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THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. References to real people, living or dead; to historical events; or to real establishments, organizations or locales are intended only to provide a sense of authenticity and are used fictitiously. All other characters, and all incidents and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead is entirely coincidental. 

The book title is taken from Huddie Ledbetter’s famous blues song about the desire for release from prison. 

Although the stories in this book are entirely fictional they are informed by my experiences as a prisoner, prison worker, reform advocate and prison visitor from 1969 through 1985, and then as a federal prison visitor from 2011 to the present. These experiences, including the escapes that occurred during my volunteer service in Virginia and my work in the D.C. prison system, as well as some of the lessons I learned from them, are outlined in the Afterword section of this book.
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The Midnight Special
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by Huddie Ledbetter, 1888—1949

​​

Well, you wake up in the mornin', you hear the work bell ring

And they march you to the table, you see the same old thing

Ain't no food upon the table, and no pork up in the pan

But you better not complain, boy, you get in trouble with the man.

Let the Midnight Special shine a light on me

Let the Midnight Special shine a light on me

Let the Midnight Special shine a light on me

Let the Midnight Special shine a ever lovin' light on me.
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Spider
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PREACHERS USED TO TELL me that “everything worked together for the good of them that believed.” Really? Here I am, fixing to get electrocuted for dropping a trigger-happy black bartender named Jackson who pulled down on me to defend the white bar owner’s chump change. From me? An addict, God-fearing at the time, but desperate for the white man’s dope? So I’m on Death Row and his widow, who sings in the church choir, and her kids, who attend Sunday School every week, are on Welfare Row. If all that was working for the good of them that believed, then I decided I'd just quit believing anything. Maybe it would save a few lives and a whole lot of misery.

—Spider Daniels

Captain Schmidt was whistling Dixie, his way of being cute about race, when he stepped up to my cell to tell me the good news that they'd set my execution date. I heard him coming and did my Spider crouch on the extreme right side of my cell, down at the joint of the wall and door, so he didn't see anything when he first looked through the view-slot, a narrow vertical window on the left edge of the solid steel door. He whipped his head around, saw only the naked curve of my rounded back, but tried to act casual, like he sees bodies four-pointed on the joint of door and wall all the time.

“All right, Spider, cut the crap,” he said with a fake yawn.

They call me Spider because I've got a small rounded torso, long arms and legs and incredibly strong wrist and ankle joints. When I do my special crouch and the screws can’t see me for the head-count, it messes their minds, which is only fair since they’re always messing mine. It messed Schmidt's, so he went official.

“It is my duty to inform you, Daniels 4538, that you will be transported tomorrow. Destination, A-basement, State Penitentiary, Richmond. Purpose: death watch. You copy?”

I just hung in there, giving no satisfaction. Everybody knew we had to go from Death Row here at Mecklenburg prison to the Death House, a.k.a. A-Basement, in the Richmond Penitentiary for two weeks before an execution date and sit in a cell just forty feet from the Chair. He was rubbing it in.

“I said, you copy, Daniels?” The voice moved up the frequency scale.

I kept quiet and stayed put. I knew my man.

“Goddammit, you better answer me when I talk to you—boy!” he roared. “You don't, I'll get Security and put your black ass in punitive segregation, you hear?” So much for official. It just killed him that he couldn't see me react to the death date. He finally bent his neck sideways, pushed his cheek flat against the door and looked down through the view-slot to see me.

“Copy...Jack,” I said, finally unfolding myself, standing and grinning at him through the glass.

If Schmidt was happy about his news for me, I was downright giddy with nerves about what I had in store for him. Eight of us on Death Row were going to climb aboard that Midnight Special and blow the joint that very night. It was all set up in the Plan we’d been working out for weeks, tapping code and whispering through the air vent system. We were going on the third shift, when there'd be only one screw on duty. The few other guys on the Row who we’d let hear bits and pieces of the Plan wanted nothing to do with it. Kept telling us we'd never get off the cellblock, we'd get shot, we were fools to think we could pull it off. So what kind of plan did they have to beat the Chair? Lawyers?

We’d had enough of miserable drab routine in which we had no power of choice, no dignity, no recognition of ourselves as individuals. We’d had enough of outright brutality too—of gassings, mace, beatings and pepper spray when we couldn’t take some mindless bullshit order in the routine, some denial of mail, of visits, of food, of fresh air. Then we’d refuse and the goon squad would come down on us like hell and thunder and take us to solitary—as if Death Row wasn’t damn near the same thing at times, like when they’d put the whole Row on 24 hour lockdown to punish us for one dude’s misdeed.

My job in the Plan was to take and run the screw's control booth. Octopus, we called it. Squat and octagonal, it had a darkened Plexiglas window on each side that glowed blue-green like an eyeball. Hunkered in the middle of the cellblock, it hummed with amps and TV monitors and switches. The four tiers of Death Row stretched out from it like tentacles. Two sets on each side of a dividing concrete block wall. Each side called a “pod” for some reason known only to the architects of a place for mind death. The colored painted cell doors were the suction pads. We were the little squids it caught and played with. Octopus opened and closed doors, let us out, put us in, and gave orders. I'd studied Octopus for six years. It had studied me the same.

Now the reason the brothers wanted me to run Octopus was on account of I'm an inventor. Got it from my Granpop, who raised me and fired locomotive Number 675 for a white engineer on the Seaboard line. That engine was the big Smokey Joe that pulled the Silver Meteor from New York to Orlando. Granpop did it back when firing a locomotive meant something, too, before the days of automatic conveyors. He had to shovel. Granpop took me with him up in the cab of Number 675 one day, guess I was about eight. He took me all the way from Richmond down to Raleigh. All those levers, all those valves, regulators and dials. I pulled and pushed every one of them. It made more sense than anything before or since. 

My inventions aren’t just head-trips. Five of them have patents, including one for barber shears for the thick knotty hair some of us Black folks have on the nape of our necks. There’s a factory in New Jersey that’s started making them and a bunch of Black-owned barbershops that’s buying them.

About an hour after Schmidt stormed off, near the end of the second shift, I was sitting in my cell going over the Plan for the umpteenth time. Well, not so much going over the Plan the rest of the dudes were going to follow, I was thinking through my own little surprise. Oh, it wasn’t a double-cross trick bag, I’d never do that, I had my principles and I’d given my word. I had a role in the Plan but even though it was center stage at the starting phase, Larry and Jamie Bouton were the bosses, at least as far as they and the other dudes were concerned.

All the sudden I heard Larry Bouton tapping “Go, go, go!” on my door. I popped the fake lock I’d put in my door keeper some weeks back and eased it open a crack. He whispered that he’d been let out to shower and saw that there was no screw on duty beyond the one running Octopus. The Plan said third shift, I reminded Larry, being a man for discipline, and besides, I told him, the other screw might come back at any time.

“No way, dude,” Larry hissed, “saw him going down front with the shift packet, man. He gone for good!”

The shift packet was the shift report the screws turned in after the shift was over, and “down front” meant the administrative building some two hundred yards and several sally-ports away from our cell block. Larry was right. Besides, the steam had been up to the max on my boiler for a couple of days, so even though I had my doubts, I opened the valve on all that adrenalin and rolled.

I charged down the catwalk in front of my cell, leapt the rail, dropped seven feet, and landed like my namesake, just behind Octopus. I didn't forget the hardware either: my extra long shank stuffed into a pillowcase, and best of all—my magic zapper.

That zapper was a beaut, a little piece of jewelry Granpop would have dug. I’d put it together from parts in the TV set (yeah, they let us have them in the day room common area on each pod, want us to zone out as much as possible). I'd taken the high-amp capacitor and diode out of the picture tube and hooked it to the magnetic deflection coils, then stuck it in a flashlight case with a nine-volt radio battery for juice. All you got to do is take the little jewel over to any standard electric prison lock, stick one prong into the lock-hole and the other on the metal keeper, and zappo! She trips the bolt-throw mechanism in reverse—open says-me! The screws never did figure out why the dayroom TV was always on the fritz. Just called the repair squad and eventually it got fixed. The other thing they never questioned is why none of us cons griped about it.

I scuttled towards Octopus out of sight in my patented spider spread, torso six inches off the concrete, arms and legs stuck out, alternating in short quick steps. When I got there, I stuck the prongs in the lock and crouched as the door rolled open to the astonishment of Hoskins, the screw on duty. Pointed a shank at his crotch and jerked the son of a bitch off his stool, slammed him down on the cement floor, cuffed his hands with the cuffs dangling from his belt, ripped his belt out of its loops and tied his feet with it. Then I grabbed his security alarm key just in case, opened one of the empty cells on the bottom tier with a flick of the control panel switch, then me and Larry dragged him out of Octopus and into the cell. Back in Octopus, I closed Hoskins’ cell door.

Sweating like crazy, I sat down in the swivel chair for a minute and stared. The switches, mike and monitors curved around me in banks. In the monitors I saw the four tiers of Death Row, my cell, the cage where we walked for so-called exercise, even inside the showers at the ends of the tiers. I could flip a switch, let some live breathing body in or out, do any damn thing I wanted. I was Octopus! I laughed. Then, just for a minute, with my hands on the controls, I started shaking. I had to hug myself to stop it.

Larry demanded that I open his brother Frankie’s cell and let him out, which I did, even though it was the last thing on earth I really wanted to do. Frankie was stone cold crazy and mean as a snake to boot. But Larry was so-called boss dog on the escape, and even though I could probably beat him in a fight, it would only ruin the Plan, and I wasn’t about to do that. The Bouton brothers hovered at the door of Octopus, shanks in plain view, to make sure I didn’t double-cross them.

With a snap of a switch I opened my walk-partner's cell. Tony Ghiardelli huffed his fat ass across the pod, came past the Boutons into Octopus and sat in front of the mike, his close-set eyes in slits of concentration. He was right at home with the mike, had worked as a taxi dispatcher years ago down in Tallahatchie. First thing he did was turn up the gain to the max.

“Control this is One Block, over,” he blared through screeching waves of feedback.

“What the hell's going on, One? Sounds like a fire alarm over there!”

“Sorry Control, Hoskins here. I knocked the amp on the floor and stepped on the son-of-a-buck. It's out of whack.”

“Well go ahead, Hoskins, but for chrissakes just whisper, OK?”

“Roger that,” Tony hissed in perfect obedience. He had become nothing but a whisper, disembodied, unrecognizable. “Give me a count on the Complex Security Squad as it stands right now. We may need to escort a man over to the infirmary, over.”

“We got five on stand-by and two working a code yellow over on Block Two,” said Control.

Bad news. Seven goons. Seven chances to slip-up and blow it. All it took was for one of them to hit any of the keyed red alert boxes stuck on the walls every fifty feet like fire alarms in a grammar school.

Good news. Seven goons plus Hoskins, eight uniforms, one for each man in on the Plan.

“Copy, control,” Tony came back like he was just checking the time of day. “Will advise as necessary, out.” He flipped the mike off and hit me with a grin and a high-five. We weren’t home yet, but according to the Plan we'd just made first base. 

Or if you went by what I had in store, the deal was that Tony and the rest of them had made first base, but I was rounding third.

Smooth as that went, it's for damn sure nobody outside the Row would have bet on me and Tony as a team. For one thing, the guy was soda-cracker white, a back-sliding Catholic. I don’t have no truck with religion in here. It’s best to stay away from it, the way I look at it. We got one guy on the Row who wants to save everybody for Jesus, another guy who pushes Islam as the true religion for African-Americans. Then there’s the screws and the Man, the administration, they’re always pushing whatever it is that keeps us quiet. But then they let religious zealots in here as volunteer so-called “chaplains,” do-gooders and holy rollers, all types. It’s enough to either confuse a man or get him riled up.

Like the time I overheard this decrepit cracker evangelist they allow in here tell me that I was sure-fire going to hell. The holy dude said I wasn't one of the elect and on top of that, “you’ve got a Satan-mind, you reads that foul Playboy magazine.” Some cons would fight over that, but I just stuck my face right up in his and said, “Don’t worry none about me, Rev! I'll just hop my Black ass on over to the place the Devil has prepared for me, dig some good wine, figs, cigs, and women who know how to boogie!”

Just to set it straight, it's been a good eight years since I called
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