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  Cell Block


The bulk of my waking hours replay the constant loop of what happens in the dark; a highlight reel of things I want to forget. Stale feces and urine taint the air, not much different than one of those pine smelling air fresheners dangling from a rearview mirror… one several months passed its expiration date. Four tar-dark concrete walls beat down a man’s desire to take that next breath. Only disturbed by the 
THWAK!
THUD!
FFFT!
of a stick hitting the dormant meat of a man’s abdomen as they lay asleep. Unaware another ratted them out. Escape here, whether rumored or true, doesn’t get one day or a week or even a month in solitary. It gets them on life support. Cries, whimpers, and the occasional idle threat to those who we never see echo the barred halls in a fading chorus of injustice. 
Life here in Blockháus number two does not exist to the outside world: Those seven miles removed from the isle known by the inhabitants as L’Île des Ombres… The Isle of Shadows.
This night, my six hundredth thirty-five in Blockháus number two, differs from the others by one fact… I ratted him out, holding zero remorse. When offered the choice of you or me…
I will choose me every time!
“Dirk,” the male voice whispered from overhead. Even in the pitch, I can imagine the egg-shaped head aiming his words at me while leaning over the edge of the bunk.
With a subtle moan, I still cringe even though the cell holds the same darkness whether my eyes are open or closed. Fowley’s voice etched my nerves the same way biting down on a single grain of sand did after my first beating here back on day three.
“Dirk, who do you think it is?” the whispered continued. This time sounding as persistent as two birds fighting over the same worm.
“I don’t know.” I did know. (Mooky Foy. A mick who managed to get himself arrested on the mainland a year ago. Standing next to a bloody body while covered in blood yourself tends to draw attention. Since receiving his life sentence, stupidity followed him in a longtail unwilling to let go. Now, he had to pay the piper.) 
“Now shut up Fowley before you get them coming our way.” I lied, again. They would not come this way. I have worked too hard to establish my position within the yard. Although no one has laid eyes upon the guards (a.k.a. The Shadows) and lived, we each understand the concept of a controlling force watching; listening.
“I’m hearing things.”
I wait, listening for what comes next. When the agonizing stillness becomes more than I can bear, I ask the inevitable. “What kind of things?” 
A pause. 
“Someone’s playing rat to the shadows,” Fowley said with a little too much excitement. “And I know who it is.”
I freeze, now seeing a candle-light orange behind my squeezed eyelids.
“At least I think I know,” he adds. This time his words are more distant as the squeaky joints shimmy the same way they did whenever someone moved. Which is the exact reason why I maintain the bottom bunk.  
I relax. He knows nothing.
Mooky, a tough bastard, took his licks with little protest. I had to give him credit. Even with his cell two down from ours, what we did hear could’ve passed as two inmates relieving pent up… well, you get the gist. 
Even the hinges offered no protest as they opened and closed, providing little warning to the block a disturbance came lurking on the dark silence. ‘As quiet as a feather landing on a church bell,’ Fowley once said regarding the cell doors. But tonight, two cells down, the only audible sound was a slight whimper during the first two THUDS!, then nothing but slippered heels dragging across the concrete floor.
Although pointless, I still lift my head enough to peer down the length of my body to steal a glimpse. A club racks each bar as it passes before I can lift my head to see. Its owner implying, Watch yourself boy.
“Do you think there really is an infirmary here?”
“Fowley, you ask too many questions. Now shut up and go to sleep. They’ll work us extra hard tomorrow. The same way they do after -”
“I’m serious.”
“FOWLEY.”
Fowley huffs, much the same way a child did after hearing, No, you cannot have the last cookie. 
“Okay, I. Don’t. Know,” I say unable to let it go. However, I do know. There isn’t. I’ve witnessed what happens to those who break the rules. The shadows allowed me to see, once. That was enough.
“I can’t wait to get outta here,” Fowley says. 
He won’t. He can’t. Not if I plan on getting out of here on my timeline.
Expecting another question, I wait for a beat. Then two. Then twenty, finally letting out my breath when the silence snuggles up the same way Spot did in my bed at night as a child. Except here I would get no tongue to the face. Goosebumps cycle the length of my arms as the air returns to its nightly undisturbed cast.
“Fowley,” I whisper, barely above a breath. Every sound travels twice the distance in the pitch. Even the daylight hours hold an orphaning overcast. Two feet by two feet windows near the ceilings trickle the walls down each corridor. Most covered in heavy layers of soot from the constant fires in the yard. 
Again, I call his name. 
Nothing.
For the better part of a year, the two of us shared these same walls, each keeping to ourselves while bunked, only distributing information once deemed pertinent to our survival. During the day, in the yard and during chores, we act as busy little birdies, gathering whatever information we can about who and what.
Breathless and hands clenched at my sides, I relax and start the arduous series of movements. First, I begin with a slow roll to my right, moving my entire body as one rigid piece. Mastery comes with time father said on more than one occasion. Although well meaning, father’s intentions landed on deaf ears. A mason man by trade, he wanted me to follow in his footsteps. 
He built concrete slab walls spanning through seven different counties. I, on the other hand, tore them down.
Banks mostly.
I pause, half expecting a squeaky groan from the bunk’s joints to wake Fowley. I wait; his steady and shallow breaths tell me he’s now a man on the downslope to deep sleep. 
On my side, I kick my left leg over until my slippered toe touches the concrete floor. I know the spot well. A single jagged line all but splits the cell into two sections from wall to door. The aftereffect of a century old foundation settling on hard-packed sand. 
Again I hesitate. A slight pooft comes from the bunk above. That sound Fowley makes just as he falls off that ledge into deep sleep.
I fight to keep my heart steady and slide my left leg further over the edge, then roll onto my stomach, arms tucked under my torso. One leg and half of my hip dangles over the edge. The bunk shutters ever so slightly. I wait. No sound. No movements from above. Then I freeze, hairs on the back of my neck jutting to attention. 
I can’t see them. But I can feel them. Eyes boring through me from outside the cell door. For several beats I wait, heart hammering between my ears. I never considered myself naïve until this moment. They had to know. They know everything.
Fowley flops over, snort snoring as he did so. More than likely onto his right side. Which meant he’d next move to his stomach after a few minutes. I take advantage of his flopping around and scoot myself off the bunk, landing on the ground in much the same position… on my front, arms tucked under my torso. Squinting as if it worked, I peer at the cell door searching for movement, any movement. 
I can’t see a thing. Too late now. It’s all or nothing. 
With my right hand, I reach for the underside of my bunk and fumble my way around both the frame and springs until my fingers find it. Not quite close enough, I inch my body in halves, shifting everything from the waistline up first, then my legs. It takes twice, and almost a third moving in this manner until I’m close and roll onto my side. My tool of choice (not that I have another one) slides out of the hollowed frame, catching on a spring and slips from my fingertips. 
“No,” I moan and immediately drop my hands to the floor, praying they’re in the right spot. If the metal hits the cement, you might as well have a bullhorn in this still quiet. 
A second passes. Eyes slammed shut as if taking away my limited vision helped my hearing. Then another second… and another. Plop! The cold metal lands on the back of my right hand. Instinctively, I slap my left hand over top to keep it secure.
Fowley snorts, then snores as if imitating a waking bear, and rolls onto his stomach – at least that’s my guess. After a year with this man, I know his habits well. Sleep, bathroom, eating… I watch and make notes of how I can best use this knowledge to help get me out of here.  
I take the spoon and cup it in both palms. The chilled metal feels comforting in my hands. Most of these goons in Blockháus number two scoff at fate, or anything along those lines. But I know better. My decision to get out of here hit about a month before Fowley intruded on my space. You put it out there, and the universe will do its thing to provide. I’m not a big believer in that metaphysical BS. However, my opinion shifted a week after speaking my escape out loud to myself.  
While walking the yard before evening chow, admiring the descending sun while soaking in its mid-summer heat, I found a spoon half buried under a bush off center under guard tower number three – the one overlooking the west side of the island where those going to the “infirmary” were dropped into the ocean.  
I am aware of this because the one time the shadows let me see where the ailing prisoners went, I made sure to study as much of the surroundings as I could without drawing attention. Being the shadows secret rat, and having five proven foiled escape attempts on my rat resumé, their eyes tend to drift in the opposite direction.
Fowley moves again, mumbling something. “I know,” I think he says, but not sure. He sounds as if his face is buried in his pillow.    
I push to my knees, thumb and forefinger polishing the bowl of the spoon until the sharp edge pricks my finger. Under daylight, it resembles a miniature spade with a pick at the end of the handle. 
Still on all fours, I put the handle in my mouth and bite down just enough to keep it secure. I’ll need both hands for what’s next.
Over time, I’ve created a distinct process, moving myself around as if I were a whisper. Even doing so with my eyes shut as if blindfolded. Which is fine, because I might as well be. 
Every night, after he falls off into dreamland, I dig, and dig, and dig until my knuckles and fingertips bleed. Some nights, I hate to say, are less productive. 
We don’t have watches or clocks. So I must tally (in my head) the time it takes to get to the end of the tunnel, then back to my cell. One time, and that’s all it takes, I almost missed morning headcount, which is a perceived escape attempt and a guaranteed trip to the “infirmary.” This, of course, was before Fowley. I made it with about fifteen seconds to spare.
As I mentioned before, we’ve never seen the guards. And for that reason, we call them shadows; literal shadows, offering little more than darkened shapes as they walk past the cells. A single or double tap on the bars is our only acknowledgement we are a part of the counted.
There I stood, ramrod straight for a measly count of fifteen before I hear that single tap. Ready to pass out, I let out an exhausted breath after hearing two taps from the cell to my right. 
Once sure I survived the close call, my brain went to work on how to track my time in the tunnel. Not to mention getting back in time to get a couple hours of shut eye each night. 
Falling asleep at the lathe during work could bring unwanted attention.
Fowley moves again and says something muffled. Or whispered. Can’t tell either way.
I squint, turn my head back at the bunks and listen. 
He’s breathing, heavily, then mutters, “I know.”

      ***Fourteen months into this plan now, I’ve finally reached the end of the line. Tonight, I punch my ticket outta

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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