PAGE  
2

Chapter 1


When Rachel entered the lobby of the prison school for the first time, it was the walls that surprised her most.  The whole lobby had been painted into a room-size collage of famous men.  Ferdinand Magellan.  Alexander Graham Bell.  Einstein.  They were all there, their tempera-paint brightness making the prison walls look like the open leaves of a sixth grade history text.  Galileo's face, larger than the rest, was in the center of the wall facing Rachel, his head surrounded by a mass of planets and stars. 


Just below, a pair of long, white arms were stretched out toward Rachel, the fingers motioning for her to follow. At first Rachel thought the arms belonged to Galileo.  Then she noticed a man who had apparently been standing there all along, his head positioned as though it were a new addition to the galaxy.


He ran his words together in a hurry when he spoke.  "Here, let me take all those books while I show you the way to the classroom.  You're late. We had just about given up on you."


As she gave him the books, she stared at the man's hands.  The skin was completely white, as though he had spent years soaking them in bleach.  The only trace of color was a spot of pale pink at the base of each fingernail.


Outside the only window, Rachel noticed the rain gathering in the empty prison yard.  The windows in the adjacent wall looked sunken, as though they had been placed too low in the buildings.  She realized then that the courtyard was actually flooding, the water over a foot high.


She followed the man with the white hands down the dingy hallway and thought she detected the homey aroma of chicken soup. Mixed in, faintly, were more acrid scents of wet wool and disinfectant and the sort of very old dirt that just won't come clean.


It occurred to her that the peculiar mixture of odors was appropriate. Everything had been disjointed since her arrival at the prison that morning.  First the guard at the main gate refused to let her in, offering no explanation, just making her wait outside in the rain. Her only company was an old woman who spent the whole time talking to a magnolia bush that grew by the parking lot.  She kept staring at the shrub shouting Oh Lord and Praise His Name to the point where Rachel found herself actually looking to see if a Messiah's face was blooming among the flowers.


Then, when they finally let her in, she had to make her way through a series of gates and guards and searches, each resulting in a delay until she was late enough that a group of administrators had to get together to decide whether she would still be allowed to enter.  


While they held their discussion, Rachel found herself staring absently into the adjacent room where she saw two guards standing beside a naked man.  She knew, of course, that he was a living, breathing, human being but couldn’t stop staring at the curves of his body, the thick yet finely-tuned bulk of his muscles, as though she were admiring a fine bronze sculpture.  


And then the man saw that she was watching. He stretched his head out as far as he could toward Rachel and began barking.  He curled his lips back, biting the air with his teeth, taking imaginary chunks out of her face. Then he stuck his tongue out—it was thick and red—and started panting.  The guards looked at Rachel and laughed.  And with the sound of that laugh still behind her, the administrators rushed her through to the school, their anxiousness to get her anywhere but there ending their debate.


She thought now of the barking man's swollen tongue, the way she could feel his spit on her face.  Then she looked at the man she was now following down an empty hallway and wondered why his translucent skin should frighten her so much more.


The room he led her to was decidedly shabby.  Plaster was missing from the ceiling, the walls were painted in two different shades of green.  But Rachel found the ugliness almost soothing.  Other than the bars on the windows and the twelve-foot long row of glass panes that enabled guards to look in from the hallway, it was a classroom that could have belonged to any inner-city school.  Rachel arranged her papers on a chair in front of the room and mumbled to herself that she really could use a desk.


She took a quick look at her students.  Some were dressed all in white, others in brownish-mauve and most an awkward combination of the two. Maybe it was just the  institutional clothing or the general lack of color everywhere, but despite the differences in age and race, there was something that made them all look alike to her during that first glance, a thin and haggard look about each of them that had nothing to do with the amount of weight they carried on their bones. 


She took a second look around the room, wondering how the English literature course she was there to offer could possibly help them.


One particularly young-looking prisoner looked out the window and spoke quietly to an older inmate about the rising water.


“There could be an evacuation.”


There was an immediate rise of laughter from the opposite corner.


“You don’t actually think they’re going to take us anywhere.  They’re only regret would be that it wasn’t our own fucking piss we were drowning in.”


A series of hushed comments followed, but Rachel didn’t pay them much attention.  All she noticed was the young inmate’s eyes, the way they were the same washed-out non-color of his uniform as he stared at her, waiting for an answer.


Teaching the class had been her friend Annie's idea.  Annie kept insisting that Rachel needed to do something more with her life, achieve some form of independence, make a contribution, no matter how minuscule. What Annie avoided saying was that Rachel had put her life on hold ever since Terry, her first husband, had died in a plane crash seven years ago, but Rachel knew that’s what she meant. And while she resisted the idea some when Annie first brought it up, later on a job—especially a part-time one—started to seem like logical start. 


The prison turned out to be the only place that would hire her twelve credits and an entire thesis short of a master’s degree.


The man who had carried her books for her was now sitting in the front row.  Rachel smiled and was about to introduce herself to the entire class when she noticed  something moving beside her.  A huge man was standing next to her, his head bowed, a desk balanced on his neck and shoulders.  Rachel felt a scream rise in her throat as she thought he was about to drop the desk on top of her.  A blur fell between them, followed by a massive thud, causing the floor to actually shake beneath her feet.


 The man smiled, showing two rows of tiny teeth that exposed more gum than enamel. He was built like a weight lifter after a few years of softening, his blond hair trimmed down to a mere fuzz across his head. From a distance, he would probably look completely bald.


"Anything else I can get you?"  He spoke with a faint accent Rachel couldn't place.  She was confused, unsure what he was asking until she remembered that she had mumbled something about wanting a desk.


"This will be just fine.  Thank you."  She noticed the quaver in her voice, the way the words sounded as though they were coming from a distant part of the room. The man nodded stiffly—there was a military look about the gesture—then took a seat in the front row.  Rachel called out the names on her roster, remembering only two of them afterwards—Petrell, the man with the white skin, and Evans, the man with the desk.


The rain picked up outside, a persistent tap against the window.  The water had to be rising even more.  Rachel wondered if she would be able to get out.  She imagined them sending her home in a boat, a long painted canoe steered by Petrell, his glowing skin forming their single source of light as they floated together through the prison’s maze before entering the dark waters of the river.


Rachel noticed that her hands were shaking, began distributing a stack of photocopied stories just to keep them busy.  When she started talking, her voice still had a  distant quality about it, was a good half-octave higher than normal as though she were listening to herself as a child.


"Instead of working just with big names, I thought we'd start off today looking at a story by a writer who isn't very well known."  When she finished handing out the copies, Evans put his hand up, straight and high, the perfect caricature of the over-grown schoolboy. He refused to speak until Rachel nodded her head as a formal acknowledgment, then pointed toward the papers she had just given him and opened his mouth in a smile.  "Illegal, aren't these?  Don't I remember hearing something about copyright laws?"  He looked all around the room then, his arms outstretched in an open gesture, encouraging some sort of response from the rest of the class.


There was a quiet rumble about the room that rose louder toward the back before a distinct voice rose out above the others.  "There he goes, starting in already, the same thing over and over.  Shit if I can stand fifteen weeks of this son of a bitch."  Rachel could hear other voices telling the man to take it easy, but his comments only grew louder.  "Why the fuck should I quiet down?  Everyone else always goes around here saying what they think and shit if it even makes sense half the time."


Evans was staring down at the top of his desk, laughing to himself.  He had a ruler out and was taking measurements, apparently trying to position a red eraser so that it lay precisely dead center.


Rachel cleared her throat and started reading the story. It was one that Annie had found in a women’s literary journal about a man whose wife goes away for a weekend with a friend.  The first morning while she's gone, he accidentally uses her toothpaste instead of his own. He becomes curious then about these little differences in their lives, begins eating her foods, reading her books.  He gradually becomes more fascinated with this inside view of her, experiments with wearing her clothes and make-up, even  tries to adopt her views and attitudes.  Finally he finds himself making a gesture, a slight flick of the wrist that he recognizes as being distinctly hers, only this time there’s no conscious effort—the mannerism just seems to grow naturally out of his new-found self. 


Rachel thought it was the wrong story to read to a group of male prison inmates, but Annie talked her into it, saying it was really a story about a man's experience with self-discovery.  “They are bound to be very self-reflective,” Annie said.  “All that time to do little else but think.  Probably much more sensitive than you realize.”


But as soon as Rachel started reading the story, she  knew Annie was wrong.  There were muffled comments being made all around the room, laughs being passed from one to the other. She read a section describing the man putting on a pair of his wife's pantyhose, trying to imitate the same delicate curve of her ankle.  A man in the back row got up and walked out of the room, letting the glass door slam behind him.  Rachel felt a warm spot growing at the base of her neck and tried to pick up the pace some, wanting to get through the story as quickly as possible.  She looked through the observation window at the man who had just walked out.  He was just standing there in the hallway, lighting a cigarette.  She kept expecting to see someone come and drag him away, but no one really seemed to notice, as though he were no more visible than the wisps of smoke he exhaled with each breath.


She finished reading the story.  Petrell was the first to raise his hand.  He spoke in a voice as thin-sounding as his skin.  "Is that the way you really think people act?"


They were all looking at her now, and Rachel wondered how she had ended up on  the defensive this early.  "That's what I'm asking you.  How realistic is this story?  Why does the man act this way?"  Rachel leaned back against the blackboard, pleased with her own questions, thinking that she was finally getting a grasp on things.


A small man in the front row shook his head. "Damned if I know what he thought he was doing."


There was another voice then from the back.  "Hey, Williams, you want to get together some time and model some of your wife's hose for me?"  Everyone laughed except the small man in front. Rachel wondered if his name was Williams.


"I think you're missing the point here. Do you see anything symbolic about his actions?"  Rachel glanced at her watch.  With all the delays, there wasn't much time left.


Finally, someone responded.  "Well, obviously he wants to try to get to know his wife better, to see things more from her perspective.  But instead of all these physical changes, all he really needs to do is think about her a little more."


Rachel looked at the man who had spoken.  He was younger than her, maybe late twenties, though his face had that same haggard look as the rest of them, the impression of worn skin stretched across bone.  His hair was on the longish side, even a little ragged, as though the ends had been broken off rather than cut.  He wasn’t a handsome man, even in better circumstances would be considered less-than-average-looking. But there was something that made Rachel want to imagine him as being attractive.  The smile, maybe.  It was an expression that seemed to come naturally to him, a look of real pleasure, though even it wasn’t entirely appealing, so broad and showing so much of his over-sized teeth. 


The man sitting in the front row whose name may have been Williams looked over at the one who had just spoken.  “You mean he thinks that sitting at his wife's desk and drinking her brand of cola is going to make him like her more?" He shook his head. "Doesn't make much sense to me."


"Not necessarily like her more.  Just help him to better understand her life.  What he's actually doing here isn't all that important.  It's the understanding that he's supposed to gain by doing it."  He smiled again at Rachel, a change in expression so subtle she would have missed it if not for the extra wrinkles that formed around his eyes. 


Rachel knew it was time for her to take over the discussion again but had no idea what to say. She was almost relieved when Evans' arm shot up into the air again.  Once more he wouldn't speak until she acknowledged him with a formal nod.


“Don't you think that the husband's real problem may have been caused by masculine frustration?"  He paused a moment, smiling, and Rachel could tell he was waiting for her to ask what he meant.  She did and Evans smiled more broadly. "His wife was probably at an age where they wanted to have a child.  Let's say that they couldn't, and keeping up with current trends, his wife was making him wear boxer shorts when he really wanted to wear jockey shorts.  She just went to the store and bought them, issuing them out like they do here, giving him no choice in the matter."  He waved his arm over the heads of the men sitting next to him for added effect.  "I'll bet there isn't really a man here who wouldn't prefer jockey shorts, but no one ever asks us."


There was a rumbling again, then that voice she heard before—she could see now it belonged to a man with a greasy-looking pigtail.  "Can't you ever just shut the fuck up?  It's the same shit over and over again every day."


Evans continued, completely ignoring the others.  “So tell me, is there a hubby at home who might have an opinion on this matter?  Or how about yourself?  Bikinis or briefs?  You must have some preference.  Maybe even boxer shorts of your own.  There are women these days who wear them.  Perhaps that’s why you’re not showing that glint of sympathy I’ve been looking for so desperately in your eyes.”  


Rachel knew this was a crucial moment.  If she didn’t come up with just the right comment now, she’d have to put up with Evans the entire summer.  She knew what she needed, too, a comment that was witty and just enough of a put-down to establish her position above him, but nothing nasty enough to turn him into an enemy.  The precise tone of what she needed was clear, but the words just weren’t there.


“Let’s get focused again on the story.”


It was about as weak a comment as she could make.  Evans gave her a broad, even rapturous smile. She had handed him his first victory and he loved her for it.


A buzzer went off, a sound she hoped was the signal for the end of class.  The men got up and slowly began filing out of the room.  She could see one shaking his head.  “Same fucking shit as always.”  Rachel wondered if he meant Evans or her own dismal performance as a teacher.  


She began gathering her materials up off the desk, getting ready to leave, when she noticed that the man who had rescued her from her own discussion was still there.  He stretched his hand out toward her. "Bruce Miscovitch, just in case you didn't catch all those names.  Mine's a little too much for some of these guys to handle, though, so everyone's taken to calling me Mitch."


Rachel placed her hand in his.  He held onto it, as though waiting for something, and she realized suddenly that she hadn't told any of them her name.  "I'm Rachel."  She laughed. "With all the rush getting here, I guess I forgot to say that."


As soon as she was done speaking, he released her hand. "I just wanted to let you know that if you run into a problem with any of these guys, I might be able to give you some help. I have a pretty good understanding of how most of them think. I guess you can see I have something of a special position here since I didn’t have to go running off with the others for the count.”  He smiled again. “I'm not really taking your course—I already have my degree. I just have an interest in writing.  In fact I was wondering if you might be willing to take a look at this.”


Mitch handed her a thick manila envelope.  Rachel began opening it to look inside, but Mitch placed his hand gently over hers to stop her.


“Not now.  I thought if you had time you could look over it before our next class.”


Rachel could see a man wearing jeans and a sports jacket watching them from the hallway.  Mitch seemed to notice, too. "I better be going.  Those extra privileges I mentioned don't really extend all that far."


As he was walking away, Rachel noticed the stack of assignments she meant to distribute at the end of class.  "Wait a minute.  Could you do something for me now?"


Mitch turned around at the door.  He smiled again, but Rachel could tell by the way the muscles in his cheeks were tensing that he was anxious to go.


"I wanted to hand these out at the end of class but forgot."


Mitch looked first at Rachel, then at the man waiting for him in the hallway.  "Maybe you better mail them to me, instead.  They don't like us passing things around."  Rachel started opening her mouth, wanted to ask about the manila envelop she still held in her hand.  Why was it O.K.?  But she said nothing.  Maybe it was some strange prison rule that she could take things but not leave them.  That made about as much sense as anything else she had encountered there. 


He turned toward her briefly in the doorway. "It'll be good to see you again."   Then Mitch and the other man turned and left through a small door in the other side of the hallway that Rachel hadn't noticed before.


She gathered up the rest of her papers and started retracing her earlier path down the hallway and into the lobby.  That’s where she had been told to wait, that someone would be assigned to meet her, but the lobby was empty.  She waited and waited, but no one came.  Finally, she cracked the door open, expecting an alarm to go off, but it just opened to a courtyard full of more silence.


The rain had stopped and the water that had been inching its way up the buildings before was now completely gone, its only trace a faint brown shading along the lower bricks.


She stood there for a long time looking out into the yard but knew she couldn’t go there alone.  She could hear water dripping somewhere, listened to its rhythmical echo across the empty pavement.  Suddenly the space before her seemed immense, as though the journey between here and the gate she had passed through that morning could be counted in insurmountable miles.


She closed the door quickly as though to lock out all the emptiness she had just seen before her.  But there was no one here, either—just the painted faces of Galileo and friends.  She wondered how long it would take before anyone would think to come for her. It occurred to her that this seemed to be her steady role in life—not fame or tragedy or the overcoming of insurmountable odds, but simply this—to be forgotten.


She looked into Einstein’s face for inspiration, not just the answer to this momentary wait, but some overall sign of guidance.  Einstein’s eyes.  If there was an answer, that’s where it would be.


But all she saw was peeling paint, the pupils and most of the irises gone.  And then she heard a key in the door behind her turn.  She waited a second longer, holding her breath, wondering if this was the sound of a new beginning opening up for her or just the click of one more thing closing down for good.

