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The damming of a prison door sounds like nothing elsein thewhole world. It'saharsh, hollow, hopeless
sound. Thereisan air of finality about it that turns the bones as cold as stedl bars, and the heart into a
lump of concretein the chest.

Billy flinched, even though he was doing his best to be cool. HEd donetimein juvey holding and county
lockup but thiswas different. Thiswasthe Big Leagues. State prison.

Heforced agrin onto hisface. You're Bad Billy, hetold himsdf,and as of now you're a Major League
Player. But the grin fit hisface like a cheap plastic mask, and his steps dowed asthe oppressive air of
the place wrapped around him like even more chains than he was dready wearing.

“Moveyour buitt, pretty boy.” The guard wasin hislate forties, and at least ahundred pounds
overweight. Wrinkled gray uniform with sweat rings under the arms. Shirt buttons pulled tight across his
belly. Mean little piggy eyes behind thick round glasses. He prodded Billy from behind with a pudgy
hand. “Y our suite'sal ready. Y ou wouldn't wannalet the champagne get warm, wouldya?’ He snickered
and patted Billy'sfanny. “ Or mebbe you're more the fruit basket type.”

“Screw you,” Billy muttered, haf under hisbreath, knowing it was a pretty lame comeback. The
problem was this place was socold . Not cold like winter, but cold like you didn't mean nothing to it.
Like you were nothing but atiny little cockroach in agiant sted dumpster.

He hunched his shoulders and walked faster down the concrete corridor, hischainsjinglingintime. |
shouldn't be herelike this, he thought bitterly, chained up like some freakin’ dog. Wouldn't be ether if the
lawyer the public defender's office had stuck him with hadn't been aboozy, chain-smoking old bag who
spent haf her timelighting up afresh smoke from the butt of her last, and the other half coughing and
looking for papers she couldn't find. Stupid old bitch hadn't even been able to keep his name straight,
kept calling him Bobby. Sheld bargained his charge down from aggravated assault and armed robbery,
sure, but getting him two years hardly seemed like afavor.

The corridor ended in asolid steel door that looked like it could stop a bulldozer.

“Wait up, Cinderella,” the guard drawled, grabbing him by the back of the white coveral he'd been
issued. The guard glanced at the clipboard he carried, then raised his voice. “ Genovese here with anew
deb. William F. Thomas, prisoner number 3154-822985.” He flipped up a sheet, made a clucking noise
with histongue. “Got usared tough guy here”” He eyed Billy like something smeared on atoilet sest.
“He beat up two women while knocking over aliquor store.”

Billy bit histongue, hisface sullen. The lard-ass guard was right about what he had done, but it wasn't
like he made it sound.

“Clear,” came abored, scratchy voice from the speaker grille next to the door. The heavy door rumbled
to one side, opening on a short dead-end corridor. One side was nothing but blank wall, the other lined
with white doors without any handles or windows. The walls of the corridor were white, aswere the
floor and ceiling, and it was so brightly lit that Billy had to squint againgt the glare. Therewas not asingle
person in sight. No guards. No prisoners. The corridor was eexily slent. Like atomb.

The guard gave him a push. “Move your buns, blondie. | was sposed to go on break five minutes ago,
and if | don't get coffee and a smoke soon I'm gonna get reeeal cranky.”

* * % %

Billy stood by hiscdll door, absently rubbing hiswriststo get rid of the fed of handcuffs. He looked



around at the cdll, unsureif he should be unnerved or rdieved.
His cdll wasn't anything like what held expected.

It was maybe ten by ten, the concrete block walls painted the same glaring white as the corridor outside.
The floor was white. So was the celling. There weren't any windows, not even in the door. That was just
afeaturdesswhite dab.

To hisleft was asingle bunk, no more than a narrow white-painted stedl platform. On it wereathin
meattress, afoam pillow, and aflannd blanket—all white.

In the corner on hisright was asmal cantilevered table and awhite plagtic chair. At the far right corner a
three foot square section of the floor was a couple inches lower than the rest. That areawas hometo a
toilet and asoup-bowl sized sink with asmall sted mirror over it. A showerhead protruded from the wall
inthe very corner, and adrain was et in the center of the sunken floor. A towe and awashcloth—both
white—hung from ahook attached to the short wing wall between the shower corner and the rest of the
endwal of hiscdl.

There was some sort of small door set inthewall abit below eyelevd just to theleft of thewing wall,
but Billy didn't giveit asecond look.

Therewas something else far more interesting to look at. First because it was black, instead of white,
and because Billy was very much achild of histimes. It appeared to be alarge screen TV buiilt into the
left-and side of the cdll'send wall. He went to check it out.

“Far out,” he said, the close white wdls of the cdll giving hisvoice ahollow ring. “ They're gonnamake
me do two yearswatching Whed of Fortune.”

The TV's controlswere aflat black touchpad, like on amicrowave. Heturned it on. A picture of a
nesting bird appeared. Since it wasn't shot, esten, blown up, or run over within ten seconds he figured it
was some sort of boring nature program.

“Public TV,” he sneered, reaching up to change the channd. “Wonder if | get ESPN or HBO?’

Asit turned out, he was stuck with that one station or nothing at al. So he sprawled on his bunk, locked
his hands behind his head and got comfortable for tubing out.

All I need now isabeer, he thought with asmug grin. If the worst prison was going to do to him was
make him watch egghead tv, doing histime would be acinch.

* * * %

“Time to get up,” blared the metdlic voice asthe lightsin Billy's cdll brightened to their usud harsh glare.

Billy sat up on hisbunk, swinging his bare legs over the sde. Hisblond hair stuck up in every direction,
and his blue eyes were muddy and dull. He stood up, shuffled to the TV and turned it on. The screenlit,
rewarding him with the familiar opening sequence and song of Sesame Stret.

Stifling ayawn, hewent to take aleak. After washing his hands, he went to stand in front of the small
door in the cdll'send wall between the shower and tube. He had ignored the door &t first, but soon
learned itsimportance.



He was humming dong with theAl phabet Song when he heard the clunking sound he had been waiting
for. The smal white door did up, reveding acompartment about the size of abreadbox. Insdewasa
white rechargeable razor, which he took to the mirror over the sink and put to use. It didn't take him long
to shave the sparse stubble from his cheeks, and when he was done he returned the razor to the cabinet.
The door did shut. A minute or two later it opened again, thistime on his breskfast.

Billy atein front of the tube, seated on the end of his bunk with the cardboard tray balanced on hisbare
knees. Breskfast was the same exact thing it had been for the twenty-seven days held been inthe cell. A
paper hot-cup of coffee and asmaller cup of juice. A paper bowl of scrambled eggs, and two dices of
buttered toast. He ate mechanicdly, eyes glued to the screen.

Each of thoseidentical breakfasts marked another day in which he had not seen another human
face—other than the ones on television. At first he had been relieved that held been given acell by
himsalf. He hated to admit it, but he'd heard enough stories about prison to be worried about getting
stuck in acell with some humongous mass murderer who'd want to turn him into his girlfriend.

In those flegting moments when he could ped hisbrain off the tube long enough to think straight, he
wasn't so sure thiswas better. He ate by himself and showered by himself. Hisfood, clean clothing, and
bedding came by way of the box inthewall. Every day at four an exercise program cameonthe TV. At
first he'd hooted at the sour-faced no-neck who led the exercises. After the third day he redized that it
wasjust asingle tape that repeated every day at the same time.Grunting with Gunther |, hecaled it,
and held have to be pretty desperate to play along.

Now he waited, aready stripped to his shorts, for four each day.

There seemed to be no escape from the white walled solitude. He didn't even get to see ahuman guard.
Anything he asked for and al he wastold came by way of the inhuman sounding metalic voice. About
day four he had demanded to see hislawyer. The voice had replied that his appea had been denied, and
hislawyer taken off the case. He had asked if he was going to get to see any visitors. He had been coldly
informed that no one wanted to see him, not even his mother.

Billy finished his breskfast. The whole rest of the day stretched out before him like anarrow tunndl.
White. Empty. Unvarying. Lunch a noon.Grunting with Gunther at four, ashower and fresh coveral at
five. Supper & sx. Lightsout a eeven. Lightson at seven, and do it dl over again.

Cookie Monster gppeared on the screen. Billy giggled.

“Timeto get dressed,” said the robotic voice that was the architect of hisdays.

Billy obeyed without a second thought.

* * % %

Billy frowned when the sound portion of the program he was watching suddenly cut off. The show was
about ants. They were pretty interesting little buggers when you got right down to it.

“Prisoner 3154-822985,” blared the metdlic voice, “ Attention. Respond.”
“Why'd you shut the sound off, Darth?” Billy whined. Hed started calling the voice that aweek or so

before, naming it after theStar War s villain because they sounded kind of aike. HeEd given up trying to
guessif the voice was human or not, but naming the voice made it somebody rather than something.



“You have been incarcerated for exactly thirty days. Because of your good behavior you are being
granted the option of signing up for a special program.”

Good behavior? Billy thought in confusion. When've | had a chance to y'know, be bad?
“Do you wish to sign up for this program?”

“What program?’ He glanced back at the TV screen to keep track of the ants. Wouldn't want to miss
something.

“A social activities program.”

Billy'sfrown returned. Socid activities? Did that mean he might finally get achanceto talk to somebody
other than himself? Still he'd better be careful, he thought, aguardedly sy look creeping onto hisface.
“Whet kindasocid activities?’

“Meaningful.”

Which didn't mean squat. “What would | haveto do?’ Not that anything different wouldn't be atreet at
thispoint.

“ Accept this offer or say no.”
“That's not what | meant! C'mon, Darth! What's the program, y'know, involve?’
“Yourself in a meaningful social activity. Do you accept?”

Billy made afew more half-hearted triesto get more details out of Darth, but would have gotten further
trying to walk through one of concrete walls of hiscell. In the end he said yes. He was so bored and
lonesome that even ballroom dancing with sex offenders would be anight on the town.

* k k %

Nothing happened. The next few days went on exactly like the ones before. Get up. Shave. Eat breakfast
in front of the tube. Get dressed. Watch the tube. Eat lunch in front of the tube. Watch the tube dll
afternoon, and exercisein front of it at four. Shower and clean clothes at five. Dinner in front of the tube
at sx. Watch the tube until lights out.

Darth had told him that he was alowed to have textbooks and educational materiasif hewished. Billy
hadn't been much of areader in school—hed aways said held rather get caught with hisdick in his hand
than a book—and once he'd been expelled, he'd stopped altogether. Now that there was no one to see
him and nothing else to do he occasionally had a hazy notion to ask for something to read, but it was
easertowach TV.

There were moments when he thought the monotonous repetition would drive him so crazy hed start
besting his head againgt the wall just to do and fed something new. There were other times when even
the dightest deviation from routine filled him with anameessterror.

He drifted through the dead-end daysin his dead-end room in adead-end corridor in a dead-end called
prison like aglassy-eyed zombie. Sometimes he curled up in alittle ball on hisbunk after lights out and
cried, dimly wondering what was happening to him, but that was happening less and less as he sank into
dack-jawed apathy.



Then on the forty-gixth day everything changed.

* * * %

It happened right after supper. The five day supper cycle had brought it around to tuna casserole, green
beans, a buttered roll, and apple pie for dessert. The day before it had been hamburger steak with baked
potato and gravy, creamed corn, whole wheat bread, and peach cobbler for dessert. Tomorrow it would
be chicken and biscuits, spinach, applesauce, and lemon cake for dessert just as sure as the Sun rose—

—somewhere. Billy hadn't seen the Sun for so long that he would have traded his dessert for asingle
peek at it, and apple piewas hisfavorite.

Hewas sitting there, shoulders dumped and face blank, watching a program on bats when both picture
and sound vanished. His face clouded over. They were about to show how bats mated! He was about to
yell for Darth when aface appeared on his TV screen. Not a pretty face, either.

Replacing the bats was amiddle-aged woman, maybe in her early forties. Deep crow's-feet were carved
into the corners of her bloodshot brown eyes. Her face was long and plain, faintly horsey. Her hair wasa
dull brown, limp and lifeless.

Billy stared at her disnterestedly. Although she was not exactly alooker, she could have passed for
okay in amousey, no other women |eft in the bar at closing time sort of way. Her kind were easy to pick
up, and so grateful for attention they would do anything to please.

But whatever physical charms she might have possessed were spoiled. One of her eyes was blackened
and swollen haf-shut. Her cheeks were cut and bruised. A strip of adhesive tape covered the bridge of
her nose. Her lower lipwas dl puffed up and badly split. Three heavy black stitchesheld it together. Five
more were haf-hidden by her eyebrow.

She looked frightened. She looked confused.

Shelooked like she waslooking right at Billy. “C-can you help m-me?’ she sammered.

Billy stared at the screen blankly, il trying to figure out what kind of show thiswas.

The woman swallowed hard. “Please...” Billy noticed the livid bruises on her neck. It looked like
someone had grabbed her by the throat. If only they'd grab her again, get her off the TV and bring back
thebats!

Shelicked her lips, wincing as her tongue touched the ragged split. “ Th-they told meto call this number.
That s-someone would see me and talk to me.”

Stll Billy only stared &t her, trying to figure out how thisfit into the narrow concrete wals of his persond
redity. It redly looked like shewaslooking a him. Taking a him.

The woman sniffed and hung her head. It looked like she was about to cry. “| guess| made amistake,”
shesaid in alow, hopeessvoice. “I guess|'ve got to face thisaone...”

It was the wordalone that finally penetrated Billy'sfoggy brain. She made that word sound like it was
made of cinderblock and iron, asif it were asmall white cell with no way out.



“Wait,” he croaked, blinking asif waking from along uneasy deep, and redly looking at the woman. He
cleared histhroat and spoke again. Louder thistime.

“Wait! Don't go!” He didn't know how it was that she was talking to him through the tube, he just knew
he didn't want her to hang up or whatever the hell she was about to do.

“I'm here,” hetold her. “1 can hear you, can see you.”
“Thank god,” shesighed. “I thought I'd go crazy if | didn't get to talk to someone.

You and me both, Billy thought, Sitting up straighter and caught between laughing and crying a how
good it felt to hear another human voice. “My namesBilly. Y ou can talk to me.”

* * k* %

Billy was sprawled across his bunk. The tube was gtill on. Something about China. The stuff you ate off,
not the country. Normally he would have hung on every word, no matter how little it meant to him. But he
had the sound turned down to alow murmur, and stared at he white ceiling above him instead of the
screen.

The woman's name was Jean.

Shewasforty-three, single, and worked as areceptionist and secretary for a big insurance agency.

Her face was al messed up because two men had jumped her when she got out of her car ina
supermarket parking lot. They had beaten her up, taken the sixty dollars cash she had on her, her jewelry
and credit cards, and would have probably gone on to rape and kill her if an off-duty policeman out
walking his dog hadn't come dong and frightened them away.

Some sort of crimevictims' assstance agency had given her avideophone and anumber to cal if she
needed someone to talk to. Videophones were still pretty rare and expensive. HeEd stolen a couple,
gotten good bucks for them too.

She had ended up talking to him.

Him. It hadn't taken him long to decide not to tell her who he was, where he was, or why.

How the hell had she ended up on his TV?Was this some sort of game the prison was running on him?
Some sort of trick?

Then he remembered being asked if he wanted to take part in some—what had Darth called
it?>—meaningful socid activity. Wasthisit? There was only one way to find out.

“Darth? Areyou there?”
“1 hear you.”

“Did you—did the prison—fix it so that woman called me?’ He didn't figure he needed to explain. Darth
seemed to know everything.

“Doesit matter?”



The question caught him off guard. Before he could even begin figuring out how to answer, Darth'svoice
filled thecdl again.

“Do you wish me to block the call if shetriesto contact you again?”

Billy fresked, pure and smple. “ Don't you fucking dare! " he bellowed, coming up off hisbunk likeit
had turned white hot under him. As he drew arattling breath he redized that he was hollering and shaking
hisfist at the cailing.

He let the breath back out asa sgh, his shoulders dumping and his hand fdling. “Please don't,” hesad
hoarsely. It shouldn't matter so much, shewas just some beet up broad old enough to be his mother, but
the thought of not being ableto talk to her again filled him with anamelessterror.

“I'm sorry,” he added meekly. “ Please don't stop her from talking to me.”
“You are sure?”

“Yeah, | an. She, uh, y'’know needs someone right now.” He shrugged. “It's not like I've got nothing
better to do.”

“Very well.” There wasthat hollow click that meant Darth was done talking.

Billy dumped back onto his bunk with asigh. He shouldn't have let himsdlf get so worked up. It wasn't
even like held get to screw her or anything, it wasjudt...

Herolled over to face thewall, hugging himself and drawing up hisknees. He hoped she caled back
soon.

* k% k %

It wasn't fair! Just thinking about it pissed Billy off so much that it had him pacing and muttering to
himsdf. Since there wasn't anything to break or anyone to scream at, that seemed to be his only outlet.
The TV muttered to itself. Heignored it.

Hed just talked to Jean again. It had been five days since her first call, and sheld called at least twice
every day since. This had been a bad one. She had gone back to work today.

They had talked about it for hoursin the days before. Jean was afraid. Afraid to leave her house. Afraid
to walk the streets. Afraid to go back to her job.

He had tried to convince her that she could do it. That nothing had really changed. That shewas still the
same person she'd been before the attack. After dl, she'd gone to work and out shopping and all of that
kind of stuff for years without a problem. Her attack was just something that had happened, like lightning
griking.

But in the end it was Jean who made him see that everything had changed for her. Hed dowly cometo
understand that what had really been stolen from her in that parking ot was her confidence. How could
she bdieve that she could take care of hersalf when she couldn't forget how she had let hersdlf be
knocked around, Iet the rings be torn from her fingers, would probably have et hersalf be raped and
maybe even killed if that cop hadn't come dong? The world had been turned into a hostile and uncertain
place. The next person she met on the Street or in an € evator—anywhere—ould be the one who
finished up what those other two had begun. All she had to do was ook in the mirror to see how well she



could protect herself.

But in the end Billy had been able to convince her that she should go back to work. That the only way to
glue her life back together again wasto start by picking up the pieces.

Hunting for some way to bring her around, held told her about how hisfather had been killed when he
was fourteen, hit head-on by adrunk driver while on hisway to pick Billy up from afriend's house. How
he had hidden out in hisroom for days, surethat he had killed hisdad. That his having friendskilled him.
That hisnot being home killed him. How he had come out only when his mother forced him to, and how
athough things were never the same asthey were before, they didn't start getting at dl better until he
picked himself up from where everything had fallen apart.

He hadn't told her how everything went downhill from then. The fightswith his mother and teechers. The
cutting classes. The drinking and drugs. Thefights. The shoplifting. The things he had doneto try tofill the
gaping holeingde himsdf, to dull the fedings of helplessness and worthlessness and rage.

Jean had cdlled just an hour ago, so freaked out that at first he was afraid she had been attacked again.

In away she had been, but more subtly. It had taken him awhile to get her camed down enough to talk
coherently, but he got the whole story out of her at last.

When she went back to work they wouldn't let her have her desk back. They kept telling her to go
home. That she should take afew more days off, take dl the time she wanted, no hurry.

Jean cried when she talked about the horror she had seen in their eyes when they looked at her. She
was never pretty, but now shewas ugly. Who could blame them for not wanting her out where the public
could see her?

And there was something else. Something worse. They looked at her differently. Treated her differently.
Like maybe she wasthe crimind. Like what had happened to her had to be her fault, becauseif it could
happen to her for no reason, then maybe it could happen to them. Like she had some sort of disease, and
if they got too close they might catch it too. All they had wanted to do was get her out of there, and in the
end that had been al she wanted too.

Billy paced restlesdy. What amess. Hewasin way over his head. What the hell could hetdll her?

He'd done his best to get her to believe that she wasn't ugly, that she shouldn't blame herself for the way
they had treated her. While he didn't think she was redlly convinced, at least he had gotten her camed
down and to stop talking like she was thinking about killing hersdlf.

She needed help, and he needed help if he was going to be able to help her. But where was he going to
getit?

Then something he half-heard onthe TV penetrated hisfunk.

Billy's pacing faltered and he turned to Sare at the tube. They were saying if you wanted to know
more...

“Darth?’ he cdled. “Can you hear me?’

“Yes, | hear you.”



“Yousad | could get booksif | wanted them. Could | get anything on, um, like what to say to people
like Jean? On how to help then, y'’know, get back to norma?’ They had books on everything else, so it
only stood to reason there would be some on this.

“Yes you can. Would you like some?”

“Please.” It had been along time since held hit the books for anything, and he hoped hewas up to it.
Usudly reading just put him to deep. He wondered if—

Wheat the hell. “And Darth? Could | please have acup of coffee, too?” He'd never asked Darth for a
favor before, but it wasn't like he was asking for afile or hacksaw.

“The books and coffee will be in your box in about five minutes.”

* k k %

The books were ahelp, except on one particular.

Jean kept asking who he was. Was he a counsdlor, or what? Couldn't she see him in person? Why
wouldn't hetdl her much more than his name?

He'd managed to sidestep her questions so far, but had a sinking feeling that sooner or later she'd back
him into a corner. Once she found out that he was in prison and what hewasin for shed dump likea
sack of garbage.

Every time he thought about that happening he got thissick feding in the pit of his stomach. He kept
telling himsdlf that he just couldn't stand the thought of going back to the lonesome tedium of before sheld
brought him some tiny measure of escape.

But sometimes as helay there on hisbunk after lights out other reasons came to him. With them came
fedingsthat had him curling hisbody into atight ball and hiding hisfacein the pillow.

* * * %

Jean's face had hedled considerably in the nine days Billy had known her. Her black eye had faded to a
paleyellow, as had some of her other bruises. She had even started wearing makeup again.

At the moment her eye makeup was running down her cheeks. Because she was crying.
Billy hated it when she cried.

At firg it had made him angry. After al, what did she haveto cry about? She was free, wasn't she? She
had choices and chances he wouldn't have for dmost two whole years.

The more he talked to her, the more he understood the source of her tears, the more his anger turned
toward her stuation. She didn't deserve to have her life frigged up thisway. He had learned severd new
words from the two books he had dowly, painfully waded through so far.Ego was one of them. He now
understood that hers had taken an even worse beating than her face. That her sense of sdf and self-worth
had been beaten to a pulp, and you couldn't stitch them up or cover them with a Band-aid and expect
them to automatically get better.

Billy'sanger still remained. Lately it had begun swinging like a compass needle toward the miserable



bastards who had put her in this position in thefirst place. If theworld was at al fair then they would be,
wel, inprison .

That thought was amind-blower for sure. He hadn't got it anywhere near straight in hishead, and there
was no time to think about it now.

Jean wasin the middle of another bout of depression. Sheld started blaming herself again for being so
weak and worthless that she became avictim, and condemning herself for not being able to get over
having been one.

“Listen to me, Jean.” He stared hard at her image on the screen, wishing he could pat her on the back or
even hand her aKleenex. Her head was bowed, and all he could see of her face now was her chin. “Are

you ligening?’
She nodded. “Uh huh.”

“None of thisisyour fault. The only onesto blame are the shitheads who did thisto you. Y ou didn't ask
them to mug you, and they didn't choose you, y'know, persondly. You ... you weren't even aperson to
them. They didn't look at you and say to themselves* she wantsthis.” They never once thought about
who you were, or how awful it would befor you. Y ou were just an easy target. A source of some
money, and maybe somefun.”

Jean peered up at him. He could see how desperately she wanted to believe him. “How can you know
that for sure?’ she asked inasmall voice.

“I—I just know their kind,” he answered evasively.

She wiped away atear, leaving ablack streak of mascara. “ Did something like what happened to me
happen to you?’

“No.” He had to change the subject. “Now—"

But Jean wouldn' let it go. “ Then how can | know you arentt just telling me something to make mefed
better? That's probably your job, right? That's what counselors do.”

He shook his head. “I'm not acounsdor.”
“Thenwhatare you? A cop? A priest? Socia worker?What? ”

“Nothing likethat. | just know what I'm talking about here, that'sdl,” he said plaintively. “ Can't you just
trust me?’

Jean's face had gone tight and angry. “How the hell can I, when you won't give me astraight answer to a
smple question?’ she demanded.

Billy could only shake his head from side to side like agroggy boxer backed into acorner. “I cant ... |
just can't tell you.”

“But I'vetold youeverything! ” She shuddered. “God, I've stripped myself naked for you, told you
things that made me so ashamed—"



“That'swhy | can't tell you!” Billy cried, seizing on that one word she used like an exit from the steel box
closng around him. “Because I'm tooashamed! ” And it wastrue. That word wrapped itself around one
of the terrible inner pressures held been trying to suppress, and now that it was named, there was no
hiding fromit.

“You don't trust me,” Jane shot back accusingly, her anger fragmenting into despair. Her facefdl. “I'm
just some spineless middle-aged loser who's not smart or strong enough to take care of hersdf. Maybe
you say it wasn't persona because for you it isn't. Y ou just want to get me patched up, close my case,
and not have to put up with me any longer.”

Billy couldn't take it any longer. Hefdlt like he was about to explode.

“No, dammit,” he growled, “That's not true. I've told you a hundred times I'm not some frigging
counsdlor.” He drew ashuddering bresth. “Y oureally want to know what | am?’

He never gave her a chance to answer. His voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “My nameisWilliam F.
Thomeas, prisoner number 3154-822985 at the Covelton Correctiona Facility. I'm serving atwo-year
sentence for robbery and assault. | know exactly what those two men who mugged you were like
because I'mjust like them! ”

Jean stared at him in shocked disbelief. “Y-you can't be,” she ssammered. “Y ou're not—"

There was no stopping now. It dl came pouring out like pusfrom alanced boil. “lam . | caled mysdf
Bad Billy—like Billy the Kid, right? Big outlaw. | got mysdlf kicked out of school at sixteen for hitting a
teacher who caught me ripping off lockers. | got ajob at agarage, got canned for stedling. I've stolen
cars, broken into houses and stores, had a pretty good sideline salling coke and speed. A guy | hung out
with and fenced stuff to—ared pro who'd been sent up twice for armed robbery—kept calling mea
pussy ‘causel only did grab and run.

“Onenight | got al coked up and decided to kill two birds with one stone. | needed cash for aspeed
buy, and | decided to show him what kind of bals| had while | was getting it. So | held up aliquor Store.
There was an old lady behind the counter. She wouldn't open the register, so | knocked the shit out of
her. While | was grabbing the cash another woman came in. Her boyfriend was coming over for dinner
and she wanted a bottle of wine. Instead she ended up getting adidocated jaw, four broken teeth, a
concussion, and anight in the hogpita.”

Billy'svoice dropped even lower. “It wasn'tpersonal . They were just, y'’know, in my way. It waslikel
was screamin’ down the highway at seventy and they was nothin’ more than two rabbitsthat ran out in
front of me. | ran’ em down without even thinking about it.”

Billy sghed and stared at his hands, remembering how he had used them that night, and realizing that if
held had a gun with him he would have used it just asthoughtlessy. That redization was so chilling he had
to hug himsdf.

“Billy?

“Yeah?’ Now she would scream at him, tell him what amonster he was. He wouldn't be yelling back.
All hisanger was gone.

“Areyou—are you sorry for what you did?’



All of asudden hewas crying. It just came over him and he was helplessto stop it. * Yes,” he managed
to gasp, “ Oh Jesus yes...”

“Because you got caught and it landed you in prison?’
He shook his head, unableto look at her. “No, it's—" He groped for away to explain. “It's like those

women ... they could beyou . Y ou could be one of them.” He gestured helplesdly. “Y ou, youre what |
didtothem.”

“I see” Therewas along uncomfortable slence. Billy waited it out, hunched around his misery and
counting the seconds until she kissed him off for good. Who could blame her for hating him? He hated
himsdlf.

“Billy?’ shesaid at lagt, “Will you look & me?’
He did as she asked, bracing himsdlf for the hatred and revulsion he would see on her face.

Instead she gave him awan smile that made the breeth catch at the back of histhroat. Something like
hope sputtered and lit weakly ingde him.

“I think we should keep talking to each other,” she said gently. “Only—"
Billy wiped hiseyeson hisdeeve. “Only what?’ Anything she wanted, hed do it.
“Only now we should both talk. About everything. Maybe try to help each other.”

Henodded. “1'd like that.” He came up with something like asmile. “Y ou've dready helped mealot.”

* k% k %

Billy was pacing again. What he had just gone through with Jean had left him fedling wiped out, asif hed
just climbed out of apit a hundred miles deep. But he had this nagging fedling that there was something he
should do. Something important. Something to do with something he'd said to Jean...

Then he had it. Jean could have been one of the women he'd hurt. And those women could be Jean—or
at least in the same shape. Thanksto him.

“Darth?’

“1 hear you.”

“Could | please have apen and some paper?’

“Why?”

“I want to write to the women who were in that liquor store | robbed. | want to, y'know, say I'm sorry.

Totdl 'emthat if they're blaming themselves even the leadt little bit they should stop * cause the only one
to blameisme”

“Pen and paper will be in your box shortly.” There was a pause severd secondslong. “ Would you
like some coffee to drink while you write?”



Billy grinned up at the celling. “ Thanks, Darth. That'd be great.”

* k *x %

“Wdl,” said the rumpled, overweight man named Genovese as he began filling awhite paper hot-cup
from the coffeemaker. “What do you think?’ The guard's uniform he had worn when he had taken Billy
to his cell hung from ahook on the wall. Now he wore a dark turtleneck and baggy jeans, both of which
looked like they had been dept in. So did the cot in the back corner of the equipment-filled room.

There were two other men in the room with him. Darren Samuel son was from the Governor's office. He
swiveled his chair away from one of the severd monitors, hislong narrow face professondly neutrd.
“Not bad. But just because you can make one young thug—"

“Not just one, Darren,” put in Warden Fisk, awiry, waspish black man with a shaven head and gold
wire-rims. He was asimpeccably dressed as Genovese was dovenly, his manner crisp asthe creasesin
the pants of histailored suit. “ Billy isthe fifteenth subject weve put through Geno's program. Two are il
in process.” He indicated two other monitors. “We can show you the tapes on the rest. We just showed
you Billy because you arrived at theright time to see his breakthrough.”

“All right, it wasfairly impressive,” Samue son admitted grudgingly. “How many failures out of the
fifteen?’

“None.” Fisk held up hishand to forestall argument. “I'll grant you that we've been picking the subjects
quite carefully. They have dl beenfairly young, al repest offenders, but none of them rea hardcase
incorrigibles” He crossed hisarms. *Y ou saw Billy's sheet. Y ou tell mewhat he would have been like
after two years—or even two months—of regular hard time.”

“I know the gatisticsaswell asyou do,” Samuelson said tiredly. “But why should | consider this punk
rehabilitated?’

“Heisnt, yet,” Genovese said diffidently as he put pen, paper, and coffee insde one of the three small
cupboards aong one wall. When he closed the inside door it opened from the front. “ But now he can be.
He'salot lesslikely to go back to crime when he gets out because now he's begun to identify with his
victimsingtead of other criminas”

“Like ahostages sometimes start identifying with their captors?” Samuel son asked.

“Sort of, but not exactly,” Genovese answered, not looking at Samuelson directly. Helit acigarette,
ignoring the NO SMOKING sign. The number of overflowing ashtrays scattered around the room said
the held been ignoring it for quite sometime.

“What'simportant is that he now understands the consegquences of hisacts. Not in terms of punishment,
but in terms of the pain he causes someone who doesn't deserveit.”

“This could be an end to the revolving door,” Fisk said. He arched an eyebrow. “Wouldn't that be
something?’ He watched Genovese move restlessy though the room, checking monitors, and then the
small mainframe set up along one wall. Genovese had spent most of the past five monthsin thisroom. If
this meeting was a success, he vowed to take him out for the best dinner money could buy.

Fisk turned his attention back to Samuelson. “When Geno first cameto me | dmost didn't hear him out.
| mean, what would acomputer nerd with a couple degreesin psychology know about dedling with
prisoners? But it wasadow day and | read his proposal. It made sense.”



Heticked off points on hisfingers. “Isolate the prisoner from al human contact—or contamination. L ull
him into areceptive state by giving him nothing but a monotonous routine and environment, and nothing
but TV for company. Make him so starved for human contact that he will do anything to maintain the first
contact he does get, namdly thevictim of acrime similar to the one he committed.”

“| seedl that,” Samuelson put in. “1 understand that he, um, ‘imprints on the victim instead of other
prisoners. But the victim isn't human! 1t's agoddamn computer!”

Genovese looked up. “The prisoner doesn't know that,” he said mildly. “ The computer matchesthe
subject's persond victim to him. There are carefully made points of congruencein both their histories, but
not so many that it smellsfishy. The computer's set up as an expert system with only one god: cracking
the subject's defenses.”

He pointed to one of the three instrument packages on awall-mounted rack with his cigarette. “It
responds not only to verba cues, but physiological input. We monitor his heart rate, galvanic skin
response, and blood pressure. The sensorsarein his coveral. Hisvoiceisanalyzed. If helies, the
computer knowsit. If he says he's sorry we not only know if heis, but just how sorry heis.”

“What's deaf, dumb, blind, has ten legs and would buy the Brooklyn Bridgeif you gave it achance?’
Samuelson said sourly. “A parole board.” Heturned to stare at Billy'simage in the monitor. The young
blond prisoner was Sitting at the table in his cell, hunched over the paper he had been given and dowly
writing. Hisface was intent. Behind Samuel son, Genovese and Warden Fisk exchanged hopeful glances.
The small grant that had gotten the program started was al but gone. Samuel son could renew it, give
them funding to expand the program, or torpedo them.

The man from the Governor's office faced them once more. His face gave nothing away. “What happens
to the kid now?’

Warden Fisk answered. “We have a special ward set up for the test subjects. WEl transfer him therein
another few days. Hell get to talk to others who've learned the same lessons he has, get counseling,
maybe get some schooling or start learning atrade. After awhile helll even get to have visitors”
Samuelson frowned. “Won't he smell arat when he talks to the other subjects?’

“Why should he?’ Fisk shot back. “ Each one has been told that they are part of aspecid sociad activities
program—and they are. Each of them has met adifferent “victim'’, and gotten to their breskthroughina
different way.”

“All right, but won't the kid want to meet, what's her name? Jean? Want her to visit him?’

Fisk smiled. “Billy will be seeing less and less of Jean after awhile, and eventudly shewon't need him
any more.”

“But isn't he so, ah, fixated on her that taking her away will cause aproblem?’

“No, it shouldn't. Not only will he end up pushing her into trying to make it on her own, hell havethe
problems of other victimsto deal with. Hell befar too busy to pine over just one of them.”

Samue son looked past Fisk to stare at Genovese. “ Other victims? Y ou mean you plan to keep every
prisoner pacified with that computer the whole time they're here?”



Genovese's eyes widened in surprise behind histhick lenses. “Why would we do that? The next victim
Billy hasto dedl with will bered.” He sighed, butting out his smoke. “ God knows there are enough of
them, and they can use dl the help they can get.”

Fisk hammered the point home. “ Does the phrase ‘ repaying your debt to society’ ring abell, Darren? Or
how about * making the punishment fit the crime ?’

Samuelson didn't answer. He swiveled his chair around for one morelook at Billy. He watched the boy
labor over hisletter. He wasn't feeding some dick lineto a parole board. He wasn't getting a crash
coursein violence, sodomy, and being hard enough to survivein prison. He had to admit that the kid was
aready a better person than he had been when he was brought in.

The prisons were overcrowded, and aterrible drain on the budget. The present system wasn't working.
Maybe one prisoner in ahundred came out better than he went in. He wanted to believe that this could
redly work. Still...

Billy looked up from hisletter. “ Darth? Can you hear me?’

Genovese went to the microphone, turned the switch to where BILLY had been written on a piece of
tape. “1 hear you.” Hisvoice came back through the monitor sounding aien and strange.

“How do you spell apologize? Isit a-p-al-ag-i-z?’

Genovese, as Darth, spelled it out for him correctly. When he turned back Samuelson was staring at
him.

“I «ill want to see those tapes,” he said, “And the ward where you keep the other subjects.” He glanced
back a Billy'sintent face, nodding to himsdlf. “But | think you've got your funding.”



