that.”
 
         Ron shrugged, but as he walked back to the cell, stepping around the countless pieces of trash that turned the floor into a ghetto alley, Bad Eye’s comment made him feel guilty. He hadn’t meant anything, but the convict code had a streak of paranoia. Just as a judge needed not only probity but the appearance of probity, a convict needed not merely to be solid, but to have an unquestionable appearance of solidity. Convicts did not indulge in long conversations with officials if they could be avoided.
         
 
         The cell gate slammed and was locked. Paul called over, “What happened in the high court?”
 
         “They acquitted me.”
 
         “You didn’t do anything … Say, they’ll spring you in a few minutes. Tell Earl to send us some smokes and coffee.”
         
 
         “Does he know how to get them in?”
 
         “Oh, yeah, he knows. He has his boss bring them, and nobody fucks with Big Seeman.”
 
         Ron folded the blankets, stacked up the magazines, and waited. A few minutes later he could hear Bad Eye cursing, his voice becoming louder as he approached between two guards. The door clanged shut and he called to Paul, “That motherfuckin’ Hosspack and that nigger Captain Midnight … didn’t even crack about the drunk beef. They kept asking about that killing, the one I got cut loose on. Hosspack said he wouldn’t have cut me loose … I’d bust this fuckin’ cell up except there’s nothing left!”
 
         “Don’t let ’em provoke you,” Paul said.
 
         “Provoke me! Them motherfuckers retained me. They’ll review in ninety days! I’ll be in this cocksucker a year!”
         
 
         Ron was silent, but he wondered how anyone’s sanity could withstand a year in “B” Section; yet he knew that some men had been locked in there for several years.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Ron Decker turned away from the pass window at the custody office to face the sunny plaza. Half a dozen convicts loitered on the chapel side of the fishponds while the sound of organ music drifted from within. Earl was on the fishpond wall. In a sweatshirt with torn-off sleeves and many holes he was not the Beau Brummel of San Quentin. His head was smooth and shiny in the yellow sun, but a stubble of gray beard was on his jaws. Ron started over, unable to restrain a smile of jubilation at his new friend—and then he wiped it away, wondering if Earl was really a friend. When he got there, Earl reached out to shake hands, and then simultaneously embraced him. For a second Ron froze, unaccustomed to such gestures between men, and also thinking of all he’d heard about Earl. But there was no time to dwell upon it now.
 
         “What happened to the others?”
 
         Ron told him, and Earl grinned until he heard about Bad Eye. Then he dropped his eyes and shook his head. “They’re dirty, sanctimonious whores. They’re making a real madman out of him, and then they’ll kill him because of what they made.”
         
 
         Ron was impatient to ask, “That report … how did you—”
 
         “Shhh,” Earl said, looking around, feigning worry about eavesdroppers. “That’s top-secret shit. Really wanna know?”
 
         “Sure I want to know.”
 
         “That’s good ’cause it’s too slick not to brag about.” So Earl told him about stealing the original report, typing a second with a few changes, and then forging the sergeant’s name.
 
         It was so simple as Earl explained it, yet it seemed unbelievable that a convict could do such things. It didn’t match what Ron thought he knew about prison before he got there.
 
         “A damn fool would learn to get around if he’d been here long as me.” There was something touching in Earl’s wry self-disparagement, his awareness of the triviality of such accomplishments. “Let’s go to the yard,” he said. “We’re not supposed to loiter around here.”
         
 
         As they went down the road, they met Mr. Hosspack pushing a handcart with the files toward the front gate. As he passed the two convicts his limpid eyes flicked from one to the other. He looked at Ron and nodded several times, a silent “Uh-huh, now I see you were lying all along.” He ignored Earl.
 
         “He told me to stay away from your friends,” Ron said.
 
         “I’ll bet he did. He doesn’t hate me, not personally, but he thinks I ain’t worth two dead flies and should be locked up the rest of my life, and from his viewpoint he may be right. He doesn’t do half the things to me that I’d do to him if I had the chance.”
 
         When they entered the yard, Ron felt even more conspicuous than before. If his youthful good looks contrasted with the milieu, the contrast was exaggerated by his companion, who was at the other end of the spectrum. Ron either saw, or imagined he saw, convicts look at him and then at who he was with; they seemed to be knowing looks. These fuckers are like hicks in a small town, he thought.
         
 
         Across the yard they saw Psycho Mike going the other way. “When you see him,” Earl said, “walk on by and don’t even look at him. And in general, watch where you go around here. San Quentin has a lot of blind spots and a goodly share of maniacs. I don’t want to cut some fool’s heart out if it can be avoided.”
         
 
         “Why … why are you doing all this?” Ron blurted.
 
         “I don’t really know.”
 
         “I’m not a punk … not gonna be your kid.”
 
         Earl’s ugly face lit up; when he smiled it was complete and radiant and wiped away the ugliness. “What about me being your kid?”
         
 
         “You’re crazy.”
 
         “Just lonesome. I take in stray dogs and cats, too. We’ll discuss the dynamics later.”
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