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    To Wendy,

For doing my punishment sentences in the eighth grade

and for believing.



    
    
    
    
    
    “Helpless men and women have never fared well

in the hands of profit-seeking entrepreneurs.”

Michael Walzer



    
    PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION
~

WHEN I WROTE THIS NOVEL many years ago, prisons for profit were rare, and they seemed a great new experiment that might alleviate one burden of society, by turning over the management of prisons to private enterprise, which has always been a source of efficiency and creativity. An original Baltimore Sun newspaper article made me wonder how individuals might fare if they were installed in the best re-educational installations possible, which would punish lawbreakers, while simultaneously preparing them for a new start in society. 

The passing years have seen some of my worst fears come true, and crooked judges have already been convicted of sentencing lawbreakers to unnecessarily harsh and lengthy confinements, while the judges reaped profits through kickbacks from corrupt prison owners. Moreover, much of what was science fiction when this book was written is now fact, and the premise of states going bankrupt is much closer to reality today than when this story was originally penned. The original edition of this novel saw limited sales, because we pulled it from the market after only a few months due to publishing issues. Publishing conditions having changed, and now being in full control of the manuscript, we have decided that the book should be re-issued due to the timeliness of the story.

Many are concerned that prisons for profit is a bad idea due to the recent history of some miscreants who have poisoned the well of honest enterprise, and that too, made us think that this story should be placed back into circulation, since it dwells on the positive aspects of correctional confinement, rather than the dark side. The current fears by some, of future dangers from artificial intelligence, are also touched upon in this story. The adapted screenplay that I wrote from this novel made it to the finals of the Chesterfield Writers Project, and I am sure that the alert reader will find some scenes of later movies very familiar in this manuscript, which preceded them by years. 

Finally, we have barely begun to scratch the surface of what can be accomplished in correctional institutions, since many upcoming technologies will contribute greatly to re-education as autonomous adaptive learning systems become integrated into future correctional facilities. The free enterprise system remains the best way to achieve the most rapid adaptation of newer technologies, and therefore, it is still my belief that private prisons offer great promise for the future, provided certain guidelines are met. As always, the incentives for illegal and immoral profits must be minimized as best as possible.

Michael P. Sakowski

Baltimore, August 2017



    
    
    CHAPTER 1 - BAD LUCK
~

     THE PHONE RANG. JACK FINISHED a sip from his coffee and looked over at Holly. She was kicked back in the office chair, with her feet up on the desk, filing her nails; her legs on display for his inspection. She liked that he liked looking. They were friends, separated by years. Jack thirty-eight, she eighteen. Her early morning grooming was as routine as Jack’s first coffee. But she did it as much for his entertainment as for herself. He couldn’t resist watching, and she liked the attention. Holly looked up from her filing and glanced at the office clock. 

     “It’s not nine o’clock yet,” she said and returned to her nails.

     “Right,” returned Jack. He sipped his coffee, mindlessly watching her efforts.

     The phone rang a second time, and Jack looked back to the clock. Holly knew he wanted to answer it.

     “You know you said it never pays to answer before opening time. You said: “It’s bad luck.”

     “Yeah, you’re right,” Jack returned. Ten years in business had largely tranquilized his aggressiveness.   

     The phone rang again. Jack tensed, fighting the urge to answer.

     “It’s probably just a salesman. It never pays to open early,” he agreed.     

But what if it was money? He pulled his lucky dice out of the watch pocket of his jeans. The same dice that he had rolled the day he decided to go into business. The ones that had rolled three consecutive sevens to three questions asked them that day. “Should he leave the university? Should he go into business?  Should he rent the building he had found himself standing in front of?” Three sevens. Three yeses. So, he left the university. Left his research. Left a world of scientific order and academia to become an entrepreneur. He would control his future, not some government grant that could be rescinded at will. He did well. At first. But business saw a lot of change in ten years. He couldn’t let money slip by nowadays.

     Jack rolled the dice across the desk.

     “If it’s seven, I answer.” He rolled a three.

     Holly looked at him out of the corner of her eye. The fourth ring sounded, and Jack jumped for the phone.

     “It might be money,” he explained.

     Holly smiled as he reached over her for the phone, and kept right at her nails.

     “Good morning, Luck’s TV. May I help you,” Jack chirped. It was Monday. He was positive. The faint whine of a complaining customer could be heard from the phone.  

     Holly smiled. “I told you.”

     Jack held his hand over the mouthpiece. “It’s Mrs. Maher. Her neighbor is messing up her TV picture with his CB radio again. She wants us to come out for free—again.”

     After several minutes of explaining, Jack hung the phone up, and it immediately rang again. He looked at the clock, and then back to Holly. Then rolled the dice again: five.

     “Well, I already broke the rule, I might as well answer it. Besides, it’s almost nine o’clock. This is probably money.”

     Holly shook her head no as he answered. He soon cradled the phone with a grimace.

     “That was the Baltimore City Housing Court. They say I owe them an eighteen hundred dollar fine—on a house—that I don’t even own. I lost it at foreclosure sale almost two years ago. They said if I don’t show up in court today they’re going to issue a warrant for my arrest.”

     Holly shook her head and smiled. “Lucky you! Why did you say you had your name changed from Lusky?”

     “For luck.” Jack frowned.

     “Yeah.” Holly laughed. “See? I told you not to answer the phone before nine o’clock.” She wagged a scolding finger. “It’s bad luck. Your own words.”

     “Yeah, yeah, I know. But I don’t really believe that. They can’t fine me on a house I don’t own—use common sense. It’s probably just a mistake. You hold down the fort, and I’ll run up there and straighten it out.”

     Holly wagged her finger again. “Bad luck.”

     Jack smiled at her. “Luck? Trust physics. You make your own luck. You make your own destiny.”

     He rolled the dice again: a seven.

~

     The judge pushed his small frame up off the chair and looked down from his tower. “I find you guilty, and the fine is eighteen hundred dollars.”

     Jack’s jaw dropped in shock.

     “But Your Honor, he just said the state would be satisfied with two hundred and fifty dollars!” Jack retorted, pointing toward the state’s attorney.

     The state’s attorney eyeballed Jack and then looked back up at the judge’s tower.

     “Your Honor, the state would be satisfied with the two-hundred-and-fifty-dollar fine for not registering the property as a rental unit.”

     “It was vacant,” Jack added.

     “We’re not playing games here!” the judge boomed. “The fine is eighteen hundred dollars, and it stands. I gave you six months to fix that house up, and you said you would, and you didn’t. It doesn’t matter to me if you lost the house in foreclosure proceedings. You shouldn’t have promised to fix it if you were going to run out of money.”

     “Business went sour, Your Honor. I had to declare Chapter 11 bankruptcy. How could I have known?”

     “The fine stands. Do you have anything else to say, Mr. Lusky?”

     “Luck, Your Honor,” Jack said softly. “My name was changed to Luck.”

     “Anything else—Mr. Luck?”

     Jack paused.

     “All I know is, I don’t have any money.”

     The judge’s face darkened.

     “Well you’ve got till four o’clock today to get it, or you’re going to jail for thirty days. That’s sixty dollars a day. I think that’s fair.”

     Jack’s face turned white. He pictured scaling the judge’s tower. Squeezing the judge’s scrawny little neck till his face turned blue.

     “That’s fair,” Jack said. He stood trance-like as the judge dismissed the court. The squeal of a chair missing one castor button saved the judge’s life. Jack looked over at the state’s attorney who was standing by the table next to him, putting papers in his briefcase.

     The attorney returned his look, and they quietly searched each other’s face.

     “Sorry,” said the state’s attorney.

     “What was your name?”

     “Wonnur.”

     “What do I do now? I really don’t have any money.”

     “Well, you’ve got until four o’clock. Isn’t there anyone you can call?”

     “I don’t know.” That was a lie. There was Dad.  But he had watered at that well too many times before.

     “What happens if I don’t get the money by four?”

     “You can turn yourself in at the clerk’s office, and they’ll escort you to South Precinct for booking.”

     He paused. “Or, don’t show up by four to pay, and they’ll issue a warrant for your arrest. Wonnur shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “It’s up to you.”

     Jack nodded.  

     “Thanks for your help.” He turned and walked slope-shouldered out of the courtroom. He pushed through the swinging door, and it thumped behind him, echoing up the hallway. The sound of his footsteps floated after it as he wandered along the empty marble corridor.

     Maybe there was such a thing as luck. According to “Jack’s Wave Theory,” everything came in waves because everything in the universe was made up of waves. The downward slope of a negative wavefront could be labeled “bad luck.” If he rode it out, once he hit bottom he should start on an upward crest—good luck. Or was there destiny? Maybe he was just doomed in the final analysis.

     He sat down on a wooden bench outside the Clerk’s Office and decided to wait for four o’clock. You can’t fight fate.

     Two hours passed.

     An elderly black lady toting a striped canvas shopping bag shuffled up to Jack’s bench. She spotted a penny on the floor and bent down with a groan to pick it up.

     “Lawdy, this is a lucky day!” She laughed, holding the penny up for Jack’s inspection.

     Jack looked at her and smiled.

     His smile faded as he looked at the wall clock. It was a quarter-till-four. He looked back at the old lady who was still smiling, polishing her lucky penny.

     Jack suddenly stood up.

     “I like to think that I make my own luck.” 

     “Ah, hear ya,” the old woman replied.

     He started down the hallway, a new man. The penny being discovered there at that instant had to be an omen. The odds seemed too great for it to be a coincidence.

     Wait! The judge called him Lusky. The warrant would be issued for Jack Lusky, not Jack Luck. They couldn’t touch him till they fixed the paperwork! Changing his name was lucky. It was working. But if they changed the papers?

     In two weeks, he could raise enough money to pay the fine. He’d just lay low. Holly could run the office. She could tell the cops she hadn’t seen him.  It was a cinch.

     A few blocks away, in the South Precinct stationhouse, in a small, smoke-filled room on the new second floor, two detectives were grilling a suspect in a drug-related murder.

     “C’mon Lemanz, we know you were involved with Jones. What happened, did a deal go sour or did ‘ja figure to increase your profit margin by snuffin’ him so you wouldn’t have to pay?”

     The detective took a long drag of his unfiltered Camel cigarette and blew it in the face of the suspect.

“I tole you monn, my name is pronounced Le Monns not Lemanz, and it’s impolite to blow your exhaust fumes in my face.” The thick Jamaican accent rolled smoothly and calmly from the lips of the chocolate colored suspect. He glared across the table at the other detective who was sitting slouched-down in his chair, playing with a pencil.

     The detective seemed to feel it and looked up.

     “Harry this isn’t gettin’ us anywhere. How ‘bout gettin’ us a cup of coffee and we’ll give it a rest for a couple of minutes. I’m sure Mr. Lemans will be anxious to cooperate when he reconsiders.

     His partner, Detective Harry Mongan, reluctantly turned away from the Jamaican.

     “Okay, Ron—Ya want one of them concrete bagels they call doughnuts?”

     “Yeah, sure—why not?”

     Mongan ground his cigarette into the ashtray, giving the Jamaican one last dirty look. Then left the room, slamming the door behind him.

     Ronald Starr, the seated detective, sat motionless behind the desk, listening to his partner’s footsteps trail off down the hall. As soon as the last footstep was heard, his eyes darted to the Jamaican.

     “You got to do something, monn” the Jamaican blurted. “This is murder—and Jama won’t go down alone.”

     A look of urgency covered Starr’s face, then faded.

     “Jama, Jama—That’s no way to talk—and it’s lucky for you that this room is clean. ‘Cause if it was wired, your loose black lips would have already sunk our ship.”

     “Look monn, you suppose’ta take care of everything. The Jama monn’s suppose’ta stay free and clear—That’s the deal.

     “And you will if you keep your mouth shut. Nobody knew Mongan was going to pull you in. So, don’t start makin’ threats, or you’ll go to sleep real fast.

     “So, what you gone to do monn?”

     Starr jumped to his feet.

     “You’re gettin’ outta here, now. Go right—down the hall—there’s a stairwell at the end. After that, you’re on your own.”

     Starr opened the door and checked the hall. He motioned for the Jamaican to leave. As Lemans passed him in the doorway, Starr grabbed his arm.

     “Here, take my gun. Hit me, and make it look good.”

     Their eyes locked and Lemans grinned.  

     Starr looked down at the gun, now pointed at him.

     Lemans stood in the doorway, silently grinning. The whites of his eyes looked yellow, as they narrowed to slits, before suddenly widening.

     “No problem, monn. Catch you at Cherry Hill, later.” 

     Lemans smashed the gun into Starr’s left temple and tore off down the hall.

     Detective Mongan rounded the corner of the hall, coffees in both hands, a bag of doughnuts clenched between his teeth. He saw Lemans running and froze for a split second, then threw the coffees splashing to the floor, spit out the bag of doughnuts, and gave chase.

     Jack saluted the South Precinct stationhouse as he passed, on his way back to the office. “Not today boys. I’ll raise the money before you get me.”

     He turned down the street behind the stationhouse. A white vending machine truck was pulled up to the back of the station house making a delivery. As he angled around it, a three-legged dog hopped out from under the truck, and he bent down to pet it.

     “Hey—what happened to you? Looks like you had some bad luck.” The dog was nervous, undecided as to Jack’s intent.

     The Jamaican came flying out the back door of the station house and leaped down the steps. He turned round the delivery truck, and Jack was huddled-over, right in his path, petting the dog. Lemans sprang through the air to hurdle over them, and the dog jerked away, and Jack stood up, smashing into the Jamaican.

     “Oh, excuse me—” Jack started to say, but saw the gun speeding toward his left eye and moved to block the blow—too late.

     The gun butt! A blinding flash of white light; the searing pain of a red-hot poker being jabbed into his eye. His arms shot out in blind reflex and grabbed the Jamaican. Through the flash, he felt the thin shoulders wriggling to get free, but he held on and listened. The high-pitched sound of a motorboat heard from underwater was coming closer. His tongue felt thick and went pins and needles, and he was spiraling down a vortex into darkness. Halfway down, he heard a cannon going off. The motorboat was whining directly overhead. It faded, to nothing, and the last thing he remembered was the white blackness. That was all he could see; the white blackness, that was like coming into a dimly lit room after being outside for a long time in the snow on a sunny day. When you can’t see and the room goes black, or is it white, and your pupils strain to adjust, but they momentarily cannot. 



    
    CHAPTER 2 - THE HOSPITAL
~

     JACK WAS IN THE DESERT. White-bleached waves and dunes of sand as far as the eye could see in every direction. Not a shrub or scrub anywhere, just empty whiteness. His dried mouth tasted like sand. He lifted his Boy Scout canteen to his lips and started to drink. Sweet, cold, well water had never been more desired, had never tasted so good, and then, it turned into sand and poured from the canteen, and his mouth was sand again.

     The sun was white-hot burning down on him. He looked up at it and tried to focus his eyes. The wind in his ears stopped blowing, and the air temperature dropped, and suddenly, he wasn’t in the desert anymore.

     A bed lamp was shining in his face. A stern-faced nurse withdrew the straw from his mouth.

     Far away, a voice said: “Do you want more water?”

     Another closer voice said: “Yes,” and the nurse put the straw back into his mouth and he drank.

     “Easy does it,” the far-away voice said, from closer than before. And then from almost on top of him:

     “That’s enough now.”

     The other voice said, “Thanks,” and Jack finally recognized it as his own.

     He wasn’t fully awake yet, but he was already aware of a pain in his chest. It came and went with every breath, like 

something scraping his lung. He took shallow breaths, and it stopped.

     Surroundings were coming into focus.

     A tube was stuck in his left hand, an IV. Pain. A wall of it sprang up everywhere. He tried to breathe normally and felt the scraping in his chest again. He lowered the blankets and found a half-inch tube. It was rammed through his ribs into his chest cavity.

     “Nurse! What’s this tube in my chest?”

     “Unfortunately, you’re very lucky. You almost didn’t make it.”

     Jack looked down at the chest tube. Blood was oozing out of it into a bottle beside his bed.

     “Yeah,” Jack said. “Lucky as a three-legged dog.”

     “Yes, you’re very lucky...The rotten ones always are.”  

     “Well, what happened? Why are all these tubes in me?”

     “Just relax,” she said flatly. “The doctor will be in shortly to see you.”

     The nurse walked out of the room and closed the door. Jack felt his head swimming and let go and fell into sleep. 

     An unmeasured interval passed, and he was awakening again. Was his left leg asleep? It wouldn’t move. He kicked off the end of the covers with his right leg, exposing his left foot and shin. A shiny pair of handcuffs stared at him from the end of the bed. They wrapped around his ankle and hooked to the bed frame

     “Nurse! Nurse!” he hollered. The door of the room swung open, and a Baltimore City cop leaned in and snarled:

     “You got a problem slime?” 

     “No, no, I just needed the nurse,” Jack said quietly.

     “You gotta button for that. Use it!” The policeman disappeared behind the closing door.

     Jack couldn’t think. A wave of drowsiness was washing over him. He nodded off and slept without dreaming.

     Jack’s eyes popped open. He was suddenly very much awake. A doctor was at the side of his bed writing something on a clipboard. The pen scratched loudly across the paper in the quiet room. The doctor reached up to the IV and made an adjustment. His nameplate read, “Dr. Phillips.” He was young, about thirty, with black horn-rimmed glasses and a dog-catcher look about him. He had the cool, detached look of a man who would gladly send a thousand white mice to their deaths in the name of science. The doctor turned to the monitor hooked up to Jack and pressed a few buttons. The scope display changed patterns and then went back to its original readout.

     He turned around and noticed Jack was awake.

     “How are you Mr. Luck?” he said, attempting, but not achieving warmth.

     “That’s what I was going to ask you,” Jack replied.

     “It looks as if you’re going to be fine.”

     “Why’s all this stuff hooked up to me?”

     “The tube in your chest is to relieve pressure and act as a drain. You had a pneumothorax, complicated by hemorrhaging. The bullet just missed your heart,” the doctor said matter-of-factly.

     “Bullet! What bullet?” The face of the Jamaican flashed into Jack’s mind. He saw the cornrowed braided hair, the multi-colored beads swinging from the ends of the braids, and the gun rushing toward his eye. He remembered the motorboat sound and the distant sound of cannon as he lost consciousness. “I was shot. That son-of-a-bitch shot me...But why? Did he rob me?”

     “Did who rob you, Mr. Luck?” the doctor said.

     “The guy that shot me. Did he rob me?”

     “Why would a police officer rob you?”

     Jack went silent.  

     He heard laughter from the hall outside his door and a few muffled obscenities. He picked out the line: “It looks like the bastard’s going to make it.”

     “Who’s that talking out there?” Jack said.

     “The police. I think it’s time for them to change shifts.”

     “You say that black guy that shot me was a policeman?”

     “I said you were shot by a policeman—I didn’t say he was black. You said that.”

     “No, I said the guy that shot me was black.”

     “Detective Starr, the policeman that shot you, isn’t black. You’re probably confused from the medication.”

     “Well, why would he shoot me? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

     The doctor turned away from the electrocardiograph he was adjusting and stared at Jack, emotionless.

     “What do you call shooting his partner and killing him, an act of friendship?”

     The squiggly lines on the screen multiplied, and the rhythmic beeps came faster. A frozen moment passed, sliced only by their cadence. The beeps came faster still.

     “That’s ridiculous! I didn’t shoot anybody!”

     The beeps accelerated, and the doctor glanced between the screen and Jack.

     “You don’t remember?”

     The beeps droned on.

     “I was pettin’ a dog. Some black guy hit me in the head. The next thing I know, I wake up here. I didn’t shoot anybody!”

     Jack tried to sit up, and a sharp pain stabbed him in the chest. He groaned, clutching the drain tube, and the doctor pushed him back down.

     “Take it easy or you’ll start hemorrhaging again.”

     The doctor increased the flow from one of the IV bags, and a wave of numbness washed over Jack. The cadence from the monitor slowed down, and he started to nod off. He tried to fight it, tried to think.  Another wave rolled over him. Thick, soft numbness.  The monitor was almost back to normal.

     “There, that’s better, ree...laaaax.”

     The voice raced away from him like a freight train.

     Doctor Phillips came through the door of Jack’s room into the hall. Lights flashed on in his face from a WJZ news crew, and he shielded his eyes.

     “Can we talk to him now, Doc?” said Ron Starr.

     Phillips shrank back from the camera, and Ron Starr’s new partner grabbed the lens and slid it away.

     “He’s heavily sedated and sleeping. He’ll probably be out until the morning. Come back then.”       

     Ron Starr and his partner nodded their heads and started to turn.

     “Your friend’s a little confused, Detective Starr. He seems to think you’re black, and he said all he was doing was petting a dog when you shot him.”

     “What are you—a cat lover?” said Starr’s new partner.     

     Starr feigned a smile, then looked blankly at the doctor and nodded. The doctor turned and swam through the throng of reporters. Starr watched him backstroke down the hallway in silence.

     Jack awoke to the sound of the blinds being opened. The sun streamed into his room past the young nurse at the window, silhouetting her legs against her white uniform.

     “Well hello,” Jack said with a smile. “You’re nice to wake up to.” She smiled, but only enough to be cordial. She was a lightly-freckled strawberry blonde with straight white teeth and a cheerful Irish smile.

     “Would you please fluff my pillow up for me? It hurts me to move with this tube in my chest.”

     She reached across him and plumped his pillow, her breasts grazing him from side to side as she moved. He smiled and tucked his head a little to one side, examining her figure as she tended him. A voice interrupted:

     “You must be okay if you can think about that.”

     Jack’s head spun round with a smile to the sound of his father’s voice.

     “Right as rain, Dad.”

     The nurse smiled wryly at Jack. She finished his pillow, then arched a graceful backward stretch before leaving. Jack sighed at his father, and they both laughed.

     His father walked over to the window and stood silent, looking out at the Francis Scott Key Bridge shining in the sunlight. Its gleaming girders were half-eclipsed by a passing thunderhead. 

     “Aaahh, look at that. You should’a been an engineer, son. We could’a built things—

     “Dad—”

     A lightning bolt cracked over the hospital and drilled down into the girders of the bridge.

     “A storm’s coming.” He turned. “Look at you, Jack. How did all this happen?”

     Jack looked at all the wires hooked up to him and remembered the lightning.  

     “Unplug me, before I get zapped. The way my luck’s been runnin’, I don’t want to take any chances.”  

     His father unplugged the AC cord to the monitor and looked back to Jack. Blood trickled down the tube from his son’s chest into a large jar beside the bed. The amount of blood was staggering, and his father started to turn gray. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead, and he clenched his suit hat tightly in his hands, kneading its rim like a roll of bread dough as Jack recounted the few facts he knew of his plight.  

     “And that’s it. I’m innocent, Dad.”

     “You’re sure? That’s all of it?” His father looked at the rising level of blood in the jar under the bed and turned a deeper shade of gray.  

     “...I’m pretty sure,” Jack finally answered.

     “You’re pretty sure? What does that mean?”  

     “I’m as sure as I can be under the circumstances!” Jack snapped. “Some guy I never even saw before knocks me out, and I wake up here. What am I supposed to say? I’ve got no explanation!”

     “The police told me you’ve been dealing drugs-—They’ve got evidence.”

     “Yeah—-right!”

     Jack looked up at his father, who went quiet.  His father’s face was very gray, and he was biting the left side of his lip.

     Suddenly, he collapsed, pulling over the bedside table. In dilated time Jack saw his father slowly sinking toward the floor; the contents of the ice water pitcher from the table splashing out in all directions; the plastic drinking cups tumbling empty to the tile; seven cups, in all. They formed a semi-circle around his father.

     “Dad?” he whispered, in quiet disbelief, but his father didn’t move. “Dad?”

His father lay on the floor, hat clutched in his hands.

     “NURSE!”



    
    
    CHAPTER 3 - THE TRAIN
~

     JACK STEPPED OUT OF THE police van onto the sidewalk. His arms were handcuffed behind him, and a policeman was on each arm. They led him toward the door of Pennsylvania Station. 

     He glanced left and saw a gigantic billboard across the street that was five stories high. “Teach Someone To Read And Set Them Free,” it proclaimed.  There was a picture of a small boy, his arms outstretched, unfolded newspapers for wings, flying to freedom. It was an ad for the Baltimore Sun, darkly humorous under the circumstances. He laughed mirthlessly.

     They walked through the front door of the station, into a long, wide, hallway lined with wooden benches on one wall, and miscellaneous offices and concessions on the other. Sounds came from the main hall, skipped from white marble floors and vaulted ceilings, gentle echoes murmuring along the corridor; soft cries from the sirens of travel.   

     A young blonde about twenty-two years old sat against the wall on the wooden bench, one leg folded under her, with a spiral bound notebook on her lap, studying. On spring break from college, he thought. As they passed, she looked up at him, and he smiled, but she quickly turned away. Then he remembered the handcuffs and his silent companions, and his face flushed.

     They continued down the corridor, to the main waiting hall where more wooden benches were filled with fidgety children, weary parents, tourists, and a few drifting itinerants. His thoughts kaleidoscoped: “Timeless, the unchanged echoing sounds of generations. World War Two soldiers returning home saw this.” They sat him down on one of the hard wooden benches. The older cop, puffing a pipe, strolled up to the information desk to check the schedule.

     Jack wondered where they were taking him. He scanned the waiting hall, searching. No good-looking women. It had been months since— “Oh, hell!” He cursed himself for letting women occupy his thoughts. But then, it wasn’t really women he was looking for; it was the severed half of the sphere. The missing part that would fill the big empty. To breathe was to search, he thought. When I stop looking let me stop breathing. Then he remembered his situation, and his sentence, life imprisonment for killing a police officer, and he did stop looking.

     Several times he caught people staring at him, but as his eyes met theirs, they looked away and pretended not to see him. Silence speaks unspoken words that are always overheard. He felt like a sideshow freak.

     From across the hall, a familiar figure in a tan trench coat drifted into focus. It was Ron Starr. He was talking to someone, but a large marble column blocked Jack’s view. He saw a hand extend past the column, and Starr placed something in it—a key?

     The older policeman came back and told his partner to bring Jack. An announcement was echoing over the public-address system:

     “The Southern Lady, bound for Jacksonville, Kissimmee, Fort Lauderdale, and intermediate points, is now arriving on track seven.”

     Jack was pulled to his feet, and Ron Starr’s peripheral vision picked him out. Starr’s face froze, then relaxed again. Jack stared, trying to read him.  What was he doing here? The hand came out from behind the marble column, and Starr turned to shake it. The hand wore a fat gold ring whose face was square, with a big diamond in the center. The hand came out a little farther revealing a suited arm and then disappeared, back behind the column.

     Jack was jerked toward the gate but looked back over his shoulder. Starr was watching him, expressionless. They pushed him through the gate, and Starr turned and walked away.

     Jack watched the train come up to the platform.  Smooth, quiet. Only a hundred feet away, and the noise was barely perceptible. The engine glided past, and the noise level jumped abruptly. Then, the high-pitched squeal of braking; metal to metal, wheels to tracks.

     The train stopped. People on the platform began to board. The PA spoke again:

     “The Southern Lady, bound for Jacksonville, Kissimmee, and intermediate points, is now boarding on track seven.”

     “Fort Lauderdale? This train goes to Florida. Where are we going?” Jack asked, of the older policeman.

     “You’ll find out soon enough.” He tapped his down-turned pipe on a vertical I-beam. Each rap of the pipe reverberated hollowly up the metal beam to the roof and then back down again to meet the next one. A standing wave pattern, Jack thought. The policeman removed the last remnants from his pipe and started Jack walking towards the train.

     “Breathe in this fresh Baltimore spring air and take a good look around. It’s the last time you’ll ever be here.”

     He eyed Jack sourly while loading his pipe.

     “What’s your beef?” Jack finally said.

     He lit his pipe, puffing; one eye cocked on Jack. Then took a long draw of smoke, and blew it in Jack’s face.

     “I don’t like cop-killers. Detective Mongan was a good man...a good friend. Had a wife and kids. State won’t kill ya...says private prisons don’t cost it anything. Me, I see justice in the biblical sense, eye for an eye, that sort of thing. I’m just sorry they repealed the mandatory death sentence for killin’ a cop.”

     Jack looked into his eyes. It was still strange to feel so much hatred directed at him. People had always liked him, before this mess. He wanted to speak to refute the charges but knew it was pointless, so he just nodded.

     They reached the door of the car directly behind the engine, and a uniformed officer stepped off the train onto the platform. His uniform said military.

     A total absence of any visible buttons gave it a sleek, contemporary look. Bright yellow lightning bolts emblazoned the sleeves, conspicuously contrasted against the solid black of the uniform. Two bold silver letters, E.D., adorned each side of the shirt’s abbreviated collar and were underscored with silver lightning bolts.

     Various colored ribbons and a couple of pins dressed up the chest, but Jack’s immediate attention was fixated by a small silver skull on the left breast plate. It looked like a German SS decoration. The silver nameplate next to it read: R. Hess.

     “I believe you have a something for me,” the SS guard said, with a light German accent. Jack’s eyes went wide.

     “That I do,” said the older policeman. “A something I’m glad to get rid of—a cop-killer.”

     The SS guard raised one eyebrow and gave Jack a disdainful stare.

     “ID and signature,” said the older policeman, holding out a clipboard.

     The SS guard whipped out his wallet and flashed a silver badge, then signed the clipboard.

     “He’s all yours,” the older policeman said and turned back to Jack. “So long, Luck.” 

     The younger policeman shoved Jack off, “Adios, Fuckhead!”

     Jack watched them walk away. So long, luck. It echoed in his head and hung there like an ominous storm cloud. He turned to the SS guard.     

     “What’s the R stand for?” he said, eyeing the guard’s nameplate.

     “Robert.”

     “Robert, that’s a good name,” Jack said softly.

     “Get on,” the guard said, thumbing the train.

     Jack turned to get on and caught sight of the sign he had seen coming into Penn Station. “Teach Someone to Read And Set Them Free.” It was now far above him
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