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  Release

 

 

            “Well, boy, you prepared to shape up?”

            “Yessir,” said Kile. He tried to keep his face neutral.

            “You expect me to believe you?” The judge glowered down from his raised seat.

            “Yessir, Your Honor. I served my term.” Kile stood straight and still, his head slightly bowed.

            “Your record’s not very impressive,” said the judge.

            Kile tried to remember the judge’s name. It probably didn’t matter, but what if it did? He hid his fear from the judge as best he could. Any other feeling he had long since hidden even from himself.

            Kile had spent the last two years sorting potatoes: Take them off the belt. Put the good ones in the bags, separated into three sizes. Put the bad ones back on the belt. The bags hung on scales. They held ten pounds apiece. When the bags were full they went in boxes. The boxes held ten bags apiece. When they were full they went on another belt.

            That was Kile’s life the past two years, two years to the day. A two year sentence meant just that. The four months he spent in jail waiting to go to trial didn’t count.

            During those two years, Kile worked the potatoes fourteen hours a day, six days a week. He spoke only in response to a direct question by a guard. Sundays were worse if anything. You went to church all morning, and you better look enthusiastic. Afternoons, you did laundry, by hand. Then you went to rehabilitation seminar. That consisted of standing at attention for two hours while a guard told you what a worthless piece of garbage you were. In the evening, there was church again. There was church weekday evenings too, but the services were shorter.

            Kile hadn’t had a real conversation in two years, two years and four months really. Talking was allowed in the jail where they kept him before his trial, but you didn’t dare say much. The cell was monitored, and no telling who might be a snitch.

            “Record says you were breaking and entering and resisted arrest,” the judge said.

            “Yessir,” said Kile.

            That was not true. Kile was hanging out with three friends behind some buildings when the cops swarmed them. Nobody resisted. Poor Jeddy’d been so scared she peed her pants. Kile wondered, dully, what had become of them. He hadn’t heard from any of them, of course. He hadn’t heard from anyone. Ila had sassed the cops. It might have gone even worse for her than for Kile. Torry was strikingly good looking. Everyone knew it was dangerous for a boy to be too good looking, a poor boy anyhow. It was almost as dangerous for a boy as for a girl.

            “Your record’s not real impressive, boy,” the judge said again.

            Kile tried not to tremble. “Yessir,” he managed to say.

            “Well, what have you got to say for yourself,” the judge said.

            “I… I done my best, Sir,” said Kile. “I served my term. I didn’t make no trouble.”

            Kile did not dare to raise his head, but he let his eyes glance up to the judge’s face. It was a flabby face, Kile thought, though the judge was not fat. It was also a somewhat tanned face. Kile knew his own was dead-fish-belly pasty.

            That was probably the thing that frightened him most. Everyone knew his prison pallor was like a sign for the cops. It didn’t matter what you did or didn’t do. That was something Kile already knew about before his arrest, before he had a record. Now he would be an ex-con. Next time it might be five years. Third time, he’d be an habitual.

            Kile tried not to think about things like that. He had no idea what he would do when he got out—if he got out.

            “Your work rate was fifty-third percentile,” the judge said.

            “Yessir,” said Kile.

            “That’s passable,” said the judge. “Barely.”

            Kile’s mouth tasted like cement. “Yessir,” he said.

            “What church do you belong to, boy?” the judge growled.

            “Second Reformed, Sir,” Kile said.

            “Hmph,” Kile heard one of the guards sitting behind him snort. “A pretty sorry excuse they are.” Kile didn’t look around.

            “Where’s your congregation?” the judge asked.

            “Three-oh-four South Morsip last I knew, Sir,” said Kile.

            “That’s a bad neighborhood,” said the judge. “You go to the church at forty-two forty East Gapsin.”

            “Yessir,” said Kile. His heart began to thump in his chest. His armpits were sweating. Did that mean the judge was going to let him go? It sure sounded like it.

            “You’ll be issued a voucher for the night, good at any State Hotel. Includes dinner and breakfast. You use it within ten blocks of the church. You understand?”

            “Yessir,” said Kile.

            “Employment Hall’s at forty-four hundred East Eperit,” the judge said. “Open six AM. Your card will show you’re checked in by six-oh-five. You got that?”

            “Yessir,” said Kile.

            “I hope you’ve learned your lesson, boy. I don’t want to see you again.” The judge glowered down on Kile.

            “Yessir,” Kile said.

            “Case dismissed,” said the judge. He banged his gavel. “Who’s next?”

            The guard tapped Kile on the right shoulder. Kile turned and followed him out. His knees felt like rubber. He could hear some court official reading:

            “Case of the people versus Nosom Losep. Assaulting a police officer. Third felony offense. Automatic charge of habitual offender.”

            Kile was having a hard time breathing. He felt nauseous. The air was thick and swimming around him. He gritted his teeth and walked steadily behind the guard.

            “Here you go.”

            Kile took the bundle: red denim pants, a turquoise sleeveless shirt, and blue canvas shoes, the clothes he was arrested in. It felt weird to put on something besides shapeless grey and orange stripes. Kile wished the clothes were not such bright colors. He wished they covered more of his prison-pasty body. He didn’t say anything.

            Kile remembered having a little money in his pocket when he was arrested, about thirty noy maybe. That was gone, of course. Kile knew better than to say anything about it.

            The cops who were processing Kile gave him his voucher and his new ID. The ID was bright orange and thus marked him immediately as an ex-con. Kile was grateful anyhow. Any ID was a thousand times better than none at all.

            Kile had no idea where East Gapsin was. He wanted to ask, but it was too long since he had said anything except to answer a question. Maybe he could ask someone, but he could not bring himself to initiate conversation with a cop.

            “Well, you’re cut loose, punk,” the cop said. “Bet you’re gonna get you some pussy tonight.”

            Kile gulped.

            The cop laughed. “Get out of here, punk,” he said. He opened the door and held it.

            Kile walked out.

            The courthouse had a big lawn. Kile’s eyes traced the so long accustomed length that would be a cell, the length of a corridor. Green grass extended on and on. There were trees, just beginning to turn color. No roof covered Kile’s head. Instead, there was a blue sky, with a few scattered, fluffy clouds. The next wall rose so far off Kile couldn’t focus on it. The lawn, the street… the next nearest building must be a hundred feet away.

            Everything was unfamiliar, like something in a dream: noises, smells, colors. Ground cars purred past in the street or squatted at rest. Bicycles rolled. People walked by, of all ages and both sexes in lots of different kinds of clothing.

            Kile felt dizzy. He wanted to sit down, to let it all sink in, to figure out… something, anything. He didn’t dare. He didn’t know if anyone was watching him, and he didn’t dare look back to see. He just walked as steadily as he could away from the courthouse out to the street.

            Someplace deeply buried in Kile was a desire to go home, back to his old neighborhood. He wanted to see his friends, his brother Soey and his sisters, maybe even his mother if she hadn’t drunk herself to death yet. He did not let that desire come up to full consciousness. Later perhaps, when his skin didn’t look like a dead fish, when he had a long-sleeved shirt in a nondescript color, when he had an ID that wasn’t ex-con orange, if he could just last that long.

            Gapsin Street, Kile thought. Which way? A hint of anxiety gnawed his numb innards, but he had all afternoon. Kile walked around looking at street signs. He never had learned to read very well, but he could make out most words; he knew all the letters and numbers. After a while, he figured out which way east was.

            The courthouse turned out to be in the west eleven hundred block. It would be a long walk. Kile knew the State Hotel wouldn’t let him in before evening church service at six. It was just as well to be walking rather than standing around. Kile wished he had a watch.

            Kile wanted to stop and look at all the unfamiliar sights—store windows, different shapes and sizes of houses, squirrels, children. He kept moving. He felt like everyone who saw him was staring at him as it was. He did not want to draw attention by stopping.

            He was stopped by the police twice.

            “All right, let’s see some ID,” said a chubby cop who smelled like garlic.

            Kile tasted metal. He got out the orange ID.

            “What’re you doing in my neighborhood, con?” the cop demanded.

            “I’m to report to the Second Reformed Congregation on East Gapsin, Sir,” Kile said.

            “Speak up, con,” said the cop.

            “Second Reformed, Sir,” said Kile. “East Gapsin. Forty-two forty.”

            “Never heard of it,” said the cop. “What’re you trying to pull?”

            “Nothing, Sir.” Kile felt like he was choking. His arms felt like they were on fire. They probably were burning in the sun.

            “What are you going there for?” the cop snarled.

            “For service, Sir. I’m to report to the Employment Hall on East Eperit in the morning.”

            “You expect me to believe that crap, con?” The cop’s grin loomed huge. “Stay where you are, con,” the cop said. “Try anything, you’re gonna need new legs.”

            Kile stood while the cop called in the information on his ID. A report Kile couldn’t quite hear came back. The cop handed the ID back to Kile.

            “Well, you’ve been out two hours, and no warrants on you yet.” The cop chuckled. “Get out of here.”

            Kile still didn’t know where he was going, but he certainly didn’t dare ask.

            The second time Kile was stopped he was in the forty-two hundred block and had already walked over twenty blocks south. This time there were two cops; both were fortyish, both fat. The cops looked tired.

            “Let’s see some ID, young man.”

            Kile gave it to him.

            “Just out, huh?” Kile could see sweat stains at the policeman’s armpits.

            “Yessir,” said Kile.

            “What’re you doing here?”

            “Looking for the Second Reformed Church. Forty-two forty East Gapsin.”

            “Why’re you going south?” the second cop asked. He had several little fleshy lumps on his face including one the size of a large pea on the right side of his nose.

            “I don’t know where it is,” said Kile.

            “You’re going the wrong way,” said the cop. “Gapsin’s way north of here.”

            “Oh,” said Kile. “Thank you, Sir.”

            “You bet,” said the cop. “Smarten up and go straight. You’ll do okay.” He smiled, tiredly. Kile felt it was sincere.

            “Thank you, Sir,” Kile said.

            The first cop gave Kile back his ID. Kile turned and started walking back north.

            It was a long way, over seventy blocks. Kile began worrying about being in time for church. He wasn’t sure if anyone would be keeping a record. He looked in store windows for clocks. There were only a few.

            Kile passed through various neighborhoods: residential, commercial, industrial, residential again. Most were shabby. Some were squalid. Several places he was very glad it was daytime.

            East Gapsin turned out to be in an area of alphabetically sequential streets. There were several such sequences in Alora. Kile came to East Eperit first. He walked the two blocks up to forty-four hundred and found the Employment Hall. There was no one around now, of course.

            It was about five-thirty. Church wouldn’t be for half an hour. Kile decided to find a State Hotel now. It would be getting dark by the time he got out of church. He wanted to know where he was going.

            Kile located a State Hotel in the forty-six hundred block of East Islip. That would do. He wondered if he would get a real bed. In prison he just had a pad on a concrete bench, hardly wider than his body. He was getting hungry too and very thirsty. Maybe there would be a water fountain at the church.

            There was.

            Kile was again self-conscious about his appearance, but no one paid any great attention.

            No one there paid any great attention to anything else about Kile either. He was grateful for that. Kile walked around the block till he saw people going in. He joined them just before he figured the service would start.

            “So glad to have you with us,” the usher said at the door as he entered.

            “Thank you,” Kile said. There were people coming in behind him. It was not difficult to keep right on going and take a seat.

            “So glad you could join us,” the preacher said as Kile walked back out at the end of the service. “I hope you will be with us regularly.”

            “Thank you,” Kile said. There were people behind him again. It was easy to keep on going.

            The service itself was nondescript. Kile was thankful for that too. There was a bland sermon about sin and forgiveness, a few humdrum group prayers, some moderately enthusiastic singing.

            Kile headed straight for the State Hotel after the service. The sun was down. The evening air felt chilly on his sunburned arms.

            “Hey, you,” a voice said.

            Kile stopped, confused. Once his street reflexes would have told him to run. Prison had taught him to obey. Only persons in authority spoke first. Kile knew he was making a mistake, but his body was too habituated to command.

            Three boys surrounded Kile, all of them just a couple years younger than himself. They moved with a quick, agile self-assurance Kile vaguely identified out of his own distant past. All three held knives.

            “Give us your money or we’ll gut you,” one of the boys said. He had several broken teeth. The little finger of his left hand was missing.

            “All I got’s a State Hotel voucher.”

            “Then give us that, dumbo,” the boy said.

            Kile dug it out of his left front pocket and handed it to the boy.

            “What’re you holding out?” said one of the others.

            “Nothing,” Kile said.

            “Turn out your pockets,” the boy ordered.

            Kile did. The only other thing he had was the orange ID.

            “Oh, a con,” said the boy. “Figures. How long you been out?”

            “Just today,” said Kile.

            “Cops give you this voucher?”

            “Yes,” said Kile.

            “Hot diggity. We got a cot and two hots on the cops,” said the boy.

            The other two laughed.

            “Someone’s coming,” said the third boy.

            They all ran around a corner. Kile tucked his pockets back in and put the orange ID back in the right front pocket. Two men and two women came out of the street behind him, crossed the street he was on and kept going. No one else was in sight.


  The Employment Hall

 

 

            Now what? Kile thought. Fear was a dull weight in his chest, so constant he had forgotten what it was like not to feel it. Now it pressed just a little heavier.

            Where would he sleep? How would he eat? He tried to think. His mind had grown sluggish in prison. Remembering what not to do had become its chief function. What to do had been someone else’s business.

            Two men and three women came up the street. Kile didn’t want to be seen standing still, he wasn’t sure why. He started to walk.

            Kile walked to the State Hotel, but when he got there he walked right on by. If he told them what happened, he would have to talk to the police. Of course, the robbers wouldn’t come to this unit with the voucher. Or maybe they would. The thought of a confrontation sent a wave of panic through Kile.

            Maybe he could go back to the church. Someone there might help him. It was simpler to walk.

            The church was locked. No one was there. Kile kept walking. How long would it be before a cop stopped him? Then what? The fact he was the victim of a crime didn’t matter. Kile knew that in any encounter with the police he would be somehow at fault. He was sure he would be back in prison by tomorrow. Freedom was an illusion.

            He kept walking.

            Part of Kile longed for the relief of the inevitable. Let them stop him. Get it over with. The habit of fear prevented Kile from initiating any contact with authority though. Also, deep in his soul in a place he hardly knew was there, something in Kile could not give up on life. Dulled, hopeless, confused as he was, Kile had to keep going as long as he could, as long as he was allowed.

            Kile did not really know that part of himself existed. He did not feel his strength. What he felt was his vulnerability. With increasing darkness, the air became chilly. The cold penetrated Kile’s awareness, but his physical discomfort did not mean much to him. What mattered was that everyone seeing him out in a turquoise sleeveless shirt would know there was something wrong. How desperately Kile wished he could blend into the concrete.

            Derelicts, Kile thought. Where do the derelicts sleep? Another lump of weight plunked onto the fear mountain in Kile’s chest. There were no derelicts. The realization focused slowly in his sluggish brain. He had not seen a single obviously homeless person all afternoon. Not only were there no unemployed young or middle-aged people. There were no crazy people. There were not even any old drunks. There were always old drunks in the neighborhood where Kile had grown up. Where had they gone?

            It was getting dark fast now. Kile saw fewer and fewer people on the street, none alone. He had to get out of sight somewhere.

            Kile came to an alley. He looked down it. There were few doors or windows on the buildings and no lights. He turned into the alley. It was already almost too dark to see there. That was good, Kile thought.

            Towards the middle of the alley Kile found a place where one building was set back about six feet, leaving an angle where it met the next building. The angle held a blanket of deep shadow. Four large trash containers squatted in the space the set-back building left, all of them padlocked. No doors intruded into the sanctuary, nor windows either. Kile knew it did not matter to the law that he was not trying to break in. Since it was impossible here, he had some hope no one would look.

            Kile squeezed between one of the trash containers and the building. He tried lying down, but the concrete already had absorbed far too much cold, so he just stood there hugging himself and stepping silently up and down… all night.

            Police cruisers floated through the alley three times. The wave of terror that rushed through Kile’s body each time the police passed by was the closest thing to warmth he felt. The police did not stop.

            Kile had not eaten since morning. Prison food had been adequate, if dull and starchy, but Kile’s empty stomach rumbled. It surprised him. He was too cold, too tired, too frightened to feel his hunger. He just wished his stomach would shut up. What if someone noticed the noise?

            Kile’s mind was numb, but the night was long. Sleep was impossible. An occasional thought crept through the thick cloud of Kile’s misery. What had happened while he was in prison? Why were there no derelicts? Why were there no kids hang-ing out as Kile remembered from the old neighborhood which had been his world till his arrest? Why did he not hear any music? Why were there no people out at all?

            Modus, the larger moon, did not appear. Little Tellechy did cross the band of sky above the alley, but it did not penetrate the shadow much. Still, Kile breathed easier when it passed behind a building. Nothing else broke the static, heavy cold of the endless night.

            For a while Kile was afraid he would freeze to death. Then he was afraid he wouldn’t. Finally, he was beyond caring. He just moved his feet up and down, up and down and shivered and shivered and shivered.

            A million years later, a realization penetrated the thick grey ooze that Kile’s mind had become. He was noticing something. He vaguely recalled it had a significance. What was it? At last, the information his eyes conveyed to his brain took on coherent meaning: He could see the outlines of the trash containers. That meant it was getting light. It must be morning.

            Kile rocked back and forth from one foot to the other, trying to recall why it mattered that it was morning. Finally, it penetrated that morning meant people would be out and about. People might see him. He couldn’t stay here any more. He was trespassing. You got six months for trespassing on private property, a year on state property. But was that a bad thing? At least prison was warm—or warmer.

            Kile’s mind was beyond deciding anything. Something deeper still functioned in him, capable autonomously of transforming information into action. Without knowing how it came about, Kile found himself walking, out from behind the trash containers, out to the end of the alley, back into the street.

            He even managed to feel a slight thump of fear as he emerged onto the street. What if someone saw him? What if someone questioned what he was doing in the alley?

            There were a few people on the street, all in small groups, no less than two, no more than six or seven together. All walked purposefully. None of them paid any attention to Kile.

            Movement and fear brought another thought to Kile’s awareness: The Employment Hall. He was supposed to be there at six. People must be going to work. Kile had no idea if it got light before or after six. What he did think of was warmth. If the Employment Hall was open he could go inside. Now all he had to do was remember where it was.

            Kile walked in what he thought was the right direction. After a few blocks something looked familiar. That brownish concrete building so much like all the others… of course; Kile recognized the church he had been to yesterday. It sat to his left. Should it be on the left? Kile tried to think.

            Kile stood, rocking from one foot to the other, hugging himself and shivering. Which way? Which way? Can’t stand still. Which way?

            “You lost?”

            Kile jumped.

            There were three women. The one who had spoken looked about fifty with stringy hair.

            “I…” said Kile. “Employment Hall…”

            “Nearest one’s on East Eperit,” the woman said. “Two blocks that way.” She pointed. “Then turn that way.” She pointed again. “Just another two blocks. You can’t miss it. Opens at six. You’ll only have a few minutes to wait.”

            “Th… thank you,” said Kile through his chattering teeth.

            “Good luck to you, lad,” the woman said.

            Then the women went on their way. Kile walked where he had been directed. When he got to the Employment Hall he found ten other people already standing around the door. Most were young. Three others were as inadequately dressed for the chill as Kile. None shivered uncontrollably as he did. They must not have had to spend the night out, he thought.

            By the time the doors opened ten minutes later, over thirty more people showed up. It was not warm in the Hall, but it was a lot warmer than outside. Kile was grateful.

            On one side of the Hall was a roped off area with a sign that said: Guild Only. Behind the rope there were twenty chairs with padded seats and a desk with a man sitting at it. Two men and a woman, all in their forties, strode to the desk. Those three workers all had on substantial clothing in good repair. Their faces were clean. They had confident expressions.

            On the other side of the hall was a long, metal, backless bench and a little booth with a woman in it. Everyone else went over there. Kile followed the crowd.

            The workers lined up at the booth. After each one checked in, they went to the bench to wait. The bench was full by the time half the workers were checked in. The others stood.

            When Kile got to the booth he found the cold had so numbed his hand that his fingers could not grasp his ID to pull it out of his pocket. He continued to shiver.

            “You sick?” the woman asked.

            “N… no, Ma’am,” Kile said. “Cold.”

            Kile tried again to get out the ID.

            “Quit holding up the line,” a man somewhere behind him grumbled.

            Kile managed to drag the card out of his pocket, but he had no grip. It fell on the floor. He tried to pick it up but couldn’t. Panic began to set in again.

            The man right behind Kile picked the ID card up for him and set it on the counter. “Here you are,” he said.

            “Thank you,” said Kile.

            The man grunted.

            The woman inserted the ID in a machine. The machine whirred and then spat the ID back out. The woman handed it back to Kile. He took it between the heels of his hands and stepped aside. The woman didn’t even look at him again but just took the next ID and stuck it in the machine. Kile noticed it was orange too.

            Kile stepped back a few steps and carefully inserted the ID into his pocket. Then he batted at his side several times till it slipped the rest of the way down. Several more people registered at the booth in the meantime. Kile vaguely noted that most of the IDs were orange.

            When everyone was registered, the woman consulted her files, then looked up: “Aramos, Gilda,” she called out.

            “Here,” said a woman of about thirty. She walked to the booth.

            “Machinist’s Guild, apprentice trainee. Slot’s open,” the woman said.

            “Oh, thank you,” said the worker.

            “You’ve waited a long time for this,” said the woman in the booth. She smiled slightly. “Make good.”

            “I sure will,” said the worker.

            The woman in the booth handed the worker a paper. She took it and crossed the hall to the desk behind the rope. Everyone watched. Kile heard a slight murmur from the other workers. He saw the man at the desk take the woman’s papers and shake her hand.

            The woman in the booth consulted her lists again, then looked back up. She had reddish hair and a pale face, sort of pretty, Kile thought. He was beginning to warm up, enough to notice how tired and hungry he was, but also enough to realize he had spoken to two women already this morning. He hadn’t spoken to a woman in nearly two and half years.

            “Got two permanent positions today,” the woman in the booth said. “Mechanic foreman. Anyone eligible?”

            “Uh, me, uh, maybe?” A narrow-faced, balding young man walked towards the booth. He held out his ID as he walked. Kile could see it was orange.

            “Forget it,” said the woman. “You know you’ve got to be out six months.”

            “But I’m only four days short,” said the man. “I got the qualifications.”

            Kile could see tears in the man’s eyes. He had on tan, baggy slacks and a tan, shapeless long-sleeved shirt. No jacket.

            “Sorry,” the woman said.

            The man put his ID away and slunk back into the crowd.

            “Anyone else?”

            No one responded.

            “Other permanent’s construction laborer. Hod carrier/general laborer.”

            Eight men and four women started forward. Each held out an ID. Most were half orange, half blue. Two were all blue. One was green. Two of the people with half-orange IDs stopped and put them away.

            “Experienced temps and clear records got priority,” the woman in the booth said. Kile could tell it was a line she must repeat every day.

            Most of the people stopped. The man with the green ID and one man and one woman with half-orange IDs walked to the booth.

            The woman at the booth took the green ID first. “You got no experience,” she said.

            “I was on a road crew,” the man said. “Eight months. Job just ended. Company didn’t have another contract.”

            “Mmm, just a minute,” the woman in the booth said.

            She made a call and read off some numbers to the person on the other end. “Got a road crew opening out of South Forty-Second Hall,” she said to the man. “You want it?”

            “Sure,” he said.

            Kile was warm enough by now to wonder at that exchange. South Forty-Second was all the way across the city. That would not be very convenient if the man lived near here. How come he didn’t ask about pay or even who he would be working for? He had a clean record, a green ID.

            “Here you go,” the woman said. She gave the man a paper. “Take the B bus to the end of the line. Then transfer to the Ninety-Two. They’ll hold the job till ten.”

            “Thank you,” the man said. He took the papers and left.

            The woman of the two workers left at the booth got the construction laborer position. She was not an especially big woman. That’s awful hard work, Kile thought.

            Everyone else got called up by number. There were temporary positions for everyone. They all paid nine noy an hour, minimum wage. The Employment Hall took half.

            Kile got a job cleaning a grain warehouse that was preparing to store the new crop. Kile didn’t know anything about crops.

            “You’re just out, aren’t you,” the woman said.

            “Yes,” said Kile.

            “No money?”

            “No,” said Kile.

            The woman handed Kile two little booklets. “Job lasts two weeks,” she said. “You get these stamped at the end of each day. State Hotel will accept them. You get the rest of your pay at the end of the job.”

            “Thank you,” said Kile.

            “Job’s at fifty-seven-oh-eight North General Piri Highway,” the woman said. “You know where that is?”

            “Uh, I think so,” said Kile, though he really had no idea.

            “Take the Fourteen bus right on the corner,” said the woman. “Here’s a token.”

            “Thank you,” said Kile. His mouth formed the words easily. Ritual reassured, even warmed him a little.

            “Get off at General Piri Highway. Consolidated Oat’s four blocks to your right. State Hotel’s right next door. Any questions?”

            “Uh… church?”

            “What denomination?”

            “Second Reformed.”

            The woman rolled her eyes. Kile heard someone behind him say, “Why bother?” He wished, once again, that he could melt into the concrete and become invisible.

            The woman looked in a book. “You’ll have to hike. Nearest one’s at fifty-two-fourteen North Silion. That’s about fifteen blocks the other side of General Piri Highway.”

            “Thank you,” said Kile.

            “Keep your nose clean,” said the woman. “And good luck.”

            “Thank you,” said Kile yet again.

            He took the booklets of vouchers and the papers the woman gave him and walked out of the Hall.

            The sky was clear; the sun was not quite up yet. It was still cold. Kile held onto the papers and token tightly. His grip was still not back to normal. Buses came and went one right after another. He only had a minute to wait for a number Fourteen. Close-packed bodies made the bus considerably warmer than the Employment Hall. Kile was deeply grateful. Maybe he was going to make it after all.


  Consolidated Oat

 

 

            “Here’s your dust mask. Level two. Up those stairs.”

            Kile went where he was directed. The Consolidated Oat office had his ID now. He had a paper, orange, of course, in its place.

            The Consolidated Oat grain storage area was not heated, but it was warmer than outside. After a couple hours of sun it became comfortable. Well before noon, streams of sweat ran down Kile’s pale arms.

            The work consisted of clearing out fifty pound sacks of rolled oats. The boxes of potatoes Kile had to lift in prison weighed a hundred pounds apiece, but he spent most of his time sorting the potatoes. He was also now exhausted and hungry.

            There was a lunch break at noon, but Kile didn’t have any money, and the two and a half hours’ work he had put in was not enough for a voucher. He was too numb to wonder why. He just walked outside the building and sat down in the sun, but he started to doze off. He didn’t dare let that happen. Kile forced himself back to his feet and back inside. He noticed that a paste of oat dust and sweat now covered his body and clothes.

            A few times other workers said something to Kile. He had lost the habit of conversation in prison. Keeping going took all his attention.

            When the work day finally ended at five-thirty, all Kile wanted to do was collapse and sleep for a year. He managed to remember that he still had to go to church.

            The skinny, wrinkled man at the office stamped Kile’s paper and voucher booklet with the all-important credit that would let him eat and sleep tonight. Consolidated Oat kept his ID. In a way, that was better. The paper served as a temporary ID and also indicated he worked at Consolidated Oat. It would be worthless to anyone else.

            “Hey, Gorey,” the man in the office called out.

            A large, bland-faced man of about thirty with thinning blond hair looked up from the line behind Kile. “Yo,” he replied.

            “New man for Second Reformed,” said the official.

            “We’ll take him along,” said Gorey.

            It penetrated Kile’s numb mind that this meant he wouldn’t have to walk alone. He was deeply grateful.

            Besides Gorey, there were five other men and four women in the group headed for the Second Reformed church. Kile saw many other people getting in buses, but his group split into two parties and all walked. Kile vaguely wondered why but didn’t ask.

            Kile was far too worn out to say anything. Other people talked a little as they walked. Kile just trudged along.

            All but two of his group were staying at the State Hotel next door to Consolidated Oat. Kile managed to keep himself awake through the church service. He walked back with the rest of the group and checked into the State Hotel.

            The stamp on Kile’s paper didn’t give him any choice of dinner. What he got was a big plate of mashed potatoes and gravy, bread, and some sort of artificial fruit juice. Kile didn’t care. It was food. His stamp also didn’t give him access to the shower. He was too tired to care about that either.

            Kile’s prison bed had been a pad on concrete only slightly wider than his body. The bed he got in the State Hotel was a sagging spring affair, the middle of a three-level bunk bed in a dormitory room with twelve beds lined up on each side and an aisle in the middle. He did get a blanket.

            Wake-up was at four-thirty. It was all too soon for Kile, but he felt better than yesterday. Maybe I’ve made it through the worst, he thought. Workers who had to catch a bus or walk a distance started to leave by five. The ones who worked at Consolidated Oat had time to sit with their coffee and visit. Kile drank in the informal companionship and conversation, though he still didn’t join in.

            Work started at five-thirty.

            “You know, a machine could do this,” a man named Lasker said to Kile.

            “Uh, I suppose,” said Kile.

            It was Kile’s fourth day. He had been able to shower and rinse out his shirt and socks. He and Lasker, a woman named Sebby, and another man named Trass were now clearing out sacks of rice. The rice came in seventy-pound sacks, but it was a lot denser than the rolled oats. The smaller size almost made the rice easier to lift than the lighter but unwieldy sacks of oats.

            “How long you been out?” Lasker asked a little later. “This your first job?”

            “Yeah,” said Kile.

            “Figured. How long you in?” Lasker asked.

            “Two years,” said Kile. “And four months in jail before that.”

            “Unh,” said Lasker. “I was in two and a half. Been out almost five months now. One, maybe two more jobs and I’m eligible for a permanent.”

            Kile looked at Lasker. Kile was still very shy, but he was eating and sleeping regularly. His mind remained dull, but it did function.

            Where Kile was wiry, Lasker was chunky. Lasker had on brown slacks and a light, long-sleeved tan shirt. How Kile wished he had clothes like that. The pants were nowhere near as filthy as Kile’s. That meant Lasker had another pair and could wash the grain dust and sweat out of one pair and leave them to dry while he wore the other. Such luxury seemed like fabulous wealth to Kile at the moment. In a week and a half, though, he would be paid. Then he could buy clothes like Lasker’s too. It occurred to Kile to wonder, vaguely, why at least a quarter of the other workers were dressed as poorly and as conspicuously as he was. Could that many be on their first jobs after release from prison? It seemed odd, but Kile didn’t ask.

            Kile didn’t ask anything. He participated a little in conversations, but he never initiated them.

            “Got you young,” said Lasker a few days later.

            “Huh?” said Kile.

            Lasker looked to be about thirty. “Me, I was out and doing before they grabbed me.”

            “Uh,” said Kile.

            “They like to get ’em young,” Lasker said, “before you know anything.”

            “Shut up,” said Sebby.

            “Ah, nobody’s listening,” said Lasker. “Why should they bother? We can’t do nothing anyhow.”

            “Just shut up,” said Sebby.

            Lasker shrugged. Later, when Sebby was not nearby, he said to Kile, “She gets nervous. Don’t blame her. She’s been in twice.”

            “Oh?” said Kile. “What’d she do?”

            “Be in the wrong place at the wrong time,” said Lasker. “That’s all. Don’t matter what you do.”

            “Oh…” said Kile. “U…”

            “What’d you do?” said Lasker.

            “Nothing,” said Kile. “At least not when they arrested me.”

            “Uh huh,” said Lasker. “You do anything any other time?”

            “Uh, trespassing, I guess,” said Kile. He blushed.

            “Never mind,” said Lasker.

            Of course, Kile and his friends had stolen little thises and thats every chance they got. They’d started getting drunk fairly often when Kile was nine. That was illegal too.

            “Where you from?” said Lasker.

            “West Side,” said Kile, “Dooberville.”

            “That’s what I thought,” said Lasker. “That’s a breeder.”

            “Huh?” said Kile.

            “Breeder neighborhood,” said Lasker. “How many men do you know there my age or women without babies?”

            Kile thought about it. There were some men. They all ran rackets of one sort or another: stolen goods mostly, some drugs, quite a bit of violence for hire. It was common knowledge that you could tell at a glance which stores had illegal side businesses. They were the only ones run by anyone under sixty. Most of the women were like Kile’s mother: pregnant or drunk or both nearly all the time.

            “They let a neighborhood like that exist to breed more chumps like us,” said Lasker, “and the cutthroats that keep us.”

            “Uh,” said Kile.

            “Let me give you some advice,” said Lasker. “Don’t go back there unless you’re looking for a job as an assassin or a cop. Your friends aren’t there any more. You go back, they’ll just pop you again.”

            “Oh,” said Kile.

            “You got family?” Lasker asked.

            “Two older sisters. Two younger brothers and a sister,” Kile said. “And my mom.”

            “No dad?”

            Kile shrugged.

            “What were the older one’s doing when they took you?” Lasker asked.

            “One had two babies,” said Kile. “The other one disappeared.”

            “Got arrested, you mean,” said Lasker.

            “Probably,” said Kile. “She was gone a couple years. We never heard.”

            “You close to any of them?” Lasker asked.

            “My brother,” said Kile. “Soey. He’s just a year younger than me.”

            “I’m sorry,” said Lasker. “Don’t go looking for him. They’ve probably got him by now anyway.”

            “Oh,” said Kile. He was close to Soey once, several hundred years ago. He hadn’t even thought of him in a long, long time till Lasker asked.

            Kile started work on a Wednesday. The first Sunday afternoon, he just took the opportunity for extra sleep. The second Saturday, while he was working near Sebby she inched up to him with tears in her eyes. “Don’t go with Lasker,” she said.

            “Huh?” said Kile.

            Sebby skittered away.

            A little later, Lasker stepped over to Kile. “When’s the last time you heard any music?” he asked.

            “A hundred years ago,” said Kile. “Except in church.”

            Music—real music with a beat and some spice was a constant at one point in Kile’s life. There was none like that in prison, and Kile had not heard any since getting out. It did seem strange to him, but he didn’t ask. He didn’t ask anything yet.

            “How’d you like to hear some music tomorrow afternoon?” said Lasker.

            “I’d love it,” said Kile.

            “Great,” said Lasker. “I know a place. I can meet you after church. I bet you’re Second Reformed.”

            “Uh, yeah,” said Kile. He wondered how Lasker knew.

            “It’s up that way,” said Lasker. “I’ll come by.”

            “Okay,” said Kile.

            The church service was bland, as usual. The preacher talked about God’s love and obedience to God’s will. The singing was sappy, if melodic. Kile worried a little about being conspicuous waiting for Lasker after church, but lots of people still stood around chit-chatting when Lasker showed up.

            There had been a few raw, grey days, and once it rained all day. Today the sun shined brightly again. Leaves were really turning now on many of the trees, but it was a beautiful, warm afternoon. Kile still wished he had pants that weren’t red and a shirt that wasn’t turquoise, but the sun on his arms did feel wonderful. It felt strange to enjoy anything beyond food in the belly and sleep.

            The music tore at the grey clot that was Kile’s soul till he could hardly stand it. Twenty or so people just sat or stood around in a nearly bare room listening to a mixed lot of recordings, but it was more sensual stimulation than Kile had experienced in almost two and a half years.

            Most of the people were young. Lasker was one of the oldest.

            There was a little dancing, not much conversation. Kile fairly glowed by the end of the afternoon. His body felt looser than he could remember. He hadn’t really even done anything. He just remembered, now, what it was to be alive.

            Next day, Lasker wasn’t at work. Sebby looked more terrified than ever. Kile felt the cold grip of fear in his belly. He wanted to ask where Lasker was, but he didn’t know who or how. He didn’t dare anyhow.

            All day and all the next day, Kile expected the police to come for him. He was most afraid on the street between places. Nothing happened.

            Kile finished his two week employment at Consolidated Oat. When he brought his papers, the skinny man at the office asked him if he wanted another three weeks.

            “You’re still a temp, so the Employment Hall still gets half, but you sign on here you save a big service fee.”

            “Sure,” said Kile. “Thank you.”

            “Any time,” said the skinny man. “Easier for us to know who’s gonna be here tomorrow.”

            “Oh,” said Kile.

            “You watch yourself.” The man smiled.

            Kile blanched.

            “You’ll do okay,” the man said.

            “Uh, yessir.”

            The man stamped Kile’s paper in several places and stamped two more papers. “This one’s for your next hitch,” he said. “This one’s so you can draw your pay.”

            “Thank you, Sir.”

            “You bet.” Kile still didn’t know the man’s name.

            Kile went to the pay office the next day during lunch break. The minutes slipped by while he waited. The office was supposed to be open, but no one paid any attention to him. Finally, a fat woman with reddish curly hair and a moustache came out to the desk and took Kile’s papers. He would miss lunch now, but he was going to get paid real money. He could buy some other clothes.

            Different clothes were Kile’s one immediate ambition. After that, he hoped to pay cash at the State Hotel. He already knew the vouchers cost him a service charge. What he would do with the money he could save paying cash he wasn’t sure.

            The fat woman stamped Kile’s paper, then took it back to a back room. Kile saw the back room was really a vault with a huge door a foot thick.

            “Here,” the woman said. She handed the paper back to Kile. Then she counted out the money. “Nineteen noy, sixty.”

            “Wha…?” said Kile.

            “That’s it,” said the woman.

            “I… I worked two weeks,” said Kile.

            “That’s right,” said the woman. “You want a statement?”

            “Uh… I… I don’t understand,” said Kile.

            “You want a statement or don’t you?” said the woman.

            “Uh… yes,” said Kile.

            The woman fed Kile’s ID number and some other information into a machine. A piece of paper came out.

            “Here,” the woman said. “That’s a noy, thirty.”

            “But…” said Kile.

            “You trying to make trouble?” the woman snarled.

            “No!” Kile blanched.

            “Then pay up and quit wasting my time,” said the woman.

            “Here,” said Kile. His hands shook as he counted the money to give back to her.

            The woman grunted.

            Kile headed for the door.

            “Hey,” the woman said. “Your receipt.”

            “Huh?” said Kile.

            “I gotta give you a receipt,” the woman said.

            “Oh,” said Kile

            He came back. The woman punched some more numbers into the machine. Another piece
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