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      Sounds erupted throughout the cell blocks like a chamber orchestra rehearsing for a concert. The squeal of mattress springs, grunts, coughs, and other exhalations echoed off concrete walls. They accompanied the moans of all forms of sexual activity and the consumption of drugs that had been clandestinely transported from the outside world. Inmates licked magazine inserts that had been dipped in acid and snorted from balloons of heroin smuggled in body cavities. People sipped fermented concoctions made from rotted fruit and sugar. Some inmates snored; others sang.

      The prison library, however, was quiet. It had started as a single room with a few cardboard boxes full of used books. No one remembered where they came from or who brought them. One day, there were three large cardboard boxes full of books, which ranged from dime-store pulp fiction to academic textbooks on American history. Apparently, someone had delivered them one year in the early 1950s, and the prison had misplaced the inventory slip.

      The following decade, during one of the more turbulent eras on college campuses, prison reform became a hot-button issue. Students independently raised funds and helped to quadruple the number of books in the library. Some of the more determined students initiated a tutoring program that saw a few inmates receive their high school equivalency.

      In the mid-1990s, the governor mandated another set of prison reforms. Though most of them had to do with hiring more guards, one such improvement was to overhaul the library. The new library consisted of two adjoining rooms—one solely dedicated to the housing of books and magazines. The other room had a computer and microfiche. The prison board also created the position of a librarian to oversee day-to-day operations. While this person would be an outside contractor, the rest of the staff would be hired from a pool of applicants from within the prison population.

      The librarian had been working there for the last decade. He had probably been one of the same students who had embraced reform back in the sixties and had never given up the good fight. These days, when he was not helping convicts revise letters for their appeals, he was helping them learn how to read or reestablish communication with family members. He had a small office, but he was rarely there. Usually, he could be found pacing back and forth among the shelves, clad in Birkenstocks and a short-sleeve button-down shirt. He’d gotten rid of his ponytail a few years earlier.

      Many of the jailhouse lawyers used the library to meet with clients. These sessions occurred so often that the librarian had created a separate section for these informal meetings. Twice a day, one of the convicts brought a cart down among the tiers to pass out and collect books; other duties consisted of cataloging and shelving books. These books, of course, had been screened before they made it to the shelves. The inmate who currently worked the library shift was named Mark Franklin, though he never performed any of the job requirements.

      At the start of his shift, he would punch in, sit down at one of the empty tables, and consume books. He had made arrangements with another inmate to push the cart on his behalf. Mark had been a high school dropout from upstate New York, so he had some catching up to do concerning his education. Once he got inside, he’d been reborn as an autodidact, and this was his time. Under the tutelage of the librarian, he set to work.

      When Mark had gotten to prison, he was still wet behind the ears about all matters. He didn’t know anything about the unwritten rules and code of conduct that governed the microcosm of prison life. A week after he’d been processed, he had been out on the yard and noticed a few inmates gather nearby once he had begun his rotation at the bench press. In the end, he would never discover the reason for this particular attack.

      Mark sat down on the bench, laid his head back on the cushion, and gripped the bar. His eyes caught some movement by his feet, and he noticed three men, now huddled together, all looking in his direction. In another moment, all of the other prisoners in Mark’s vicinity had put down their equipment, moved away, and left him alone.

      Without drawing attention to himself, Mark picked up a five-pound plate from the ground next to the bench. When they moved, he sat up and hurled it like a discus. It caught the first man in the shin, and he crumpled like a house of cards in the hands of a five-year-old. The man screamed in pain, and his cohorts attacked before Mark could initiate a second assault. He dodged the first incoming strike—a crudely assembled piece of rebar wrapped in duct tape. However, he was hit by the second—a toothbrush fashioned into a point. All of the air left his lungs, and he sagged backward. On the ground, he stared at the object protruding from his chest, bristle side out. The sounds of riot guns broke through the white noise, and every man on the yard dropped to a push-up position. The man who’d been hit with the five-pound weight had suffered a broken tibia. The other two attackers had already disappeared back into the crowd of people. They had shrewdly discarded their weapons. Mark passed out. However, he had proven himself in the yard, and with that came a modicum of respect.

      He was sent to the infirmary and prepped for surgery almost immediately. The recovery was a surreal experience. Time had passed, but he had almost no memory of the day’s events. Now, suddenly, he was postoperative and decorated with rust-colored bandages. That first afternoon, once he was alert, an orderly came by and gave him a glass of water and some pills. Mark swallowed them and nearly choked when he drank the water.

      “Easy,” the orderly said. He was a large man with sleeves of tattoos and a shaved head with a thick Van Dyke.

      “Don’t worry, no one’s going to come at you.”

      During that first year, Mark added a considerable amount of muscle to his frame. He no longer worried about getting ambushed while working out. He also learned how to protect himself more effectively should the need arise again. He studied Gray’s Anatomy like it was the Bible for effective ways to kill.

      By the end of his third year, he would be directly responsible for the death of one other inmate. There hadn’t been enough evidence for a conviction, as the witness recanted his testimony. Over time, Mark became a respected member of the prison community. Though he stuck primarily with his own race, as mandated by the hierarchy, he got along well with everyone—prisoners and guards alike. He was most comfortable in his sanctuary in the library. The librarian had introduced him to a wide array of authors who wrote about themes that suited Mark’s temperament. It was mostly crime fiction in the beginning—a lot of Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer. Before long, he’d read Being and Time by Martin Heidegger, The Collected Works of Henry David Thoreau, and The Count of Monte Cristo by Alexandre Dumas. He’d studied the philosophy of Plato, Aristotle, and Camus, devouring any other suggestions the librarian had.

      Now, a wiser
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