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  Chapter One


  Saturday Evening


  IN THE CELL to the right, a man was still crying. It was past sundown now, and he had been crying since noon. He cried softly and persistently and
  querulously, without hope and without conviction, as does a small dispirited child at night.


  Robert Westland, from the dim cavern of his own cell in the death house, listened to him. Except for the noise, the silken twilight was pleasant. The gloom thickened fast, as though someone were
  folding layers of muslin over a magic lantern, and semidarkness had already obscured the steel bars of the cell and cloaked the lewd white porcelain of the uncovered toilet. Swinging down the long
  jail corridor, cool air, moist and fragrant, pressed Westlands face, and he drew a breath through his nose and tightened his fingers on the steel bottom of his bed. From the jail kitchen
  came the odors of fresh bread and stewing beef and the sounds of cooks preparing supper: the clatter of pans and tableware, the clinking of china, the rush of water, heavy footsteps. . . .


  After a time the man in the next cell ceased crying and sniffed the air anxiously and wetly like a hound dog with a cold. There was a moment of fragile silence and then he muttered:


  I don wanta die. Jesus Christ! I don wanta die.


  He began to cry again, querulously and without hope. The jail lights came on, flooding the corridor and pitching shadows, angular and grotesque, into Westlands cell. The light was harsh,
  and Westland rubbed his eyes and yawned. Bare feet slapped the floor of the cell to the left, and the man named Dave Connors thrust his blond head against the bars to the right of his cells
  front and peered at an angle into Westlands cell.


  What the hell time is it? he demanded.


  He had a six-inch scar over his left eye, and he wore a pair of gray trousers without a belt. Muscles crossed his bare chest and bunched on his shoulders. He was a labor racketeer and he spoke
  out the corner of his mouth without moving his lips.


  I think suppers about ready. Westland swung off his bed and walked to the front of his cell, blinking at the corridor lights. I hope its good.


  This aint the Blackstone. Three gold teeth shone in Connors mouth. But they ought to give us plenty of grub seein we only got a week to eat
  it.


  A week is not so long, said Westland.


  Blue eyes under frayed hemp brows came electrically alive. You said it! A weeks only seven days. Connors grinned again.


  Six days. Westland leaned against the hard bars. The kindly State of Illinois says we shall be placed in the electric chair at 12:01 Saturday morning and as this is Saturday
  night, there are left only Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. Thats six.


  Sharply, a bell rang in the distance, and then silence cut it off. The man in the cell to the right continued to moan softly. There was a distant noise of steel grating against steel, and a
  confused sound of voices.


  Supper, said Westland.


  The State says we gotta die on Saturday. Connors fingers, on the bars, were brown and unyielding, as though a woodcarver had made them out of oak. Why dont
  they wait until 11:59 Saturday night, or at least until sunrise like they do in books? The State dont seem to like us at all.


  No, said Westland, it doesnt.


  In the corridor the draft was quite cool now, and it moved faster and purposefully. The man in the cell to the right sniveled, and moaned:


  Jesus Christ, I don wanta die! I don wanta


  Connors showed the three gold teeth in a snarl. Shut up, you sheeny, he shouted. Cut that out. He shook a massive fist. Cut it out, dyou
  hear?


  The man emitted a startled snort, returned to his crying.


  I cant stand that guy, Connors said. I ate at the same table in jail with him before I was sentenced. Hes a dirty rat.


  Hes been crying ever since they put us in these cells this morning.


  Hes a rat. Connors mouth curled contemptuously, drawing the right side of his face into vertical wrinkles. He looked at Westland. Listen, he said,
  dont get an idea Im scared to die from the way Im talking, see? Im just joking, see? He was a powerful man, and the flesh on his face was pale and
  firm.


  Sure, youre just joking.


  Yunderstand, I dont like the idea of dying more than anybody else, but I aint afraid.


  Westland saw with surprise that Connors lips were actually moving. Thats more than I can say. Im scared to death, he said. I didnt think
  Id mind, but Im beginning to now. The draft was cold on his arms and he rolled down the sleeves of his broadcloth shirt.


  Connors said, Youre different from me. I been expectin this for twenty years, and Im used to the idea. I guess I got it comin to me anyway. I knocked off a lot
  of tough ones during the alky-runnin days, but you was raised to expect to die in bed with a lot of doctors hangin around. He pushed blond hair off his square forehead.
  I guess its tough when you dont expect a rap like this.


  The man in the cell to the right blew his nose and coughed. Two questioning toots came from a switch engine in the railroad yards south of the jail.


  I didnt expect it, said Westland; and I still dont know what its all about.


  Connors blue eyes, expressive in his oak face, were questioning. Coiling muscles pulled his shoulders into a shrug. To my way of thinking, they ought to pin a medal on me for
  fogging those Canzoneri brothers, instead of the hot seat. I never seen a tougher pair of Dagos.


  The corridor echoed uneven footsteps, magnified the clang of a steel door. It was the guard. His name was Percival Galt, and he walked unsteadily on stilt-like legs. Steaming food cluttered a
  tray held gingerly in his smudged hands. He smiled with the professional insincerity of a physician, exposing banana-yellow teeth. Halting in front of Westlands cell, he said:


  Come and get it.


  This was a joke. The guards protruding Adams apple jerked convulsively with his laughter. This was a good joke.


  Steak smothered with onions, he added enticingly.


  Connors shrugged his shoulders and disappeared into the rear of his cell, but the man in the cell to the right shuffled forward. He was a small man, and his face was pallid under a spotty growth
  of brown stubble. He had a broken nose, his button-black eyes were small and close together, his mouth twitched as though he were mumbling a prayer. His name was Isadore Varecha. He walked to the
  bars, thrust his hands, palms upward, through them in a gesture of supplication.


  Guard Galts eyes, watching him, shone.


  Isadore Varecha pleaded: I am so hungry, mister. His twisted face was appealing, he slobbered onto his receding chin. His voice was an off-key voice, shrill and uneven.


  The guard looked at him.


  The steel bars let Varechas hand pass through. Please, mister, he said.


  The tray clanged as Guard Galt set it on the cement floor. Thats the way to act. He lifted a tin pan of stew, a chunk of bread, and a tin cup of beige coffee, handed them,
  with a spoon, to Varecha, who was making animal sounds with his mouth.


  Guard Galts eyes were screened with yellow veins. He regarded Westland and said: And you?


  Im grateful for anything I get, said Westland.


  You should be. Guard Galt handed him his food. I dont know why the State dont starve you to death, anyway. Itd be cheaper.


  Westland retired to his bed with the hot plate of stew. It didnt taste bad, and there were vegetables floating with the large chunks of beef. The bread was fresh, too, and he dipped a
  piece in the plate.


  The guard had moved to the next cell. Aint you hongry? he demanded of Connors. He was holding the food out temptingly.


  Connors came forward and grasped two bars. Muscles bunched on his back. Either give me that food or dont, he snarled. It dont make any difference to me as long
  as you get the hell out of here.


  The easy smile was blotted from Guard Galts thin face. He looked frightened for a second, then he regained his mocking manner. Tough boy has a nasty temper, he said. His
  shadow, against the white corridor wall, bulked like a turkey buzzard, hunched and unsteady and black.


  Connors voice rasped, Get out! His bare shoulders rounded as he pulled down on the bars.


  An unpleasant croaking seemed to come from the birdlike shadow. It was Guard Galt laughing. He controlled himself after a time and said, Lets see you make me. He laughed
  again. He was going to have a good one to tell the boys in the guards mess hall.


  Get out, said Connors again.


  The guards eyes rolled, inspected the cell door. It was locked. Then, his cadaverous face vicious, he slowly poured the warm, steaming stew out of the tin plate onto the cement floor.
  With mock daintiness, he dropped the bread into the mess and poured the beige coffee over it. He bared his teeth. I cant help it if a prisoner throws his food into the hall.
  His bulging veined eyes were triumphant.


  Rigid against the bars, Connors spoke without moving his lips. Your mother was a nigger.


  Guard Galt put the tin plate and the coffee container on the tray. Stick your dishes in the hall when youve finished, boys, he said.


  His departing footsteps diminished, halted while he swung open the steel doors at the end of the corridor, and then passed into silence.


  Dipping the bread in the stew, Robert Westland ate carefully from the near side of his deep tin plate. He could hear Varecha licking his pan and making choked animal noises in his throat as he
  finished his food. When exactly half his own stew and half the bread was gone, Westland slipped from the bunk and walked carefully to the left front of his cell. Connors hands still grasped
  the steel. A black shadow from one of the bars ran vertically down his face, concealing his left eye.


  Westland asked, Could you eat some of this stuff? Im not so very hungry.


  Anger pinched the gangsters eyebrows. He stared at Westland through his pale blue eyes. In the silence Varecha made sucking noises with his cheeks and teeth. Then, surprisingly, Connors
  said, Thanks. His face relaxed. You eat it. I aint hungry at all.


  Come on, Westland said. I really dont want it.


  Naw, said Connors. He appeared embarrassed.


  Hey, mister. Isadore Varecha leaned against his bars, his loose mouth quivering. Mister, he said. His disheveled head jerked convulsively, and he kept glancing
  apprehensively over his shoulder. Ill eat it, mister.


  Westland took a tentative step toward Varecha, saying, Somebody better eat it before it gets too cold.


  Hey! Connors teeth gleamed. I believe you would give it to that rat, just to show me. He pushed a hand through the bars so that it was in front of
  Westlands cell. I aint as proud as all that.


  Westland gave him the plate and the bread. Thanks, said Connors. He tilted the plate slightly, pulled it between the bars. Varechas licorice-drop eyes were hurt; tears
  formed in them and rolled down his sooty cheeks. He drew back in his cell, noisily nuzzled his own pan.


  Half the coffee finished a few minutes later, Westland carried the tin cup to the edge of Connors cell. This time the big man took the offering without comment. They understood each
  other, and in a way they were pals. Westland felt fine about this, and for a while he stopped wondering how much it hurt when they switched on the current in the electric chair.


  Some time after midnight Westland awoke. Clammy air still moved along the corridor, and under his sleazy blanket he was cold. Isadore Varecha was muttering quite loudly.


  I dont . . . I dont . . . I dont . . .  he repeated indistinctly. Then his voice merged with an animal wail and ceased in a racking cough, as though he were
  vomiting.


  There was a timelessness about the unblinking lights in the bare corridor and the waiting shadows and the silence and the eternally moving current of air and the inhuman sobbing and muttering
  and choking of Isadore Varecha, and Robert Westlands nerves suddenly uncoiled like the mainspring on a broken watch. He scrambled from his bed and beat frantically at the steel bars of his
  cell, his eyes staring at the white wall of the corridor.


  Wait a minute, buddy, said someone on his left. That wont get you anywhere. It was Connors, and his chest was bare. He must have been standing there.


  Robert Westland realized his hands were bruised, that the cement floor was cold on his bare feet. It isnt right, he said confusedly. They shouldnt do it this
  way. They ought to give you a chance.


  Connors, his voice soothing, said, You gotta take it the way it is. You cant make the rules as you go along. His brows cast pale shadows over his eyes. I been
  thinkin a bit about it myself.


  Unblinking lights blazed in the corridor. There was hardly any movement to the air, but soon it would be passing again, damp and chill.


  Varecha muttered, Dont let me die, God! I don wanta die!


  Westland said, These damn lights! Why dont they put them out? He looked at Connors. How can you sleep with them on?


  I sleep on my belly, but you could put your towel over your eyes.


  Varecha was tossing on his bed. Dont let me die, he yelled. His voice rose to the jangling pitch of a faulty chalk on a classroom blackboard. Dont . . .
  Dont . . . DONT . . . !


  Connors angry bass voice filled the corridor: Shut up, you Polish sheeny. Shut up!


  Varecha choked, coughed, was silent for a moment. Then he began to whimper softly. Whats he in for? asked Westland. The gangster shook his blond head. I think he
  knocked off some dame.


  Like me, Westland said bitterly.


  Varecha whimpered pianissimo.


  He didnt get so much publicity, said Connors. Tiny muscles crinkled the skin at the corners of his shadowed eyes. I wouldve had a lot more myself but for
  you.


  I read about you, said Westland. It seemed to me a restaurant was a pretty public place to shoot those two fellows.


  They were a couple of New York torpedoes hired to fog me. Some guys wanted to muscle into my unionthe Coal Wagon Chauffeurs, Local 241but they had to get me out of the way
  first. I heard about the torpedoes an decided I better get them before they got me. His right hand appeared to be pushing someone away from him. Howd I know
  thered be a lot of dicks in the joint at the same time?


  One of the policemen shot you, didnt he?


  Yah, after I dropped my gun, the yellow bastard.


  Westland said bitterly, At least they got you for shooting men.


  Light from the electric bulb changed the pupils of Connors wide open eyes from blue to ash gray. Listen, he said, I didnt think you were guilty.


  Youre about the only one.


  I figure this waya guy will never fog his wife. Connors blond head moved negatively from right to left and back. He might choke her or beat her to death, but
  hed never shoot her. He pushed an invisible someone away again. Besides, your case was too open and shut. It looked like a frame to me.


  I dont know why anybody would want to put me out of the way.


  Maybe not. Connors mouth was close to Westlands left ear. His voice was a low rasp. Anyway, if youd had the right mouthpiece, hed got you
  out. Westland started to protest, but Cononrs continued: Yah, I know you got the best money could buy, but what does a society guy like you know outside of the brokerage racket? You
  get an expensive lawyer and he thinks youre guilty and he lets you go the chair. Connors voice was earnest. Now you take a mouthpiece like Charley Finklestein.
  Hed prove you were in Milwaukee on the night of the killing, and hed get everybody except the mayor to swear to it.


  Westland interrupted. How about the people who saw me going into her apartment?


  They wouldnt worry Finklestein. Some would change their stories, and those that didnt would disappear. Hed fix things sos the jury would give you a vote of
  confidence, instead of the chair. Of course, it would cost a lot of jack, but itd be worth it.


  I guess it would. Westland blew on his injured hands. But why didnt Finklestein get you off?


  Even Finklestein couldnt alibi six coppers.


  Westlands feet and legs were extremely cold. He felt sleepy and less nervous. I guess Ill turn in, he said.


  Sure, Connors said. A guys gotta sleep.


  Westland awoke with a realization he had been having bad dreams. His head ached sullenly; his left arm, under his chest, was numb. There were voices in the corridor.


  Throw some water on his face, he heard a man say.


  Westland rolled over in the bunk, sat up. Dazzlingly illuminated, the corridor was like a Klieg-lighted set in a macabre German motion picture. Two men, blue coated and with brass buttons on
  their sleeves, stood in front of Varechas cell, their backs toward Westland. They were looking at something on the cement floor; their India-ink shadows, heads down, splashed on the wall
  opposite the cells. Westland walked to the front bars.


  On oiled hinges Varechas door swung open, gave way in front of Guard Percival Galt. He bent with a tin cup in his hand, dashed water onto the face of Isadore Varecha, sprawled on the
  corridor floor. Westland goggled in horror at Varechas face. It was the face of something dug from the earth, monstrous and corrupt. The skin was blue-black; the eyes were fixed open and
  unseeing; saliva and blood, together the color of ethyl gasolene, drooled from a lipless mouth; the black hair gleamed wetly.


  Westland asked, Is he dead?


  The taller of the two men in uniform had a pleasant face. Hell come out of it, he replied. He tried to hang himself with his trousers. He had more brass
  buttons than the other man.


  Guard Galt returned from the cell with another cup of water. This time he washed away the trickle of blood. He said importantly, Its a good thing I made my round when I did, or
  hed have done it.


  The blue was lighter in Varechas face. He began to breathe hoarsely, with difficulty. His legs twitched and trembled. Carry him into the cell, said the tall man with the
  most buttons.


  The other men lifted Varecha roughly by hands and heels and took him through the door. Westland felt sick to his stomach. He kept saying to himself, I dont want to die either, not if
  its like that. The man with the buttons looked at him questioningly.


  Westland said, Listen, I must see the warden in the morning. His voice was uneven. The man studied him with noncommittal eyes, and Westland added, I must see him, I must. .
  . . 


  Ill tell him, said the man. His voice was calm. Ill tell him first thing in the morning. You better get some sleep.


  The other man came out of Varechas cell, and Guard Galt locked the door, and all three of them left without speaking. Westland laid on his bunk, but the light shone in his eyes, and he
  did not sleep.
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