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ONCE A JAILBIRD
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1

Time-expired

I

Prisoner Willi Kufalt was pacing up and down his cell. Five paces forward, five paces back. Five paces forward again.

He stopped for a moment under the window. It was opened slantwise, as far as the iron shutters allowed, and through it he could hear the shuffle of many feet and the intermittent shout of a warder: ‘Keep your distance! Five paces apart!’

Section C4 were having their recreation period, walking round and round in a circle for half an hour in the open air.

‘No talking! Get it?’ shouted the warder outside, and the feet shuffled on and on.

The prisoner walked to the door, stood beside it and listened; not a sound in the whole vast building.

‘If Werner doesn’t write today,’ he thought, ‘I must go to the chaplain and beg to be taken into the Home. Where else can I go? My earnings won’t come to more than three hundred marks. And they’ll soon be gone.’

He stood and listened. In twenty minutes recreation would be over. Then his section would go down. He must try to grab a bit of tobacco before that. He couldn’t be without tobacco for his last two days.

He opened his little cupboard and looked inside; of course there was no tobacco there. He must rub up his plate too, or Rusch would be on to him. Polish? Ernst would get some for him.

He put his coat, cap and scarf on the table. Even if it was a warm bright May day outside, scarf and cap were compulsory.

‘Well, only two more days of it. Then I can dress as I please.’

He tried to imagine what his life would then be like, but could not … ‘I’ll be walking along the street, and there’ll be a pub, and I’ll open the door and say: Waiter, a glass of beer …’

Outside, in the Central Hall, Rusch, the chief warder, was knocking his keys against the iron grille. The noise echoed through the entire building and could be heard in all 640 cells.

‘He’s always making a row, the old bastard,’ growled Kufalt. ‘Something upset you, Ruschy? … If I only knew what to do when I come out. They’ll ask me where I want to be sent … and if I haven’t got a job, my earnings here will be handed over to the Welfare Office, for me to draw a bit every week. Nothing doing! I’d sooner pull off a job with Batzke …’

He looked abstractedly at his jacket, the blue sleeve of which was adorned with three stripes of white tape. This meant that he was a ‘category three’ man, in other words a prisoner whose conduct promised ‘permanent improvement and continued good behaviour on release’.

‘And how  I had to crawl to get them! And were they worth it? A bit of tobacco, half an hour more recreation, wireless one evening a week, and my cell not locked in the daytime …’

True: the cell doors of category three men were not locked, merely left ajar. But it was a strange sort of favour; he was not to push the door wide when he chose, go out into the corridor, or walk even a couple of steps along it. That was forbidden. If he did that, he would be degraded. The point was that he knew the door was open; it was a preparation for the world outside where doors are not locked … a gradual acclimatization, devised by an official brain.

The prisoner stood under the window again and wondered for a moment whether he could climb up and look out. Perhaps he would see a woman across the walls …

No, better not – save it up for Wednesday.

Restlessly he picked up his net and made six, eight, ten meshes. As he did so it occurred to him that he might wangle some polish as well as tobacco from the nets orderly – he dropped the wooden needle and walked to the door.

For a moment he stopped and wondered whether he should try. Then an idea came into his mind: he quickly unbuttoned his trousers, went to the bucket and laid his morning egg. He tipped some water over it, closed the lid, did up his trousers, and grasped the bucket in both hands.

‘If he catches me, I’ll say they’ve forgotten to empty my bucket today,’ he said to himself; and pushed the door open with his elbow.

II

He glanced over his shoulder at the glass cubicle in the Central Hall, where, like a spider in its web, the chief warder usually sat and watched all the corridors and all the cell doors. But Kufalt was in luck; Rusch was not there. In his place sat a senior warder who was reading a newspaper, bored by the whole business.

Kufalt tiptoed along the passage to the toilets. On his way he passed the nets orderly’s cell and paused for a moment; there was a quarrel going on inside. One, an oily voice, he knew; it was the nets instructor. But the other …

He stood and listened. Then he went on.

The toilets were a hive of activity. The orderlies of C2 and C4 had slipped in to have a smoke.

And somebody else was there.

‘That you, Emil Bruhn? You must be finishing your stretch too, pretty soon?’

Kufalt tipped his bucket into the sink as he spoke.

‘You filthy scumbag! Can’t you see we’re smoking?’ said an orderly angrily.

‘Shut up, you scab,’ retorted Kufalt. ‘How long have you been in, eh? Six months? And talking about filthy scumbags! You ought to have stayed outside if you couldn’t do without a flush and plug. Shut your face! I’m category three, I am – any of you got a smoke?’

‘Here, Willi,’ said little Emil Bruhn, giving him a whole packet and some cigarette papers. ‘You can keep it all. I’ve got plenty till Wednesday.’

‘Wednesday? Are you getting out on Wednesday? Me too.’

‘Are you sticking around this town?’

‘No way. With all the prison officers about! I’m going to Hamburg.’

‘Got a job there?’

‘No, not yet. But I’ll sort something out, through my relations … or maybe the chaplain … I’ll manage.’ And Kufalt smiled a rather thin smile.

‘I’ve got a job already. I’m starting here in the timber works. Nest boxes for hens – piecework. I’ll earn at least fifty marks a week, the manager says.’

‘Too right,’ assented Kufalt. ‘You’ve been at it for nine years.’

‘Ten and a half,’ said little fair-haired Bruhn, and blinked his watery blue eyes. He had a round, good-humoured head, rather like a seal. ‘It was eleven years really; only they gave me an extra six months’ probation.’

‘Jesus, Emil, I would not have taken it! Six months as a gift – and how long will you be out on probation?’

‘Three years.’

‘You’re a bloody fool. If you so much as smash a window when you’re pissed, or get rowdy on the street, you’ll have to serve your six months. I’d have served the whole time out.’

‘Yes, but, Willi, when you’ve done a ten-and-a-half-year stretch …’

‘They were all on at me, the governor, and the schoolmaster and the chaplain, to apply for probation. But I’m not such a fool. When I come out on Wednesday, I’m in the clear …’

‘But your application was refused,’ butted in one of the orderlies.

‘Refused? I didn’t make one; you’d better get your ears cleaned out.’

‘Well, that’s what the storeman’s orderly told me.’

‘Oh, did he? And what kind of bastard do you think he is? He kicks the kids’ behinds and pinches the pennies their mums have given them to go and buy the supper. To hell with him! Got any polish?’

‘And the orderly also said …’

‘Oh, bollocks. Got any polish? Show me – good, I’ll have it. You won’t get it back again. I’ve got a lot of cleaning to do. Now don’t you start talking. Besides I’ve got a bar of soap among my things, I’ll give you that in exchange. Come to the discharge cell on Wednesday. Shall I slip a letter out for you too? Right. Discharge cell, Wednesday morning.’

The C2 orderly remarked: ‘Getting above himself, he is. All uppity because he’s out the day after tomorrow.’

Kufalt suddenly turned on him: ‘Uppity, am I? You’re crazy! It’s all shit to me whether I stick in here a couple more weeks or not. I’ve done 260 weeks – 1,825 days – mind that – and you think I’m uppity because I’m getting out?’

Then he turned more calmly to little Bruhn: ‘Now listen, Emil – ah, you want to bunk. Recreation will soon be over. Get up to category three at twelve o’clock today …’

‘I can manage. Petrow’s on duty with our lot on F landing. He’ll fix it.’

‘Good. I’ve got something to say to you. And now get lost.’

‘Bye, Willi.’

‘Bye, Emil.’

‘And now …’ said Kufalt, picking up his emptied bucket. ‘By the way, does anyone know what’s up with the nets orderly?’

‘Someone’s split on him; and now he’s for it.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘He smuggled letters with the dirty washing to someone in the women’s prison.’

‘To which of ’em?’

‘I don’t know. A small dark one, I think.’

‘I know her,’ said Kufalt. ‘She’s from Altona. The burglar’s girl. She’s done in half a dozen lads, and pinched the swag … Who’s orderly now?’

‘I don’t know him. He’s new – put in by the nets instructor. A fat Jew – fraudulent bankruptcy, they say …’

‘Ah?’ said Kufalt, recalling a word or two he had heard as he passed the cell door with his bucket. ‘So that’s how it is. Well, I’ve had my eye on that slimy old Nets for quite a while; now I’m going to set him up. Shove your head out, mate, and see if the coast’s clear. Ker-rist,’ he cried in despair, ‘what kind of suckers are they sending us now? They bash the door open fit to bring the bloody house down. Just look out and see whether Rusch is in the glass cubicle. Not? Then I’ll go and pay a visit to old Nets. Morning.’

He picked up his bucket and went back to his cell.

III

On the way back Kufalt glanced down at the glass cubicle; there the position was unchanged, Senior Warder Suhr still had his nose in the paper.

When Kufalt reached the nets orderly’s cell he stepped aside, flattened himself against the wall by the door, and listened.

There he stood, in blue dungarees and a striped prison shirt, his feet in list slippers, with a pointed yellowish nose, pale and thin, but noticeably pot-bellied. About twenty-eight years old. His brown eyes should have been frank and friendly, but they looked haunted, and furtive, and unsteady. His hair was brown. He stood and listened, and tried to catch what was being said. He still held the bucket in front of him with both hands.

One of the voices said excitedly: ‘You give me back that ten marks. Why does my wife keep on sending you money?’

And the smooth, oily voice of the nets instructor answered: ‘I do what I can for you. You ought to be very grateful to me for getting the work inspector to make you nets orderly.’

‘Grateful!’ said the other angrily. ‘I’d sooner have done paper bags. This yarn tears your hands to shreds.’

‘That’s only for the first few weeks,’ said the instructor comfortingly. ‘You’ll get used to it. Paper bags is much worse. All those who stick bags come to me.’

‘You’ll have to get me a pair of nail scissors – all my nails are torn …’

‘You must report that to the storeman on Wednesday. He’s got a pair of nail scissors. Then you’ll be sent for to cut your nails.’

‘When?’

‘When the storeman has time. Saturday or Monday – maybe even Friday.’

‘You’re crazy!’ shouted the other. ‘What do you think my hands’ll be like by Monday? The whole net’s covered with blood – you can see for yourself!’

His voice rose to a roar.

Kufalt, outside the door, grinned. He knew what it was like when your hands began to bleed from the sharp sisal yarn and the harsh threads were drawn through the cuts next day. True, no one had told him that the storeman had a pair of scissors. He had trimmed his torn nails with bits of broken crockery.

‘That’s right, get mad, my friend,’ he thought to himself. ‘I hope you’ll be doing a long stretch and find out all about it for yourself. But my bucket’s started stinking like hell again. I’ll have to clean it out with hydrochloric. If I go before the doctor today, I’ll get the infirmary orderly to cough up a bit …’

‘Hand over that ten marks. I won’t have you fool me. I want my money.’

‘Now we don’t need to quarrel, do we, Herr Rosenthal?’ said the instructor imploringly. ‘What do you want with money in this place? I get you everything you need. I’ll even buy you a pair of nail scissors – but cash in prison, that might get us into a real mess.’

‘Don’t play the fool with me,’ said prisoner Rosenthal. ‘You’re not a real official. You haven’t taken any oaths. You’re just an agent of the net manufacturers, to give out the work. You don’t run any risks.’

‘But what do you want with cash? Tell me that, anyhow.’

‘I want it to buy tobacco.’

‘That can’t be true, Herr Rosenthal. You can get tobacco from me. What do you want the money for?’

The other man was silent.

‘If you tell me, you can have it. But I want to know who gets it and what for. There’s some that are straight, and they’re all right.’

‘Straight?’

‘They don’t do the dirty on us, Herr Rosenthal, they don’t shaft us, they don’t do us down, they don’t squeal. That’s what the word means here.’

‘I’ll tell you,’ whispered the other – and Kufalt had to lay his ear against the crack of the door to hear what he said; ‘but you mustn’t breathe a word. There’s a big dark brute who’d kill me if I gave him away, he told me. He’s in the boiler room – he made up to me in the recreation period …’

‘Ah, Batzke,’ said the other. ‘There’s a right crook.’

‘He promised me that if I gave him ten marks – look, you won’t give me away, will you? Right opposite my window, on the other side of the street, beyond the wall, there’s a house.’ Rosenthal swallowed, drew a deep breath, and went on: ‘I can see right into the windows; and twice I’ve seen a woman there. And the man swore that if I’d give him ten marks she’d stand stark naked at the window tomorrow morning at five o’clock, and I could see her. Now hand over those ten marks. This place is killing me, I’m half mad already. Come on now.’

‘Well, that’s a neat bit of work, that is,’ said the other, in a tone of admiration and pride. ‘But if Batzke says he will, he’ll do it. And he won’t split. Here you are …’

Kufalt thrust his foot into the crack of the door, pushed it open, and with one step was inside; he said in a low voice, ‘Halves, or I’ll split!’ and waited.

The pair looked at him dumbfounded. The instructor, fishy-eyed, round-faced and bearded like a walrus, stood with his wallet in his hand, and stared; under the window, pallid, bloated, dark and rather fat, stood the new nets orderly, Rosenthal, shivering with fear.

Kufalt put down his bucket with a flourish.

‘Now then, we don’t want any argument, Uncle Nets, or I’ll talk, and get you a stretch for yourself. You got the last orderly jugged so as to give his job to this old grafter. Don’t look so scared, you dumb bastard, it’ll only cost you your money. I’ll be at the window tomorrow at five myself. So out with it. How much? Well, we can’t exactly split it, I don’t know how much you’ve had. I’m cheap; a hundred marks.’

‘It’s no good, Rosenthal,’ said the instructor resignedly. ‘We’ll have to cough up if you don’t want to get at least eight weeks’ solitary. I know Kufalt.’

‘It’s cold in the solitary cells, young man,’ grinned Kufalt. ‘When you’ve dossed on stone for three days, the marrow in your bones will turn to ice. Well, how about it?’

‘It’s up to you, Herr Rosenthal,’ urged the instructor.

Two strokes of a bell boomed through the building. The whole landing leapt to life, bolts began to rattle …

‘Quick, or I’ll go straight to the chief.’

‘Please, Herr Rosenthal!’

‘I’ll put Batzke on to you, you fat swine, he’s my mate. He’ll knock your head off.’

‘Herr Rosenthal, please …’

‘All right, give it him … but you’ve got to stand in with me, Instructor.’

‘On account,’ said Kufalt, and spat on the hundred-mark note. ‘I’ll be outside the day after tomorrow, fatty, and I’ll think of you when I’m with the girls. Now, Uncle Nets, you put my bucket in my cell while I’m at recreation. And some hydrochloric too, or there’ll be trouble. Morning!’

And Kufalt darted down the corridor to his cell.

IV

Eighty noisy, chattering prisoners clopped down the four iron staircases leading to the ground floor. There, at the door into the yard, stood two warders, repeating mechanically: ‘Keep your distance. No talking. Keep your distance. Anyone talking will be reported.’

But the prisoners did talk. Only when near the warders were they silent; once they had passed, they dropped into that loud whisper that carries just further than five paces, though the speaker’s lips must never move or he would be reported at once.

Kufalt was in high form. He conversed simultaneously with the man in front of him and the one behind, who were anxious to get anything they could out of the category three man.

‘It’s all balls that category two are to hear the wireless. Don’t you believe a word of it, mate.’

‘Yes, I’ll be out the day after tomorrow … Don’t yet know. Perhaps I’ll pull off a job again, perhaps I’ll go into my brother-in-law’s office.’

‘How are they going to get 125 category two men into the schoolroom? There’s only room for fifty at the most. You’re a twerp. You’ll believe anything.’

‘My brother-in-law? I don’t mind telling you. He’s got a felt slipper factory, if you must know. I might get you taken on there.’

‘Hold your tongue, Kufalt,’ said the warder. ‘It’s always you category three men that give trouble.’

‘I didn’t speak, sir, I was only breathing hard.’

‘You’d better hold your tongue or I’ll report you.’

‘All my things are with the storeman. All immaculate, silk-lined tails and patent shoes. Hey, I wonder what it’ll feel like after five years!’

‘Oh, let that ape of a warder gibber if he wants to. I know something that’ll keep him quiet. He had me make a shopping bag and a hammock for him.’

‘There’s only one thing I’m anxious about … How long have you been in? Three months? Tell me, do the women still wear such short skirts? I heard they were wearing long ones again …’

‘Can’t prove it, eh? I’ll just say to the governor: you’ll find a double mesh in the fourth row of the net bag, and he’ll be for it.’

‘Well, thank God. So you can see their thighs when they sit down? And bare flesh when they’re bicycling?’

‘Step out, Kufalt, I don’t know what’s up with you today. Do you want to spend your last days in solitary? Get over to the wall – that’s our reserved box for category three gents.’

Kufalt went, and stood alone. Those in the circle jeered at him as they passed: ‘What about category three now! Grafters! Wireless and all, eh? Proud of your three stripes, aren’t you? Bum-suckers!’

‘You can all …’ he began, and then he thought: ‘Hundred marks. Fine. Now I’ll have at least four hundred marks, and if Werner Pause writes today and sends me some money …’ ‘Hey, Warder Steinitz, how much is a third-class ticket to Hamburg?’

‘Are you talking to me? Hold your tongue, or I’ll have you put in solitary.’

‘Oh, please not, sir! Well, I should have plenty of time today to make you another shopping bag.’

‘Insolent, eh? I’ll clip you with these keys if you aren’t careful.’

‘I really should have time for it today, sir. And the pound of margarine you promised me for the hammock hasn’t turned up.’

‘You young scab! Trying a little blackmail on your last day, are you? Sneaky little rat – oh well, get back into line, why should I bother about you any more. Five paces’ distance – and keep your mouth shut, Kufalt.’

‘Very well, sir, I won’t say a word.’

It is May; the sky is blue beyond the wall, and above it the chestnuts are in flower. The circular yard round which the prisoners are marching has been planted with swedes, which are just coming up – a patch of meagre yellowish green against the melancholy bleak background of cinders, dusty earth and cement.

They walk in a circle and whisper. They walk in a circle and whisper. They walk in a circle and whisper.


V

Back in his cell, Willi Kufalt collapsed. That was what always happened. When he was with other people he prattled on and threw his weight about, and posed as the old experienced lag who could never be fooled; but alone with himself, he was very much alone, and grew timid and despondent.

‘I shouldn’t have acted like that to Warder Steinitz,’ he thought. ‘It was mean. Just to show the new blokes I had him in my pocket. It’s not worth it, I do everything wrong – how will I get on outside?’

If only his brother-in-law would write … Outside was the world, full of towns, and the towns full of rooms, one of which he would have to rent: and looking for jobs, and the money that would too soon be spent – and what then?

He stared into vacancy. Scarcely eighty-four hours until the moment of his release, for which he had so yearned during five long years. And now he was afraid. He had liked being here, he had soon adapted himself to the atmosphere and ways of the place; he had quickly learnt when a man should be humble and when he could speak up. His cell was always spotless, his bucket lid had always shone like a mirror, and he had washed the cement floor of his cell twice a week with graphite and turpentine until it gleamed like an ape’s arse.

He had always made his allotted amount of net, sometimes twice and even three times as much, so that he had been able to buy little luxuries for himself and tobacco. He had reached category two, then three: a model prisoner, whose cell was visited by committees and who always gave a sensible and modest answer to their questions.

‘Yes, sir, I feel very well here.’

‘No, sir, I’m sure it is doing me good.’

‘No, sir, I have no complaints.’

But sometimes – and he grinned as he recalled how the girl students training to become welfare workers had asked him so inquisitively what his crime had been; and instead of answering, ‘Embezzlement and forgery,’ he had said humbly: ‘Incest. I slept with my sister, I’m sorry to say.’

He recalled the face of the police inspector, grinning delightedly at the joke, and the eager-eyed girl student who came up closer to him. A nice girl, who had often brought him pleasing thoughts as he fell asleep.

It had been a good time, too, when he had to arrange the altar for the Catholic priest, even though he had strongly objected to Kufalt as a Protestant. But there were no ‘reliable Catholics’ in the place – it was really a dig by the Protestant officials at the Catholic priest.

He had stood behind the organ and pumped air into the bellows and the choirmaster always gave him a cigar; and on one occasion the choir of the Catholic church had come, and the girls sent him chocolate and some good toilet soap. Rusch, the chief warder, had taken it away from him afterwards. ‘Brothel, brothel!’ he had said when he came into Kufalt’s cell and sniffed. ‘It smells like a brothel here.’ And he had rummaged around until he found it, and the old soda soap had to be brought out again.

No, he had had a good time, all in all, and the prospect of release rather bewildered him. He felt quite unprepared, and he would gladly have stayed inside another six or eight weeks to get ready to leave. Or was it that he was beginning to get a little crazed? He had often noticed that the quietest and most sensible prisoners cracked up just before their release and acted crazily. Had he reached that stage?

Perhaps he had; never before would he have risked that business with the nets instructor and the fat Jew, entering the cell like that, nor spoken up to Warder Steinitz as he had done.

If only his brother-in-law would write. Had the chief warder given out the post that day? He was a pig you couldn’t trust; if he didn’t feel like it, he wouldn’t give out any post for three days.

Kufalt walked a step or two and stopped. He had always set the wash-basin on the top of the cupboard so that the edges met within a millimetre; and now it stood at least a centimetre back.

He opened the cupboard door.

‘So old Nets, the dirty dog, has been going through my cell. Hasn’t given up hope of his hundred marks. All right, my lad, just you wait.’

Kufalt threw a suspicious look at the peephole in the door, and grabbed his scarf. Something crackled encouragingly in its folds. But it then occurred to him that in half an hour at most he would have to appear before the doctor and undress, and must not have a hundred mark note on him. The nets instructor would know that, and search his cell again …

Kufalt frowned and pondered. He knew of course that there was no hiding place in the cell of which the officials were not well aware. Indeed they had a list, a warder had once told him; there were 211 ways of concealing an object in a cell; and he cursed the thought.

But what he had to find now was a hiding place that would serve for an hour and a half. The inspection by the doctor would not last longer, and that’s all the time Nets would have to search his cell.

In the back of the hymn book? No, that was a bad place. In the mattress? That would do, but he did not have enough time to slit it and sew it up again in the half-hour before his examination. Besides, he would first have to get the proper thread from the saddler’s room.

What a pity he had emptied his bucket; it wouldn’t have damaged the note to slip it into the muck at the bottom for an hour and a half, but unfortunately the bucket was empty.

Should he stick it to the underside of the table with bits of bread?

He began to roll the pellets of bread, and then he stopped; the trick was too well known, and one glance under the table was enough.

Kufalt was growing nervous. A bell was ringing for the end of the last recreation period; in a quarter of an hour he would have to go before the doctor. Should he take the note with him? He could roll it up very tight and push it up his behind. But perhaps the nets instructor might tip off the head screw in the infirmary, and they would search him properly – they might very well examine him for cancer of the rectum!

He was at a loss. This was what would happen when he got outside. There were so many possibilities, and a ‘but’ to all of them. A man must make up his mind, but that was just what he could not do. How should he? In these five years he had been deprived of all power of decision. They had said, ‘Eat,’ and he had eaten. They had said, ‘Go out,’ and he had gone; and ‘Write,’ and he had written his letter.

The ventilator was not a bad place. But too well known, much too well known. There was a crack in the planking of his bed – but a single look would catch the glint of paper. He could stand the stool on the table and put the note on the electric light shade, but that was a common trick; besides, anyone might see him through the peephole in the door when he got onto the table.

He turned quickly round and looked at the peephole. Ah! There was a goggle eye, a fishy eye that he knew well.

In a fury of feigned rage he leapt at the door and hammered on it, shouting: ‘Get away from the peephole, damn you!’

A sudden crash, the door flew open, and there stood the chief warder, Rusch.

Now for a bit of acting, for Rusch liked none but his own jokes. You had to be humble to the chief warder, and Kufalt played his part to perfection as he stammered: ‘I beg your pardon, sir, I do beg your pardon, I thought it was that rat of an orderly who’s always sneaking after my tobacco.’

‘Eh? What’s that? Don’t make a racket. You’ll have all the paint off the door.’

‘There’s never a speck of what there shouldn’t be in my cell, you know that, sir,’ said Kufalt in an ingratiating tone; ‘not a scratch in the varnish.’

The chief warder – a rather stubbly Napoleon, the real ruler of the prison, curt, always springing something unexpected, embittered enemy of every reform, of the grading of prisoners, of the governor, of the officials, and of every prisoner – made no reply but marched up to the little cupboard on which hung a list of personal effects and special privileges.

‘How about the birds?’ he asked.

‘Birds?’ said Kufalt, with a bewildered grin.

‘Birds! Birds!’ snarled the despot, and tapped the list. ‘There are two canaries down here. Where are they? Swapped already, eh?’

‘But, sir,’ said Kufalt reproachfully, thinking anxiously of the hundred-mark note still hidden in his scarf. ‘They died when the central heating went wrong this winter. I told you about it.’

‘That’s a lie, a damn lie. Maass the shoemaker has two too many. They’re yours. You swapped ’em.’

‘But, sir, I told you they were dead. I went to the glass cubicle and reported it.’

The chief warder stood beneath the window. His back was turned to the prisoner, who could see only his fat white hands fumbling with the keys.

‘If he would only go!’ prayed Kufalt inwardly. ‘At any moment I’ll have to go to the doctor, and with the note in my scarf. I shall get rumbled, and hauled up.’

‘Category three,’ growled the chief. ‘Always category three. All the trouble in the place … About your money …’

‘Yes?’ said Kufalt, as the other paused.

‘Welfare Office. You can draw five marks a week.’

‘Oh, please,’ implored Kufalt, ‘you won’t do that, sir, I’ve always kept my cell so tidy.’

‘What’s that? Oh, won’t I? Tidy, eh? What about those birds? Hahaha!’

‘Haha!’ laughed Kufalt obsequiously.

‘What’s up with the nets instructor and the new nets orderly?’ asked the chief, with a sudden change of tone.

‘New orderly?’ asked Kufalt. ‘Is there a new one? I’ve never seen him.’

‘Liar! You can’t fool me. You were with them in the cell for ten minutes.’

‘I was not, sir, I was only out of my cell for recreation today.’

The chief warder passed a finger meditatively over the top of the cupboard. He examined his finger with an air of satisfaction, and then sniffed it. No; not a speck of dust. He walked briskly to the door. ‘So you’ll draw your money through the Welfare Office.’

Kufalt reflected feverishly: ‘If I say nothing now, he’ll go, and I can hide the hundred, but I’ll be tied to the welfare people. If I squeal, I’ll lose the hundred, but I’ll get my pay in cash. Though not for certain.’

‘Sir …’

‘Hey?’

‘I was in the cell with them …’

The other waited. Then – ‘Well?’

‘He gets letters for the fat Jew. You have him searched and see.’

‘Only letters?’

‘Well, he wouldn’t do it for love.’

‘Do you know anything?’

‘Have him searched, sir. This very day – you’ll find something.’

The door opened: ‘Kufalt for the doctor.’

Kufalt looked at the chief warder.

‘Get along,’ said the other indulgently. ‘All birds die in this place.’

‘Well, I’ve stitched up that bastard of an instructor,’ thought Kufalt as he shuffled downstairs. ‘He won’t have time to go through my cell now, though it wouldn’t matter, God knows! The note’s still on me, damn!’

VI

The warder stood by the balustrade and watched Kufalt depart. ‘Get a move on, Kufalt. Acts as if he doesn’t know all about it. You’ve been to the doctor often enough.’

‘That isn’t true,’ thought Kufalt. ‘Since he reported me for shamming, when I sprained my thumb and couldn’t weave, I haven’t been near him more than three times. And I wasn’t kidding, my thumb really was sprained.’

No, it looked bad for shifting the note. All the corridors were crowded with men reporting to the governor, the police inspector, the work inspector, the doctor, the chaplain and the schoolmaster – on all the landings bolts were rattling, keys clicking, officials running about with lists and prisoners slouching along in their blue dungarees.

‘I’m always messing up. And when I do get a bit feisty and try to pull off anything, I muck it up. I’ll never make a real crook …’

Below he was greeted by Senior Warder Petrow, an East Prussian, who had been a warder before the war and was very popular with all the prisoners.

‘Well, Kufalt, old man, time’s up, eh? You see it’s gone like lightning. Did the chief give you solitary? You could have done the last bit on your head! How long? Five years? Time passes like an express train, mate; and won’t the girls be pleased with what you’ve saved up for them!’

Fat Petrow snorted amiably, and the prisoners grinned agreement.

‘Well, fall in, Kufalt. No, not beside Batzke, he talks, and the old man’s always peering out of his glass cubicle. Here – and three paces apart. Now then, you with the specs, you’re a new hand, aren’t you? Think you’re walking to Hamburg, eh? Stop here, my boy, put in a little time with us … Don’t go any further.’

The thirty prisoners already waiting for the doctor’s inspection were joined by more and more from all landings. Kufalt noticed the little carpenter, Emil Bruhn, and waved to him from where he stood.

‘It’ll go on for ever again today,’ he groaned to the man in front; ‘the grub’s sure to be ice-cold when we get back. And there’s peas today.’

The man in front turned round. He was a tall lanky fellow in an incredible get-up – trousers consisting almost entirely of light and dark blue patches, a waistcoat so short that a hand’s width of shirt could be seen between the lower edge of it and his trousers, and a jacket with arms that reached only to the elbows. And above it, a small, pallid, evil head.

‘Well, you’re a fine sight, I must say,’ said Kufalt. ‘You must have got across the storeman. They’ve made a proper guy of you. How long are you in for?’

‘Are you speaking to me?’ said the beanpole. ‘Can we talk here?’

‘No. But you don’t need to throw your weight about; all our buckets will be emptied at the same time. How long have you got?’

‘I was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment. But I’m innocent. Two witnesses committed perjury. I’ve written to the Public Prosecutor’s office.’

‘Oh, we all talk about perjury when we come in,’ said Kufalt soothingly. ‘That’s natural. What was written up outside your cell before your case came on?’

‘Written? What do you mean? Oh, yes – “prisoner on remand”.’

‘Well, that means Innocent. And what is written there now?’

‘Convict.’

‘And that means Guilty. It’s all quite simple. When you’re in jug, you’re guilty, it’s no use making any fuss about it. A sentence is a sentence. And don’t start any talk about perjury here, it won’t get you anywhere. There’s some of us here that’ll put you through it if you do.’

‘Pardon me, I am innocent, my wife and my secretary will find themselves in jail for perjury. Listen, let me tell you about it …’

But he got no further. A violent jingle of keys came from the glass cubicle. ‘Herr Petrow! Will you please attend to what’s going on. That tall fellow there, Menzel, keeps on talking to Kufalt.’

Petrow dashed savagely up to the innocent convict. ‘Do you want me to pull out your rotten teeth, you big bastard? Do you think you’re in a Jews’ school, eh? Quick march, left, right, left, right, to the cell, and you can talk to the iron door till the doctor comes.’

The door clicked, the bewildered prisoner disappeared, and as he passed Petrow whispered, with a twinkle in his eye: ‘Put the wind up him, didn’t I? Don’t you get pally with that lad, he’s always going to the governor and the inspector and he tells everything he hears.’

Petrow was already ten paces away. There stood two men in brown uniforms by themselves, smart-looking lifers, no doubt on their way elsewhere. And the pair had moved three steps forward, from the linoleum onto the waxed cement floor, to make contact with the other prisoners, probably for tobacco …

‘Keep on the brown lino, please – don’t move off the lino, you there!’

The men did not look up, they stared straight in front of them and did not move. Kufalt once more observed that lifers treated the prison officials in quite a different way. Ordinary prisoners jollied them, and tried to get on terms with them; but for these men, an official simply did not exist.

This time Petrow burst into a real fury: ‘Get back onto that lino!’

The pair heard nothing, saw nothing. As though by accident, they each took one step, two steps, three steps – and again stood on the linoleum. They did not so much as look at the warder.

The infirmary door opened, and the infirmary chief warder appeared in a white jacket. ‘Prisoners to see the doctor!’

‘Double file – into the infirmary,’ shouted Petrow.

But at that moment all the carefully maintained discipline and decorum collapsed. With a hubbub of talk and hurrying feet the fifty prisoners jostled along a narrow passage and down some steps into the infirmary. Petrow tried to keep the two lifers at least in view, but they were at once lost among the others; they whispered, hands grabbing.

‘Just you wait, you miserable swine, I’ll have that tobacco off you … Now then, move aside you two!’

‘All prisoners in double file, eyes to the wall and back to back. Take off shoes and slippers and place them in front of you,’ ordered the infirmary chief warder.

A name was called, and the prisoner vanished into the doctor’s room, followed by the chief warder.

‘This is going to last for hours,’ sighed Kufalt to little Bruhn, who was standing beside him.

‘I’m not so sure, Willi,’ whispered Bruhn. ‘He often gets through sixty in half an hour. Hello, there’s a row going on.’

From the doctor’s room came curses and shouts, and a prisoner emerged, red with fury. ‘But I’m really ill, I’ll complain to the Prison Board, I won’t stand it …’

‘Move on, move on,’ said the chief warder, pushing the man out.

‘Malingering scum,’ the doctor was heard to shout. ‘I’ll teach ’em! Next!’

‘Doesn’t look too good today,’ said Batzke, from the other side of Kufalt. ‘If he starts on the first one like that …’

‘Anyhow, we’ll be through quicker. I want to get in some football. Are you coming?’

‘Don’t know yet. My dripping’s all gone, I’ll have to wangle some more.’

‘Will we have to take all our clothes off?’ asked Kufalt.

And Batzke: ‘We had to at Fuhlsbüttel. I don’t know what they do here in Prussia.’

‘Course not,’ whispered Bruhn from the other side. ‘He won’t even look at us.’

‘Don’t be so sure,’ said Kufalt. ‘It says in the Prison Regulations that prisoners are to be thoroughly examined before release as to their health and their capacity for work.’

‘It says a lot in those regulations.’

‘Then you think we won’t have to undress?’

‘What have you got tucked away in your pants, eh? Halves, or … ?’

‘Silence over there,’ shouted Petrow; ‘if you don’t want a crack on the head with my keys.’

‘Oh, please, sir, can I be excused? I’ve got such a pain in my guts, I’m afraid to go in to the doctor,’ grinned Kufalt.

‘All right, go and shit then, old codger. Over to the toilets. Now mind – no smoking, or there’ll be trouble with the doctor.’

‘Of course not, sir.’

And Kufalt disappeared into the toilet, and left the door ajar. For safety’s sake he pulled down his trousers; then he stood with his back against the peephole, hurriedly took the note out of his scarf, pushed it down into his sock (‘no halves, Batzke’), stood up, flushed the toilet, and took his place in the ranks again.

Petrow stuck his head round the toilet door to check, and withdrew it with a look of satisfaction. ‘You haven’t smoked – good boy, Kufalt.’

Kufalt felt really touched by this approbation.

But Batzke whispered: ‘Well, Kufalt, how about it? Will you cough it up or … ?’

Kufalt parried: ‘What about the fat Jew and the naked tart? Cut it out, nothing doing here!’

‘Aha!’ grinned Batzke. ‘So you too stung the little swine, did you? Good for you, lad!’

From the corner growled a menacing voice: ‘How long am I to be kept on this cold floor in my socks? It’s a scandal. I’ll complain.’

Petrow grinned: ‘Ah, the gentlemen lifers. Medical officer’s orders; I can do nothing. You must complain to the medical officer.’

‘I’d like to know why it’s allowed too,’ said Kufalt softly to Bruhn. ‘I’ve caught a dozen colds standing around on this cold floor.’

‘So we won’t scratch the orderlies’ lino,’ said Batzke.

‘Wrong,’ said Bruhn, who knew everything. ‘Six or eight years ago a prisoner hit the doctor over the head with his slippers. Since then all prisoners have had to wait in their socks.’

‘It’s a bloody shame,’ growled Kufalt. ‘We have to catch cold here just because …’

‘We’re just cattle,’ said Batzke. ‘But outside I’ll show folks what sort of animal I am!’

The prisoners had melted away like snow in the sun; there had been more outbursts, more shouts, indignant protests and whining, but in the end the infirmary chief warder’s heavy shoulder had edged them through the door, where Petrow received them, listened sympathetically to their complaints, and bustled them away, delighted to have got them back from the infirmary.

The only ones left were the two lifers and the discharges.

‘Now for a row,’ said Kufalt warningly.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Bruhn sceptically. ‘I’d be surprised if there was.’

And in five minutes the two reappeared from the doctor’s room, with the same expressionless faces, followed this time by the medical officer himself. ‘The chief warder will bring you the medicine. And the cotton wool. Right.’

‘Those lads know how to fix him,’ said Kufalt enviously.

‘Oh, he’s just a coward,’ said Bruhn. ‘They’re lifers, probably – and they don’t risk anything if they give him one on the jaw. A lifer’s always a lifer. The doctor knows that well enough.’

‘Eyes ahead! These are the men due for discharge this week, sir.’

‘Right.’ The medical officer did not look up. ‘They can be taken away. All in good health, all fit for work, chief warder.’

‘And that’s what we’ve waited an hour for,’ said Bruhn.

‘Well, I’ll put in a stiff complaint when I get out,’ said Kufalt.

‘Cattle must be treated like cattle,’ grinned Batzke. ‘The old pill-pusher’s right.’


VII

When Kufalt got back to his cell, he found something else to make him indignant. Dinner had been given out in the meantime and his bowl stood on the table, but there was only one ladleful in it. Lousy bastards! Was he to go on an empty belly these last few days? Peas too – which he liked so much!

But as Kufalt sat there and crammed the food into his mouth – he had to bolt it, as the bell for the category three men’s recreation might ring at any moment – a sudden nausea came over him. That had happened several times during his five years; for weeks and even months he could not get the sloppy mixture down.

Listlessly he stirred the bowl, to see whether a bit of pork might have strayed into it – in vain.

He tipped the stuff into his bucket, cleaned the plate and smeared a slice of bread with dripping. His dripping tasted fine; the tailors stewed it up for him on the ironing stove, with apples and onions. They were very decent to him, and never took more than a quarter off the pound for their ‘work’; others had to give up a half or even three-quarters, and the new boys got nothing back at all. The tailors always told them that the chief warder had confiscated it and that it was very decent of them to take all the blame. And they had to put up with it.

Kufalt squatted on his stool and yawned. He would like to have had a bit of a snooze on his bed, but the chief warder might ring the bell at any moment; it was already time.

How the time dragged, these last few days and weeks! It would not pass, it stayed, it stuck, it would not pass. Every free minute he had he had always sat down to knot, but now he could not, he would never knot another mesh. He cared for nothing now. The thought of freedom left him cold. Werner would be sure not to write, and then he would have to go and beg the chaplain for help.

The best thing for him would be a decent safe wage – small it might be, but it must be sure. No more dealings with crooks; he would get some quiet little room, where insignificant Willi Kufalt could sit and keep warm through the winter. A cinema now and again. And a nice office job, and so on and so on. He wanted nothing better. Amen.

The bell rang.

He sat up, picked up his cap and scarf, felt for the note to make sure it was still safe in his sock – and there was Steinitz at the open door: ‘Recreation – category three!’

They gathered round the glass cubicle, eleven manikins out of six hundred.

‘All here?’ asked Petrow.

‘No, Batzke’s not here yet.’

‘Having a snooze, is he? Someone go and wake him up.’

‘No, he won’t come.’

‘Oh? Well, I know what’ll happen. They’ll soon knock off the extra recreation period when they see we don’t use it.’

‘Who’s got the football?’

‘We need a new one. This one’s past mending.’

‘Rubbish, shoemaker! Of course it can be mended, you lazy sod.’

‘The gentlemen who are going out tomorrow might cough up ten marks out of their pay, eh?’

‘I need my money for myself, thank you.’

‘Well hello, why are we going through the cellar today, sir?’

‘It’s nearer.’

‘And it’s forbidden.’

‘It isn’t. Who said so?’

‘Rusch.’

‘Oh, I fart at what he forbids.’

‘There’s somebody!’

‘Hi, Bruhn, are you coming with us?’

‘Fine, Emil, we can have a bit of a chat.’

‘Petrow slipped me out, Rusch isn’t in the building. Good work, eh, Willi?’

‘Well, that’s rich! He’s not even category two, Senior Warder, sir!’

‘I don’t see anything. I don’t know how Bruhn came out.’

‘Shut your mouth, you jealous pig. Can’t you let Bruhn come out with us once in a while?’

‘You idiot, when I want anything you get all worked up about it.’

‘It’s different with Bruhn, no warder minds about Bruhn.’

‘Different – because he’s your boyfriend, eh? Listen, I won’t stand for it, I’ll squeal.’

‘All right, squeal if you dare. I know a thing or two about you …’

They were outside. It was the Junior Prison’s recreation ground, where they played football and were allowed to walk about without supervision – Petrow had gone off straight away – as a preparation for freedom, surrounded, of course, by a wall five metres high.

‘Come along, Willi, don’t mind him. I’m here anyhow.’

‘Yes, come on. Let’s walk by the wall, then we won’t disturb the game.’

‘I’ve a good mind to give you one in the jaw – think a lot of yourself, don’t you?’

‘All right, do, if you’ve got any guts.’

‘Guts, eh? I’ll soon show you, you dirty scab …’

‘Now then, shoemaker, are we playing football or not?’

‘I wouldn’t dirty my hands on you – clear off with your boyfriend. But I’ll tell Rusch … ’

‘Oh, come on, Willi.’

‘The shoemaker’s a pig, Emil. But I’ll tell you what he’s making all this fuss about. I sold him my two canaries for four packets of tobacco. And Rusch found out. So he’s lost the birds and the tobacco. That’s what’s bugging him, it’s nothing to do with you.’

‘When’s the shoemaker due to come out? He’s going crazy already.’

‘Too right! He’s got three years to go yet. But he sucks up to everyone, and secretly mends the warders’ shoes, and now he wants to join the Catholic Church; he’ll get out on probation all right.’

‘Yes, he’ll fix it, he knows what’s what.’

They were walking up and down under the wall in the warm May sunshine. Not a blade of green grass, not a leaf to be seen, but the sky was deeply blue, and after the bleak cells the sun seemed doubly bright and warm. It warmed them to the bones, their limbs loosened; their tense, watchful and defensive mood was relaxed, and they both became easy and quiet.

‘Hey, Willi,’ said Bruhn.

He was a plump, friendly young man, only just twenty-eight, who had been in prison since he was seventeen. With his light blue eyes, his ruddy round face and his flaxen hair he looked like a large child. But on the card in his cell was written ‘Robbery and murder’, and he had received the maximum sentence for those underage, at that time – fifteen years. And yet he did not appear as anything of the kind; he was a pleasant young man and popular with everyone. He had never tried to ingratiate himself, and yet he was liked by all.

In fact, when he mentioned the subject, which he did very seldom and with an air of hopeless resignation, he maintained that he had been unjustly convicted. It had not been murder for robbery, but manslaughter in a fit of fury and despair; he had killed the captain of the barge, who tortured him, his cabin-boy, beyond all human endurance. The fact that he could not bring himself to leave the gold watch on the corpse when he threw it into the water was in his view quite a separate matter. He had not killed the man to get his watch.

So the two young men walked up and down in the sunshine, with five, and eleven, years of jail behind them; in two days all would be over, and life would smile on them again.

‘Hey, Willi,’ said little Bruhn.

‘Yes, Emil?’

‘I asked you this before, in the toilets: why don’t you stay here? In this town, I mean. No, don’t answer yet; we might take a room together, it would be cheaper. And if you don’t get a job at once, you could cook and wash and do the housework. I’ll be earning good money. And in the evenings we could smarten ourselves up and go out.’

‘But I must get a job, Emil. I couldn’t do your housework for ever.’

‘You’ll get a job all right. Just at the beginning, I meant. If you were stronger I would fix you up at the timber yard, but you’ll have to get some sort of clerk’s job for a start … The old man likes you, he’s sure to help.’

‘Oh, the governor? But he can’t do just what he likes. And, Emil, this is such a hole, warders around everywhere, and the lads on outside work, and there’s the prison always under your nose, and in three days the cops would all know where you’d come from. And there’d be talk, and the landlady would hear about it, and she’d give you notice …’

‘But we’ll find a landlady that doesn’t mind.’

‘Yes, but even if we could she’d pile on the rent.’

‘I don’t think so, Willi, really I don’t think so. There are some. But I’ll try to get hold of a decent girl, not a tart, and marry, and have a shop of my own, and children …’

‘Would you tell her?’

‘I don’t know. I’d have to see. But better not.’

‘But you’d have to tell her, Emil. Otherwise you’d always be afraid it would come out, and she’d bolt.’

They stood in the bright sunlight, not looking at each other, but staring at the grey sand before them in which Kufalt was burrowing with his slipper.

Bruhn tried again: ‘Come with me, Willi.’

And Kufalt: ‘No. No. It would be like being in the clink again. We would always be talking about our life here. No, no.’

‘No!’ said Bruhn too.

‘We’ve both been in it up to our necks together; we’ve wangled what we could, done the dirty on the other lads and sucked up to the warders – but now it’s over.’

‘Yes,’ said Bruhn.

‘And there’s another thing … Do you know, when I was a boy at school, I fell in love – from afar, we didn’t speak to each other more than twice, and once I saw her fixing her stocking in the gardens. That was when girls still wore long skirts, you know …’

‘Yes,’ said Bruhn.

‘But that was nothing compared to the first year here, when you had the cell opposite me, on the other side of the passage, and I saw you in the morning. You only had a shirt and trousers on, and you put your bucket and water jug outside the door. And your shirt was open at the neck. Then you smiled, and I used to wait till the door opened, hoping to see you … And then you slipped me the first note …’

‘Yes, through that big orderly, Tietjen, who was in for burglary. He was safe, he was up to it himself.’

‘And then the first time, in the shower room, when the warder turned round and you crept under my shower and hid behind the screen when he looked … God, we’ve had some good times in this old place …’

‘Yes,’ said Bruhn; ‘but a girl’s better.’

Kufalt pondered: ‘Well, you see, I’ve been thinking that if we were together it would just go on as before …’

‘No,’ said Bruhn; ‘not when there are girls around.’

‘Yes,’ said Kufalt. ‘And it must all come to an end. It was great, but it must come to an end now. We’re making a fresh start, and I want to be like everybody else.’

‘So you’ve made up your mind to go to Hamburg?’

‘Yes, to Hamburg; no one will ask questions there.’

‘All right, only mind you keep straight there, Willi. Shall we walk a bit further?’

‘Yes, the sun’s quite warm today.’

‘I shall fix up with Krüger, then,’ said little Bruhn. ‘He comes out on 16 May.’

Kufalt was taken aback. ‘You can’t mean that, Emil. He’s no good.’

‘No, I know. And he always pinches our tobacco. And he’s been dropped on three times for robbing the men on his shift.’

‘There you go.’

‘But what am I to do? I must have someone, I can’t stick it alone. And there’s not many people want to take up with a murderer, you know.’

‘Yes, but not Krüger.’

‘But who else is there? You’ve said you won’t.’

‘Not for that reason, Emil.’

‘And I must have someone to help me, Willi. I’ve been eleven years in jug, and I don’t know my way around. I’m often terrified, I think I’ll get into a mess again and spend the rest of my life doing time.’

‘That’s just why you shouldn’t take up with Krüger.’

‘Then you come with me.’

‘No, I can’t. I want to go to Hamburg.’

‘Then I’ll go with Krüger.’

For a while they walked in silence, side by side. Then Bruhn said: ‘I want to ask you something else, Willi. You know about such things …’

‘What things?’

‘Money. Savings bank books.’

‘A little, perhaps.’

‘When a bloke … has a savings bank book in my name, and he has the receipt for it, can he draw any of the money? He can’t, can he?’

‘Usually he could, if the savings book isn’t actually closed, or notice has been given. Usually he can. Have you got a savings book?’

‘Yes. No. One has been taken out for me.’

‘Before you came in?’

‘No, here …’

‘Look, you had better tell me all about it, Emil, I shan’t split. Perhaps I can help.’

‘I’ve always worked in Shed 3, first with the cabinetmakers, and afterwards I was on nest boxes for Steguweit’s …’

‘Yes?’

‘And then at the big poultry exhibition Steguweit got the gold medal for his nest boxes, and a lot of orders. So, to get us on with the job, his foremen used to slip us tobacco on the quiet. That was when there was no smoking allowed in the prison at all.’

‘Before my time …’

‘Yes, and then it came out, and there was a row, and no more tobacco. But they fixed up something else. We didn’t see why we should work the skin off our hands just to make money for Steguweit, and we knocked the nest boxes together to pass the time. Then one day the foremen came along and promised us twenty pfennigs for every nest box over fifteen per day per man. And the money would be paid into a savings account under each man’s name. And when we came out, we were to go along and draw the cash.’

‘Sounds all right! And did you deliver the goods?’

‘Didn’t we just! There were days when we turned out thirty-two or even thirty-five extra. By God, it was a sweat, you should have seen my hands sometimes.’

‘And was the money paid in all right?’

‘Absolutely. In the first year there was already more than two hundred marks; and in the next it was more. It must be well over a thousand by now.’

‘Well, then, ask for the savings book; and just take it when he shows it you.’

‘Yes, but he doesn’t show it any more. Too risky, he says, he’s afraid of a stink, he says. A lot of men have come out and made a stink and gone to the governor because they said the money wasn’t right. And Steguweit said to the governor it was all bollocks, there had never been any savings books, because it wasn’t legal for prisoners to earn any extra money.’

‘Some of them must have come back here in the meantime, what did they say?’

‘Steguweit asked some of them what the hell they were talking about, he knew nothing of any savings books. And when they turned nasty, he threatened them with the police. He gave twenty marks or even fifty to some who pressed him, but what’s that against the hundreds that they ought to have had. And I’ve got the most anyhow, I was there from the beginning.’

‘And what do the foremen say?’

‘That the guys are telling lies. That they got the money, but won’t admit it because they threw it all away at once on drink and women.’

‘Well, that’s possible. The ones that get back into the clink again are shits. But why don’t they show you the book? That’s a bad sign. You ought to report Steguweit. No, that won’t work, I wouldn’t do that. You’d get yourself another stretch for blackmail, like Sethe there over by the wall.’

‘That was some business with the chef, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, don’t talk about it, I see red whenever I think of it. He’d be coming out the day after tomorrow, and now he’s got to do another three months because I couldn’t hold my tongue. He’d like to do me in. Let’s drop it …’

‘I thought,’ said little Bruhn, ‘that at the worst I could go to the old man. He’s a decent bloke, and helps us when he can.’

‘Sure, when he can. But he can’t do all he wants.’

‘Why not? He’s only got to ask the prisoners in Shed 3, and he’ll find I’m speaking the truth.’

‘But even if he believes you, he can’t do anything. These savings accounts were against the regulations, and he can’t help you over a thing like that. After all, old Sethe’s business wasn’t so very bad, but he got another three months for it.’

They were standing in a corner. The football players were tired, and were lying against the wall in the sun, sleeping and smoking. ‘Smoking again, the bloody fools,’ grumbled Kufalt. ‘They know it’s forbidden to smoke here in front of the Junior Prison. Well, never mind, the day after tomorrow I’ll be a category above category three, I don’t care what happens to ’em. Well, old Sethe was potato-peeler in the kitchen, and spent his six or eight years in the potato cellar, peeling potatoes. And once every month he reported to the work inspector and asked for another job, he said he’d been in the potato cellar long enough, he wanted to get out into the air. And he was always refused. Eventually he found out that the chef had got at the inspector so that Sethe shouldn’t be let out of the cellar, because he did as much as two other potato-peelers. That’s what happens if you work hard in this place.’

‘I know.’

‘So he begged the smarmy old brute to let him out, he said the damp dark cellar was getting on his nerves; and he was told to stick it out for another three months and then he could join the gardeners in the spring. But the chef said this again and again, and Sethe got mad in the end.

‘He knew a lot about the kitchen and he also knew that every Wednesday and Saturday the chef shoved five or six pounds of meat under his jacket and carried it home. The prison officers are allowed to take shavings out of the carpenter’s shop as kindling, they put it into a sack and carry it home in a wheelbarrow. But in the chef’s sack there were shavings on top, and peas and lentils and barley and semolina underneath. And the joke was that Sethe usually had to push the old swine’s wheelbarrow to his house.

‘Well, Sethe kept on thinking how he could shaft the chef, so that another man would get the job and he could get out of the cellar. Eventually he told me the whole yarn, and said: “Kufalt, what shall I do?” And I said: “Sethe, the whole thing’s as plain as the nose on your face; let’s go to the governor.” And he said: “To the old man? Not on your life. I’d be shit scared.” And I said: “I don’t see why, it’s a perfectly simple story, and we’ll fix it so you don’t get into
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