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Content Note


Blackstone Prison: Parole is high-heat lesbian fiction set inside a women's prison. It contains explicit consensual D/s power exchange between adult women, possessive claiming, daily ritual obedience, strap-on penetration, light breath play within an established trust dynamic, and depictions of institutional pressure and surveillance. All sexual content is between consenting adults. Intended for mature readers (18+) only.
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Chapter 1

The cell was still dark when Tess woke, and the first thing she registered was that Mara had slept.

She lay on the upper bunk with her right hand flat on her own chest, two fingers and a thumb at the hollow of her throat — the cell signal, the shape she had carried into sleep four hours ago and not moved out of since. The blanket was pulled to her ribs. The tier light bled in over the top of the bars and caught the edge of the metal shelf at the head of the bunk and stopped there. Below her, the lower-bunk mattress made a small noise of weight redistributing, and the noise was not the noise of someone waking — it was the noise of someone who had slept all the way through and was beginning to surface on her own clock.

Tess held still under it. She did not lift her hand from her chest. She had learned, somewhere in the last twenty-one months, the exact angle of stillness that meant I am here, I am yours, I am paying attention.

On the mattress between the bunks — not on Tess's, not on Mara's, on the lower mattress in the narrow strip of space at the head where Mara never put her own things — were the papers and the bundle.

The papers were clipped at the corner. Two stacks, both captain-signed in the upper margin, hers underneath Mara's because that was the order Linhardt had written them in. The clip was a small dark thing in the half-light. The bundle was beside it, the cloth wrap loose at one end where Mara had laid it down last night and not retied. The black silicone inside it caught no light at all.

Tess could see both shapes without turning her head.

Forty-two days, she thought, and the thought arrived in spoken form, the way she had taken to thinking lately, the way the cell had taught her — six weeks, ten days inside that to decline or to ask for a delay, oh-six hundred count in less than an hour, and Mara had slept.

The relief of it was a thing Tess did not let into her face. She kept her hand where Mara had put it the night before, kept her eyes on the slatted underside of nothing, and listened to the lower bunk breathe.

Mara surfaced the rest of the way at five-thirty. Tess felt it in the rail before she heard it — the small shift of Mara's weight as Mara sat up on the mattress and put her bare feet on the concrete. Two breaths. Then the rail under Mara's hand. Then Mara's voice, low, the voice she used in the cell before count, before the tier was awake, when only Tess was the audience.

"Down."

Tess slid out of the upper bunk and was on the floor before the word had finished. Her bare feet hit cold concrete. She came around the bunk frame and was in front of Mara, on her knees, hands flat on her own thighs, by the time the next word came.

"Sink."

She sank into it. Her shoulders dropped. Her breath let out. The position remembered itself in her body before her mind had agreed to any of it.

"Eyes here."

Tess lifted her gaze to Mara's. Mara was sitting on the edge of the lower bunk, dressed in the gray under-shirt she slept in, her hair pulled back tight. The tier light caught the side of her face. Her eyes were dark and dead-calm and they did not move off Tess's.

Mara's right hand came up, slow, and settled at the back of Tess's neck. Two fingers and a thumb. The hand was warm. Mara held one beat. Mara held a second beat. Mara held a third. Mara lifted her hand.

"Good morning."

"Good morning," Tess said.

The cell held. The papers were on the mattress at Mara's hip. The bundle was beside them. Mara's left hand had not moved off the rail.

For a long beat neither of them spoke. Tess could hear Dani, two breaths through the wall, the small adjusted sound of someone who had also slept through and was sitting up to it. She could hear, further down the tier, the cart that came before count — the squeaking wheel that Dorsey had been promising to fix for eleven months and had not.

Mara reached, without looking, and took the bundle in her right hand. She did not unwrap it. She set it on Tess's open palm.

"It goes back in today," she said.

✦ ✦ ✦

Tess took the bundle in both hands.

The cloth was the same dishrag Mara had used to wrap it three nights ago when she had taken it out and left it on the mattress to make the point. The weight of the thing inside was familiar — Tess had held it before, had been told to hold it before, knew the give of the silicone under the cloth and the harder shape of the webbing buckle that sat below it. The weight was not the weight of the object. The weight was the weight of who placed it.

Mara had placed it in the joint the first time, two winters ago, with Tess watching from the upper bunk and Mara saying nothing.

Tess had never placed it.

Her body remembered before her mind did. The thumb of her right hand found the harder edge of the webbing buckle through the fold, and the place below her sternum that the cell had taught to answer Mara's hand before her name did pulled tight, low, sudden, in the exact part of her the weight had been the last time Mara had used it on her. The mass had not changed. The give of the wrap had not changed. The cloth still smelled, faintly, of the dish soap from the cell's basin and the warmer underweave of skin that had carried it. What had changed was that she was holding it instead of being held by it. Her mouth went dry on the next breath. She did not look at Mara. She did not have to look at Mara to know Mara had seen it land. The cell knew where her body went when Mara put a weight in her hand and named what the weight was for.

She had wanted, for one stupid half-second, to be told to keep the bundle on the mattress for tonight instead of putting it in the joint.

She knew better than to ask.

She knelt at the lower-right bunk frame, the bundle in her left hand, and she put her right hand on the joint without looking at Mara. The joint was the join where the vertical post met the lower frame rail — a knuckle of welded metal with a hollow inside it about the size of a closed fist. The hollow had been there since the frame was made. Mara had widened the lip with a thumbnail over the years she had been in this cell so the cloth would seat clean and not catch on the metal coming out. The widening was invisible unless you knew to look for it.

Tess knew.

She held the bundle against the lip of the joint with her left hand. With her right hand she palmed the wrap closer at the loose end, settled the cloth around the silicone so the harder edges were tucked inside the softer fold, and tilted the whole thing into the hollow. The bundle went in resistance-first. Tess pushed once. The bundle gave. Tess pushed a second time, slow, and the bundle slid the rest of the way in until only the cloth lip showed and then the cloth lip went too.

She held her hand on the joint a second longer than she needed to.

She had not breathed since she'd knelt.

"Steady."

Mara's voice was just above her. Tess let her breath out. She took her hand off the joint. The joint looked the way it had always looked — knuckle of welded metal, no shadow that was not the shadow of the frame itself.

Tess stayed on her knees one beat longer.

"Up."

Tess stood. Mara was watching her, not the joint. Mara's face had not changed. Mara had not moved off the edge of the mattress. Mara's left hand had stayed on the rail throughout.

"Good," Mara said.

Tess held the word for a second in her chest and then let it go.

Mara reached past her, then, and took the two stacks of papers off the mattress. She did not look at them. She did not lift them to read what Linhardt had written. She folded the blanket once across the head of the lower bunk and slid the papers underneath it, both stacks, the clip catching once on the fold and then sliding through.

The blanket settled. The papers were a thin rectangle under the wool that you would not see if you did not know to look.

"Not today," Mara said. "We have ten days."

Tess waited.

She had a question. She knew which question. She knew the shape of it. She let the silence sit for two breaths and then she let the question out, quiet, because Mara was still sitting on the edge of the bunk and the cell was still holding.

"Are you sure."

Mara did not answer for one beat. Then she lifted her eyes to Tess's again, and her eyes were the same eyes they had been a minute ago at the ritual.

"Ask me on day eight."

Tess held that.

Day eight. Two days before the window closed. Mara was not going to talk about the papers today, was not going to talk about them tomorrow, was not going to talk about them for a week. Mara was going to talk about them on the day before the day before the window closed, and Mara had already decided that day was when Tess would do the asking, and Mara had told Tess so that Tess could carry the date in her body until then.

It was a dominance act. Tess felt it land as one.

"All right," she said.

Mara stood up off the bunk. The cell shifted slightly with her, the way it always did when Mara stood — the room redistributing around the place she now occupied. She put two fingers and a thumb on the back of Tess's neck, again, briefly, the way she had a hundred mornings before — settled, one breath, lifted.

"Get dressed," Mara said. "Dorsey's coming."

✦ ✦ ✦

They were both at the bars, in uniform, count-clean, when Dorsey came up the tier.

Tess heard Dorsey before she saw her — the clipboard against the hip, the keys that did not jingle because Dorsey had learned years ago how to walk with them so they did not. The pace was the count pace. Cell by cell. The pause at each set of bars was the pause Dorsey had been trained to do, and the pause she made was the same pause for every cell she had walked past since 0530.

At Cell 114, Dorsey's pause was a beat longer than the others.

Not enough that anyone watching from the catwalk would call it anything. Not enough that Dani, in the cell next door, would register the shift. Just enough that Tess, who had been standing at the bars at count for twenty-one months, felt the half-beat in her own chest. Dorsey's eyes moved across both of them at the same speed Dorsey's eyes moved across everyone. Dorsey's mouth did not move. The clipboard lifted a half-second after it should have lifted, and the pencil made its mark, and Dorsey moved on.

Tess did not look at Mara.

Mara did not look at Tess.

The tier finished its count. Dorsey was at the gate at the top of the stairs by the time the bell rang. The bars unlocked, all at once, in the way they always did — one long mechanical exhalation down the length of the block — and the cells were open.

Mara's hand brushed past Tess on her way to the basin. The brush was at the inside of Tess's forearm, wrist height, a contact so brief that anyone watching from the bars would have called it nothing. Tess felt it all the way up her arm.

The basin water was cold.

"Heard the restriction lifted," Dani said, through the wall, while they were washing up.

She did not say it loud. The wall was thin enough that she did not have to.

Tess did not answer. Mara, on the other side of the basin, turned off the cold tap at its usual time. The brush of Mara's wrist on the inside of Tess's forearm came at its usual time. The hand at the back of Tess's neck came at its usual time. Two fingers and a thumb. One breath. Lifted.

That was all.

✦ ✦ ✦

The infirmary was the second cleanest room in the building.

The cleanest was the captain's office, which Tess had never been in, and which she had been thinking about for nine days without naming the thought, and which she stopped thinking about as soon as she crossed the infirmary threshold and Bennett looked up from the front-desk ledger.

Bennett's hair was in the low practical knot she wore on count-clean mornings. Her sleeves were down. Her office door, beyond the partition, was open. The controlled-substance cabinet was locked. The count sheet on the ledger was already half filled in — Bennett had been here since five, the way she had been here since five every Tuesday since Tess had been on infirmary detail.

"Morning."

"Morning."

Tess took her station behind the desk. She pulled the chair in. The front-desk ledger was open to today's date. Bennett had penciled the date in herself at the top of the page in her small slanted hand — the date and the day of the week. Tuesday. The day of the week meant commissary later for the block, and meant nothing for Tess's station, and meant, in the small private way Tess had begun to read dates in the last week, that the count from today to the hearing was forty-one more days after this one, which was forty-two days from waking, which was the number Mara had been carrying in her own body since the night before.

Tess wrote her initials at the bottom of the morning column.

Bennett did not look up. She slid a stack of intake forms across the desk to Tess's right side.

"The next few weeks are going to be busy," she said, and her voice was the voice she used when she was not naming a thing. "I'd like the desk clean."

Tess took the stack.

"Yes."

That was the whole conversation about the papers and the hearing and the clock. Bennett had moved on to the count sheet for the Lorazepam, the running shortage that everyone in the building knew about and that Bennett had been writing into her file in her small slanted hand for a year. Bennett's pencil moved down the column. The door to her office was open. The sleeves of her cardigan were down at her wrists. Tess took the intake forms and began sorting them by date.

The first form on the stack was a new intake — a transfer from B-Block. The handwriting at the top was not handwriting Tess recognized.

She did not let her face change.

She put the form into the date pile and reached for the next one.

✦ ✦ ✦

At noon the dayroom was half-full.

Tess walked the back wall on her way through. She did not have to be in the dayroom. She was passing through on her way from infirmary back to D-Block for the second-half rotation, and the most efficient route from one to the other ran the length of the dayroom along the back wall, between the television that was always tuned to the channel Yvette wanted and the second table on the left, near the window that did not open.

Mara's seat.

Markham was in it.

She was not pretending the seat was hers. She was sitting in it the way someone sits in a chair they have arrived at by walking and chosen to put their body down on — square shoulders, both hands flat on the table, salt-and-pepper hair in its single low knot. Her old trustee patch was curled at the corner of her sleeve where the thread had given out years ago. There was a paper cup of water in front of her that she had not drunk from.

She did not look up when Tess crossed the back of the room.

She looked up when Tess was halfway past.

Her eyes caught Tess's. Tess held the sightline. Markham did not move. Her mouth did not lift on either side. Her chin did not change. Only the one word, low, dry, the same dryness as the days nine months back when Markham had run her own corridor work, the same patient dryness she had used in every conversation she had ever had with anyone in this building.

"Honey."

Tess held two beats.

She did not answer. She did not flinch. She did not let the word land in her face. She kept walking. Her pace did not change. She crossed the rest of the dayroom at the same speed she had crossed the first half. She reached the corridor door. She put her hand on the bar. She pushed through.

The door closed behind her.

In the corridor, she let her breath out, once, low, and then she did not let it out again.

The word had landed differently than it had landed nine months ago. Nine months ago Tess had answered it with a flinch. Today she had answered it with two beats and a walking pace that did not change, and she had not turned, and she had not looked back, and the word had stayed in the dayroom behind her at the second table on the left where Markham was sitting in Mara's seat with both hands flat on the table.

Tess thought, walking the corridor: I am on day one of forty-two, and I have already learned a thing.

She did not name what the thing was.

✦ ✦ ✦

Yvette was in the laundry corridor, the way she always was at the back end of noon, with her clipboard against her hip and the second-shift rotation sheet half done. Tess passed her on the right.

Yvette did not look up.

"Off-block rec is going on a six-week rotation," she said. Her voice was dry, flat, the voice she used for fact-delivery. "Your cellmate is on the rotation. Forty-two days, week-on week-off through the window."

Tess took the sentence.

"All right."

"Tell her."

"All right."

Yvette did not say anything else. Her pencil moved down the rotation sheet. Tess walked past her, into the cross-corridor, toward D-Block. Forty-two days. Yvette had spoken the number out loud because Yvette had been told the number, and Yvette had been told to put Mara into a rotation that fit the number, and Yvette was telling Tess because Yvette knew Tess would carry the message back to the cell without it needing to be a request. The whole exchange had taken nine seconds.

Tess walked.

The clock was in her body now in a way it had not been at oh-five forty-five.

She had been on the clock for less than a day. The clock had been on her for longer than that.

✦ ✦ ✦

At evening count they stood at the bars together for the first time in two days without a restriction sitting between them.

Mara's stance was the parade-rest stance she always stood her counts in — feet at shoulder width, hands behind her back, weight even, chin level. Tess stood at her right. Dorsey came up the tier at the count pace and paused at Cell 114 the same length of time she had paused that morning, which was a half-beat longer than the cells on either side, and the half-beat read the same way it had read at oh-six hundred. Dorsey's eyes moved across both of them at the same speed. The clipboard lifted. The pencil made its mark. Dorsey moved on.

The bars unlocked. Mara turned, slow, and walked into the cell. Tess followed her.

The cell at lights-out was the cell at lights-out — basin dry, mattresses made, the small private rituals of two people who had been living inside the same eight by twelve feet for nineteen months. Mara took her boots off at the foot of the lower bunk. Tess took hers off at the foot of the ladder. They moved past each other twice without contact and once with — Mara's wrist brushing the inside of Tess's forearm on the way past the basin, the same brush as morning, settled, lifted.

The papers were where Mara had put them at five-thirty. Under the blanket at the head of the lower bunk. A thin rectangle that was not visible unless you knew it was there. The bundle was in the joint. The joint looked the way the joint had always looked. The cell smelled like cold concrete and the soap Mara used on her hands.

The lights cut.

The tier went dark in one long mechanical exhalation. Tess climbed the ladder, slow, and got into the upper bunk. The mattress remembered her shape. She lay on her back. Her right hand came up to the hollow of her throat without her thinking about it, and stayed there — two fingers and a thumb, the cell signal, the shape she had carried into sleep last night and the shape she carried into sleep tonight.

Below her, Mara lay down on the lower bunk.

Mara's left hand came up to the rail.

Tess did not see the hand. Tess felt the rail change weight under Mara's palm. Mara's hand settled on the metal at about the height of Tess's hip if Tess were lying on her side, which she was not. The hand did not move. The hand stayed.

Tess thought: forty-one more days after this one. Ten days inside that to decline or to ask. The papers under the blanket. The bundle in the joint. Mara's hand on the rail. My hand on my chest.

The cell was quieter than it had been the night before.

She did not know whether the quiet was Mara having slept, or the bundle being where it belonged, or the papers being put away under wool. She thought it might be all three. She thought it might be that the cell knew there were forty-two days now, and was choosing, on the first one, to be quiet so that she could hear it.

She closed her eyes.

Mara's hand stayed on the rail.

Tess's hand stayed on her chest.

The clock had started, and the cell was holding.


Chapter 2

"She'll ask for you today."

Mara said it before count, dressed already, sitting on the edge of the lower bunk with both hands flat on her knees. She had not lifted her face when she said it. Tess was on the ladder, climbing down. She had heard the sentence by the time her bare feet were on the concrete.

Tess did not ask who.

She got dressed at the foot of the bunk. She buttoned her uniform shirt at the collar. She tucked the shirt. She took the commissary sunglasses off the shelf at the head of the upper bunk and put them in her right breast pocket where she always put them when Mara had not told her to wear them — Mara's standing instruction was that the sunglasses were on her face on the catwalk for shadow control, and in her pocket the rest of the time. The standing instruction had not been said out loud in two weeks. The standing instruction held.

Mara stood up off the bunk. She took two fingers and a thumb to the back of Tess's neck — settled, one breath, lifted. That was the whole morning ritual today. It read shorter because it was shorter, and the shortness was not absence. The shortness was Mara saying: the day is going to be the day, hold the rest in the body.

"Steady."

"Steady," Tess said.

The bell rang. Dorsey came up the tier. The clipboard against the hip, the keys that did not jingle, the pace that paused at Cell 114 a half-beat longer than the others — the same half-beat as the morning before and the morning before that. Dorsey's eyes moved across both of them at the same speed. The pencil made its mark.

The bars unlocked.

Mara turned, slow, and went to the basin. Tess crossed behind her and felt the brush of Mara's wrist on the inside of her forearm at its usual time. Two fingers and a thumb at the back of her neck. One breath. Lifted.

Day three of forty-two. Eight days inside the window still. Twenty-one months served on a thirty-six. Fifteen left if she walked the full sentence. Less than that if Linhardt's letter held and the panel signed it. The arithmetic had been hers to hold for nine days and she had not been able to hold it without flinching until this morning.

Tess walked out of the cell with the sunglasses in her pocket and the sentence in her chest.

✦ ✦ ✦

At the infirmary Bennett was already at the front desk, hair in the low knot, sleeves down, the count sheet open. She did not look up when Tess took the chair.

"Morning."

"Morning."

Tess pulled the stack of intake forms toward her. The B-Block transfer from yesterday was no longer in the pile — Bennett had filed it overnight, in the cabinet behind the partition, with the rest of the cross-block intakes. Tess did not look for it. She sorted the new forms by date.

Forty minutes in, the desk phone rang.

Bennett picked up on the second ring. She listened for three breaths. She said, "All right." She said, "She's here." She put the phone down. She did not look up at Tess yet.

She wrote a single line on the count sheet she was working on. She put the pencil down. She lifted her eyes.

"Counseling, not Captain. Take the corridor."

Tess held one beat.

"Now?"

"Now."

Bennett's face had not changed. The sleeves were still down. The door to her office, beyond the partition, was open. The controlled-substance cabinet was locked. Bennett's hand was already back on the count-sheet pencil before Tess had pushed her chair away from the desk.

Tess took the corridor.

✦ ✦ ✦

The administrative corridor was longer than the catwalk and was lit differently — overhead fluorescents instead of the strip-light bleed of the tier — and the longer Tess walked the louder her own boots got. She kept her pace even. She did not let her hand find the sunglasses in her pocket. The sunglasses were for the catwalk on the way back. The corridor was for walking.

She thought, as she walked: I have been asked-for by a face. I have not been asked-for by a face since Bennett's office, the first month, when Bennett opened my file and asked me what I had been writing in the margin. That was Bennett's question. This is Linhardt's. They are not the same question and I do not yet know what shape this one is.

She thought: Mara already knows.

The second turn off the catwalk was the counseling office. The door was open. Tess stopped at the frame.

Linhardt was sitting in the second chair — the chair on the far side of the low table, the chair that did not face the door. Her hair was pulled back at the nape the way it always was. The collar of her uniform shirt was clean and pressed. Her hands were folded on the table in front of her. She did not stand when Tess came in. She did not gesture to the first chair. She did not need to. She lifted her chin a fraction of an inch and her eyes went to the first chair and that was all.

Tess sat.

Linhardt let one beat sit between them.

"I wrote your letter on my own time."

That was the first sentence. Tess took it.

She had read the letter — both letters, Mara's and her own, clipped at the corner, captain-signed in the upper margin — eleven times in the nine days since Linhardt had brought them. The phrase from her own letter was already lodged in her body. Documented absence of cooperation with peer-initiated pressure to compromise infirmary protocol. She had opened today carrying that sentence. The sentence had a different weight, now, sitting six feet from the woman who had written it on her own time.

"Thank you."

Linhardt did not acknowledge the thanks. She did not nod. Her face did not editorialize.

"I want to walk you through what your file will look like between now and the hearing," she said. "Procedurally. So that you can hold the shape of it. Some of this you will not be asked to do anything about. Some of it you will. I will say which is which."

"Yes."

Linhardt walked her through it.

Linhardt's voice was the institutional voice — flat at the top, calm at the bottom, complete sentences, no contractions. The file as it sat now contained the captain-signed parole-adjustment letter, the infirmary protocol record, the count-sheet history with Bennett's annotations, the post-incident interview transcript with Mara that Linhardt had conducted in lieu of the captain last winter, and the standing institutional placement record for D-Block. None of that needed to move. None of that was Tess's to move. What would move, between now and the hearing, was three things: any conduct entry that landed in the file during the window, any cross-block notation that came in from Bennett or Dorsey, and any written response from the captain's office on the standing recommendation. Linhardt would write what she could write on the third thing. Linhardt could not write the first two. The first two were the floor of the hearing. The third was the ceiling.

Tess held that.

"And Mara's file."

Linhardt did not blink.

"The same three things. I wrote the language Mara goes in with as the language I thought the panel could sign without scandal. The language is narrow on purpose. It does not name anything the panel would have to ask a follow-up question about. That is the work I did on her file. I do not have more work to do on her file unless the floor moves."

"If the floor moves."

"If the floor moves I rewrite the ceiling. I cannot rewrite the floor."

The room was very quiet. The door was open and the corridor outside was not loud, but the room itself was the kind of quiet that the building did not often hold. The two chairs and the low table and the woman across from her with her hands folded — Tess understood, sitting in it, that she had been brought here so that Linhardt could tell her exactly what Linhardt could and could not do, and so that Tess could decide what to ask before Tess was asked.

Tess decided.

She asked the question plain.

"If something on the route surfaces before the hearing, will you write Mara's name out of the language you can still rewrite?"

Linhardt's face did not change.

She held two beats.

"I will write what I can without lying."

Tess did not let her shoulders move.

"All right."

Linhardt unfolded her hands. She put one hand flat on the low table, palm down, the way someone marks a place in a conversation rather than a place on a page. Her eyes did not leave Tess's.

"I will tell you the price," she said. "So that you know it before you go back to the cell and decide whether to tell her."

Tess waited.

"I added you to the letter on my own initiative. Your release is now part of the institutional argument for hers. The argument is that the assignment of you to her cell was de-escalation, that it has held by every measurable indicator, and that the panel can sign her language because they will at the same time be signing yours. Your file reads clean. Hers reads clean if yours does. If yours stops reading clean — for any reason at all between now and the hearing — hers stops reading clean too. I am telling you this because I will not have you find it out from a form."

Tess took it.

She took it the way Mara had taught her to take a sentence that did not need answering — chest first, then breath, then nothing. She did not move her hands off her thighs. She held Linhardt's sightline.

"Thank you."

"You don't have to thank me," Linhardt said. "I made the decision. I made it without consulting you. I will live with that. So will you."

"Yes."

Linhardt put her second hand back on the table. The conversation had a shape now and the shape was finishing.

"You have eight days left in the decline window. If you are going to ask me to withdraw your letter from the bundle, the latest you can ask is day nine. I would prefer day eight. Day ten is too late for procedural reasons I will not bore you with."

Tess thought of Mara saying ask me on day eight and did not let the thought into her face.

"Understood."

"Good."

Linhardt stood. Tess stood. Linhardt did not put out a hand and Tess did not put out a hand. Linhardt picked up the slim folder that had been beside her on the chair the whole time — Tess had not registered it until now — and tucked it under her left arm.

"Walk the catwalk back," Linhardt said. "Sunglasses on the catwalk. Bennett knows you're coming."

It was not a kindness. It was a procedural sentence delivered by a face that did not editorialize. It was, Tess understood as she crossed the threshold, also exactly the kindness it was capable of being.

✦ ✦ ✦

The catwalk was empty at the back end of the morning rotation.

Tess put the sunglasses on at the second step. The tinted plastic took the strip-light bleed down to a manageable color. She walked the rail at her usual pace. Below her, the dayroom was half-full — the late-morning sit-down, the women who took the second cup of coffee at the second table on the left, the television on the channel Yvette wanted.

Markham was in Mara's seat.

She was in it the way she had been in it yesterday — square shoulders, both hands flat on the table, salt-and-pepper hair in its single low knot. The trustee patch was still curled at the corner. The paper cup of water was there again, untouched.

Tess slowed her pace half a step, the way she always did at this point on the catwalk for Mara when Mara had been walking the lower corridor, the way she had slowed her pace at this point on the catwalk on the empty-envelope days last winter. The slow was muscle. She did not think about it.

Markham looked up.

Her eyes caught Tess on the catwalk. The sunglasses were on. The sunglasses were not, Tess understood in the second of being looked at, doing the work today that they had done last winter. Last winter the sunglasses were a signal between her and Mara. Today the sunglasses were a shape on her face that Markham could read or not read, and Markham was reading it.

Markham did not say anything.

She did not lift a hand. She did not change her mouth. She did not look down at the table. She held Tess's sightline for what was probably two full seconds and then she went back to looking at the paper cup of water she was not drinking.

Tess walked.

She walked at her usual pace the rest of the catwalk. She did not let her hand find the sunglasses on her face and adjust them. She did not turn her head.

In Tess's chest, the silence sat where the word had sat yesterday. Honey had been smaller than this. Honey had been a small dry word lobbed at the back of a room. The silence was the size of the room. The silence was Markham telling her, in the only language Markham used, that Markham now knew who Tess was being asked-for by, and that Markham did not need to spend words on her today.

Markham, Tess thought, walking, was the watcher now. She had been the speaker yesterday. The speaker had been last winter's register — the register of a woman who placed paper and walked away. The watcher was the register of a woman who saw an opening and held still inside it. Markham had made the shift in twenty-four hours.

Tess took the sunglasses off at the bottom of the catwalk and put them back in her right breast pocket. She walked the cross-corridor to the infirmary. Bennett was at the front desk where Tess had left her, the count sheet half a column further down than when she'd left, sleeves still down, door still open.

"All right?"

"Yes."

That was all the conversation. Bennett did not ask what Linhardt had said. Bennett knew Bennett would not be told. Tess took her chair and pulled the intake stack toward her and finished sorting it by date.

The B-Block transfer form was not in today's stack either.

✦ ✦ ✦

At evening count Mara was already at the bars.

She stood her parade-rest. Tess stood hers at her right. Dorsey came up the tier at the count pace. The clipboard. The keys. The half-beat at 114. The pencil. Dorsey moved on. The bars unlocked.

Mara walked into the cell first. Tess followed.

The papers were still where Mara had put them yesterday morning — a thin rectangle under the blanket at the head of the lower bunk, the clip catching the wool one-handed if you ran your fingers across it. The bundle was in the joint. Mara took her boots off at the foot of the lower bunk. Tess took hers off at the foot of the ladder.

Mara sat on the lower bunk and put both hands flat on her knees.

Tess sat at the foot of the lower bunk, sideways, the way she sat when Mara needed her to be at hip-height for a long report. She did not climb the ladder. She did not put the report into the upper bunk.

She gave Mara the report.

She gave it cleanly. She gave it in order. Linhardt's first sentence, the procedural walk-through, the three things that would move, the language about the floor and the ceiling, Tess's direct ask, Linhardt's "I will write what I can without lying," and then the price — Tess's release as part of the institutional argument for Mara's, Tess's file reading clean as the condition for Mara's reading clean, Linhardt's last procedural sentence about the decline-window cut-off being day nine at the latest and day eight preferred.

She did not editorialize. She did not give Mara her own read of any of it. She gave Mara the room and let the room sit in front of Mara without her own thumbprint on it.

Mara listened to the whole thing.

Her face did not change while Tess was talking. Her hands stayed flat on her knees. When Tess stopped, Mara did not speak for what was probably three full breaths.

Then Mara said, quiet:

"Tell me first."

She did not say it as a command. She said it as the confirmation of a thing that had already been done. The rule had held without being tested. The rule had held because Tess had walked back into the cell and not waited to be asked.

Tess felt the sentence settle into her chest.

"I am."

Mara's right hand came up off her knee.

She did not put it to the back of Tess's neck. She put it to Tess's wrist. Two fingers and a thumb closed around the inside — the same closure as the morning ritual, the same one-beat, the same lift — but this closure was on the wrist and not the neck, and the change of position was the difference. Mara held one beat. Mara held a second beat. Mara held a third. Mara lifted her hand.

Tess took Mara's wrist back.

She did it without being told. Two fingers and a thumb on the inside of Mara's wrist. One beat. A second. A third. Lifted.

The reciprocal closed.

Tess kept her hand at her side and did not move it back to Mara's wrist a second time. She wanted to. The wanting was specific and physical and not, she registered, the same shape as the wanting that had carried her through the morning ritual all the months before this one. This wanting did not want to be obedient. This wanting wanted to put both her hands on Mara's wrists, not just two fingers and a thumb on one, and hold longer than three beats, and not lift on the count, and find out what Mara's face would do if Tess refused the rhythm Mara had built. The wanting was as clean as a held breath. It sat in her throat. She did not let it into her face. The not-letting-it cost more than the holding had cost.

The cell did not see it. Mara did.

Mara looked at her for a long second after Tess's hand left.

"Good."

That was the whole word.

Tess climbed the ladder, slow, and got into the upper bunk. Below her, Mara lay down on the lower bunk. Mara's left hand came up to the rail. Tess's right hand came up to the hollow of her throat. Two fingers and a thumb. The cell signal. The shape she carried into sleep.

The papers were under the blanket. The bundle was in the joint. The rule had held.

Markham had been the watcher. Linhardt had been the writer. The captain had not been in the building today. Tess thought, lying in the dark with Mara's hand on the rail under her hip, that the day had been a day of faces — Bennett's face that had not asked, Linhardt's face that had not editorialized, Markham's face that had not said.

She did not know yet which of the three faces was going to matter most on day forty-two. She knew, lying there, that one of them would. She knew that Mara already knew which.

She did not ask.

Mara's hand stayed on the rail.

Tess's hand stayed on her chest.

Day three closed.


Chapter 3

The morning ritual ran short because the count whistle did.

Mara had Tess on her knees at the foot of the lower bunk, the gray under-shirt collar pulled clean of her throat, her right hand at the back of Tess's neck — two fingers and a thumb, settled, the first beat held, the second beat lifting into the third — when the whistle came up the tier two minutes earlier than the schedule. Dorsey's whistle. Not the bell. The whistle Dorsey used when the building wanted the count walked early.

Mara did not finish the third beat.

She lifted her hand. She did not say Steady. She did not say Good. She put her left palm flat at the inside of Tess's elbow — a fast small contact, the institutional shorthand for up, dress, bars — and Tess was on her feet inside the breath.

"On," Mara said.

Tess buttoned her shirt at the collar, tucked it, took the sunglasses off the shelf and put them in her right breast pocket. Mara was already at the bars. Tess slid in at her right. They stood their count. Dorsey came up the tier at the count pace and held her pause at Cell 114 a half-beat longer than the others — the same half-beat as the morning before and the morning before that. Dorsey's eyes moved across both of them. The pencil made its mark.

Day seven of forty-two. Four days inside the window still.

Tess stepped out of the cell with the truncated ritual lying across her chest like a sentence Mara had not been allowed to finish.

✦ ✦ ✦

The infirmary was loud for an infirmary.

Not loud in the building sense. Loud in the way Tess had learned to hear in the last year — the small institutional hum of a room that had more in it than it was admitting. Bennett was at the back, behind the partition, with the controlled-substance cabinet open and the count sheet in front of her. Two trustees from B-Block had come through already for vitals. A new intake had been routed in at oh-eight hundred from off-block and routed back out at oh-eight thirty without Bennett saying a word. The desk phone had rung twice and not been answered.

At ten-forty, Markham walked in.

She came through the outer door at her usual pace — not slow, not fast, the same pace she had been walking the corridors with for eleven-plus years. The salt-and-pepper hair was in its single low knot. The curled-edge trustee patch was at her sleeve. She did not stop at the desk. She crossed to the counter where Tess was standing with the morning ledger and put both hands flat on the wood, square at the shoulders, the way she sat in Mara's dayroom seat.

"Refill."

She slid the empty pill bottle across the counter.

Tess took it. The label was Markham's name, the prescription number was the one on the system, the drug was diazepam five-milligram tablets, the script was authorized, the timing was inside the window the doctor's standing order allowed. Everything on the paper was clean.

Tess put the bottle in the rack for Bennett's hand.

She turned to the ledger. She entered the request. She date-stamped the entry. The whole motion took fifteen seconds.

When she turned back, the folded sheet was already on the counter.

She had not seen Markham take it out. She had not seen the hand that put it down. The sheet was small — a quarter-fold of standard ledger paper, white, no markings on the visible outside fold. It was sitting under Markham's left palm, the heel of the palm pinning it in place, the fingers flat. It had not been there when Tess turned to the ledger. It had been there when Tess turned back. The space between was the fifteen seconds.

Three minutes after Markham had walked in.

Tess kept her face level. She did not look at the sheet directly. She did not look at Markham. She lifted the bottle from the rack and walked the three steps to the partition and handed it through to Bennett. Her voice was the voice she used for procedural handoffs. "Refill — Markham, diazepam, five."

Bennett took the bottle without lifting her eyes from the count sheet she was on. "Thank you."

Tess turned back to the counter.

Markham's hand had not moved. The folded sheet was where it had been. Markham's eyes were on Tess for the first time — not on Bennett, not on the cabinet, on Tess — and Markham's face was the face she had had on the catwalk yesterday. The watcher's face. She was not asking Tess to look at the sheet. She was not asking Tess not to look. She was sitting in the room with the sheet under her palm and letting Tess be the only person in the building who knew what Markham had just done with her hand.

The cabinet door behind the partition closed. Bennett came around with the refill, the new bottle, the standing-order initials in the upper margin. She set the bottle on the counter beside Markham's hand and the folded sheet was no longer there. The hand had taken it. Tess had not seen the hand take it.

"Thank you," Markham said.

It was the second time in the conversation that word had been used and Markham had been the one who said it both times. Tess held the parallel without naming it.

Markham left.

She walked at her usual pace. She did not look at Tess on the way out. The outer door swung once. The infirmary went back to the small hum of a room that had more in it than it was admitting.

Tess stood at the counter.

She did not write the fold into the ledger.

She did not know, in that moment, whether she was going to write the fold into the ledger or not. She knew that the moment of writing or not writing had not arrived yet. She would think about it on the catwalk at lunch, she thought — and the thought arrived in the close-third voice she had been thinking in for days now, the voice that had a forty-two day count attached to it — and she would decide whether the fold was hers to write down or someone else's. Bennett came back to the partition with the count sheet for the controlled substance and did not look up at Tess.

That was where the day began to set.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett's pen stopped on the diazepam column at eleven-fifteen.

Tess was at the front desk by then, sorting the late morning's intake stack by date. She heard the pen stop. The pen stopping was the sound of a particular kind of pause — not the pause of someone re-reading a number, the pause of someone who has re-read the number twice and now needs to decide what the number means. Tess kept her hands on the intake stack. She did not lift her eyes.

Bennett ran the count again.

Tess could hear it — the small flick of the cabinet door, the soft sound of the bottle coming off the shelf, the click of the lid, the pour of the count tray, the rasp of the pill against the tray edge as Bennett counted, the soft slide back into the bottle, the click of the lid again, the small sound of the cabinet door closing. Sixty seconds, maybe. Sixty-five.

Then the pen stopped a second time.

Bennett's office chair did not move. Bennett did not call Tess back to the partition. Bennett did not pick up the desk phone.

Two minutes later Bennett came around the partition. Sleeves down. Hair still in the low knot. Her count sheet was in her left hand, the page turned to the diazepam column, the column open. She came to the side of Tess's desk and stood there without sitting.

She did not look at Tess when she spoke. She looked at the corridor doorway.

"Stay off the corridor at fourteen hundred for the rest of the week."

Tess held one beat.

"All right."

Bennett did not say anything else. She did not explain. She did not name the count. She did not name the fold. She did not name the rest of the week. She turned, walked back behind the partition, set the count sheet on her desk, sat down in her chair, and lifted her pen. The pen began to move down a different column.

Tess sat at the front desk with the intake stack under her right hand and felt the day set the rest of the way into the shape it was now going to keep.

Two pills short on a controlled substance that had been reconciled on Friday.

The Friday count had been Bennett's. Tess had watched her do it. Tess had initialed the bottom of the column. Tess had been the witness on the reconcile.

Two pills.

The fold under Markham's palm at three minutes.

Tess held both facts in her chest at once and did not write either of them down.

✦ ✦ ✦

At thirteen forty Tess was on the catwalk.

She was not in the corridor. She was not at the second turn. She was on the catwalk at the rail above the cross-corridor, in the commissary sunglasses, with the chart-pile excuse Bennett had given her — the catwalk lockers need the intake stamp rotated, you can do it on your break — in her left hand, the rotation stamp untouched in her right pocket.

The corridor below her ran east-west. The counseling office sat at the second turn. The captain's office sat at the third turn, the turn she had never walked. She had been here on the catwalk before. She had stood here weeks ago with an empty envelope and the sunglasses on and watched Mara cross the lower corridor for the captain. She had stood here forty hours ago and watched no one because there had been no one to watch.

She watched the corridor.

The corridor was empty.

It stayed empty for seventeen minutes.

At thirteen fifty-seven, Markham walked into the corridor at the east end.

She crossed it. She turned north at the second turn — not into the counseling office, past it, into the passage that ran on. She did not look up at the catwalk. She walked at her usual pace. The salt-and-pepper hair was in the single low knot and the curled-edge trustee patch was at her sleeve. She was carrying nothing in her hands.

The passage swallowed her.

Tess held the rail. The chart-pile was still in her left hand. The rotation stamp was still in her right pocket.

She did not move from the rail until fourteen ten, when she walked the catwalk back to the infirmary and entered the intake stamp rotation in the catwalk locker log and went back to the front desk and finished her sort.

She did not tell Bennett about the catwalk.

Bennett did not ask.

Twenty-one months in this building had taught Tess the shape of a kind of silence that was not lying. The shape was small and known and Bennett was the one who had taught her. Today's silence in the front room of the infirmary was that shape.

She held it for the rest of the afternoon.

✦ ✦ ✦

At evening count Dorsey held her pause at Cell 114 the half-beat longer that had become Dorsey's standing instruction, and Tess stood her count with her chin level and her eyes on the wall opposite the bars and the withhold in her chest like a held breath she had been carrying since eleven-fifteen.

The bars unlocked.

She walked into the cell behind Mara.

She took off her boots at the foot of the ladder. Mara took hers off at the foot of the lower bunk. Mara sat on the lower bunk, both hands flat on her knees, the same position she had sat in at oh-five-thirty on Day One, the same position she had sat in to take Tess's report from the Linhardt meeting on Day Three.

She did not speak.

She did not ask.

Tess stood at the foot of the ladder for a beat. Then she came around the bunk frame and sat on the lower bunk at Mara's right, sideways, hip-height, the report position.

She did not give the report.

The cell held silence for what was probably two breaths and then for what was probably three and then for what was probably four. Mara's hands did not move off her knees. Mara's face did not turn. The silence was not the silence of waiting to be asked. The silence was the silence of a room that already knew the report was owed and was letting Tess find the moment when she would owe it.

The waiting was the command.

Tess felt it in her chest before her mind agreed to the reading of it. Mara was not going to lift the silence. Mara had said Ask me on day eight on Day One and Mara had said Tell me first as confirmation on Day Three and Mara was, on Day Seven, going to let Tess fail or hold the rule on her own clock without the rule's name being spoken.

Then Mara spoke.

"Tell me first."

It was quiet. It was the rule's name, not the rule's instruction. Mara did not turn her head when she said it. Her hands stayed on her knees.

Tess gave her the sentence.

"Markham folded a sheet across the counter to Bennett at three minutes."

She stopped.

She heard herself stop. She heard the omission inside her own pause. She had not chosen to leave the corridor out. The corridor had stayed out of the sentence because her body had decided, between the front desk and the bars, that the corridor was a thing she had seen with her own eyes and the counter was a thing the building could be made to see if anyone went looking. The counter was Markham's. The corridor was Tess's. She had not finished thinking that thought yet. The thought was the size and shape of the held breath she had been carrying.

Mara waited two beats.

Then Mara said, quiet:

"All of it."

The two words were not louder than the room. They were the size of the room. Tess felt the omission lift out of her chest the way a thing lifts when a hand goes underneath it and turns it upward.

She gave Mara the rest.

"Catwalk at thirteen forty. Corridor empty. Markham crossed at thirteen fifty-seven. Turned north at the second turn. Past the counseling office. Carried nothing."

Mara held three beats this time.

Then Mara said:

"Good."

That was the whole word. Mara did not say anything else. She did not turn to look at Tess. She did not lift her hand off her knee. She let the word sit in the cell for a count of six, maybe seven, and then she moved.

She turned, slow, on the edge of the lower bunk. She put her left hand flat on the mattress beside her hip. Her right hand came up off her knee and took Tess's left wrist — two fingers and a thumb closing around the inside of it at the same place she had closed yesterday — and she did not lift on three.

She held.

She held past three. She held past four. She held past five.

Tess did not move.

She felt the rule in the bones of her wrist. She felt it in the inside of her elbow and the line of her shoulder and the breath she was holding in the bottom of her lungs. She felt it as a body, not as a sentence. The closure was the same closure as the morning ritual and the same closure as the report-night reciprocal and it was different from both of them because Mara was not letting go.

Mara's grip did not tighten. That was the part Tess registered first. The grip stayed at the same weight it had been at the count of three and at the count of four and at the count of five — two fingers and a thumb, neither more nor less than the closure had been at the moment of contact. The unchanging weight was what made the holding land. A tightening would have been a punishment. The unchanging weight was an instruction. The instruction was stay here.

Tess stayed.

She felt the seconds pass without counting them. She felt her own pulse against the inside of Mara's fingers and registered, as she had registered exactly once before, months ago, that her pulse was not what Mara was reading. Mara was reading the line of Tess's shoulder. The shoulder was where the omission had been living since eleven-fifteen. The shoulder had been held a quarter-inch higher than it should have been for the entire afternoon. Tess had not known her shoulder was doing that until Mara's hand on her wrist made the shoulder available to be read.

The quarter-inch came down.

She felt herself sink.

Not the Sink of the morning command. The internal sink. The dropping of the small held tension under the sternum that she had been carrying since eleven-fifteen. The held breath she had been calling a held breath went out of the bottom of her lungs without her choosing it, and the next breath she took in came in slow, and the breath after that came in slower.

Mara held the wrist until the third breath was complete.

Then Mara lifted on a count Tess did not number.

"Sink," Mara said, soft.

Tess slid down onto the lower mattress at Mara's right hip. She put her cheek on the wool blanket above the place where the papers were still sleeping, still unsigned, still clipped at the corner. Mara's hand came to the back of her neck. Two fingers and a thumb. Settled. One breath. Lifted.

"Good."

Mara left her hand there a second beat after the Good. Not on the neck. Just above it, hovering, the warmth of the palm at the small of Tess's nape without contact. Then she let it down.

Tess felt the absence of the hand the way she had earlier felt the absence of the third beat of the morning ritual. Both absences were instructional. Both absences were Mara saying the day is not ours; hold what we have built without needing me to keep my hand on it.

She lay where Mara had put her.

The lower bunk was warm in a way the upper bunk never was. The mattress remembered Mara's shape in a way Tess had never let herself feel from the upper bunk because feeling it would have meant feeling Mara's absence from the cell whenever Mara was not in the cell. Tonight Mara was in the cell. Mara was at her left hip. The mattress remembered both of them at once.

Tess kept her cheek on the blanket. She did not turn her head. She did not let her right hand, which was lying along her own thigh, drift the four inches between her thigh and Mara's. The four inches were the whole rule. The four inches were Mara saying you are here on the lower bunk because I put you here and not because you climbed down and asked, and the four inches were Mara saying the day is not ours yet, and the four inches were Mara saying I am letting you have the warm side of the cell and you are going to take that and you are not going to take more. Tess's body wanted to take more. Her hip, where it lay along Mara's hip with the thin separation of two layers of gray under-shirt cotton between them, wanted to take more. The place at the back of her neck that Mara's hand had hovered above without contact wanted Mara's hand back down on it for longer than the lifted-third-beat the morning ritual allowed. The wanting was the lower bunk's price for the warmth.

She held still under the price. She had been holding still under prices for a long time now and the cell had taught her the difference between a price you paid because it was demanded and a price you paid because the paying was its own answer. This was the second kind. The paying did not stop the wanting. The paying was the shape the wanting took when it had nowhere else to go.

They lay like that for the rest of lights-out prep. The bell rang somewhere in the building. The tier went through its small evening sounds. Mara did not get up. Tess did not climb the ladder.

When the lights cut, Tess was still on the lower bunk beside Mara, fully clothed, her cheek on the blanket above the papers, Mara's left hand on the rail above their heads.

Through the wall, Dani said:

"Markham's in the kitchen rotation tomorrow."

Tess did not lift her head.

The kitchen rotation. The kitchen rotation ran the meal trays through to the corridor at fourteen hundred for the second-shift food cart. The kitchen rotation put a person in the corridor at fourteen hundred without anyone having to write the person into the corridor at fourteen hundred. The kitchen rotation was a cover and Markham was about to be wearing it.

Mara, below her — already lying down, the rail under her hand at the height of Tess's hip if Tess had been in the upper bunk, which she was not — said it again.

"Tell me first."

The second time today.

This time it was not the rule's name. This time it was the rule running.

Tess answered the way Mara had taught her to answer when the rule was running as routine.

"Heard."

She lay on the lower bunk beside Mara and let her eyes close. The papers were under the blanket under her cheek. The bundle was in the joint. Markham would be in the corridor tomorrow at fourteen hundred and Tess would not be. Bennett's count sheet would be on Bennett's desk in the morning with the diazepam column open and the floor of Linhardt's hearing-file two pills lower than it had been on Friday.

The rule had held.

It had held with one stumble and one correction and one long wrist-hold and one lower-bunk sink and one one-word answer through the wall, and the holding had been done by the both of them, in their bodies, in the cell, on the seventh day of forty-two.

She slept where Mara had let her sleep.

She did not climb the ladder.


Chapter 4

Mara held the lift on three a half-second longer than usual.

It was the third beat of the morning ritual. Tess was on her knees at the foot of the lower bunk, the gray under-shirt collar pulled clean of her throat, Mara's right hand at the back of her neck — two fingers and a thumb, settled, the first beat held, the second beat lifting — and at the third beat the lift came and Mara did not let it leave.

Half a second. Maybe less. Long enough to be a sentence.

Mara's hand left at the count Mara chose, not the count the ritual chose. Tess held still. She did not turn her head. She did not ask. She buttoned her shirt at the collar and tucked it and put the sunglasses in her right breast pocket and stepped to the bars at the count whistle. Mara was already standing.

Dorsey came up the tier at the count pace and held her pause at Cell 114 the half-beat longer that was Dorsey's standing instruction. Tess watched the pencil mark the page. The bars unlocked. The day began.

Day ten of forty-two.

She knew, walking out of the cell, that the decline window closed at midnight. She knew it the way she had known Mara's held lift on three. The knowledge was in her body before it was anywhere else. Mara had held the third beat longer because Mara was preparing for a thing today that was going to ask Mara to hold. Tess did not know yet what the thing was. She would, before lights-out. Mara was telling her, through the body, that she would.

She walked the corridor behind Mara at three paces back, the way she walked the corridor behind Mara everywhere, and let the four sentences Mara had given her on Cell 114's lower bunk seven months ago settle into her chest where they lived on the days they needed to live there.

Lila took the charge. She had another nineteen months added. She's in B-Block. I haven't spoken to her in four years.

They were short sentences and Mara had spoken them in the order Mara always spoke things in — facts first, the smallest words first, the consequence last. Tess had not asked questions when Mara had given them to her. She had taken the four sentences the way she had taken Mara's hand on her wrist in the early months, by holding still through them and letting them set. They had set. They had been sitting in her chest at varying depths for seven months, surfacing on the days when the building put a thing in front of her that asked for them and going back down on the days that did not. Today was a day they were near the surface.

Today was a Lila day.

She didn't know yet how. She knew.

✦ ✦ ✦

Yvette passed her in the laundry corridor at oh-nine-fifteen with the rotation sheet folded against her sleeve and the dry institutional voice that meant the rotation sheet was the point of the passing.

"B-Block's in the rotation today."

She kept walking.

Tess did not turn to watch her go. She continued toward the infirmary at the pace she had been walking. The sentence sat where Yvette had placed it. It did not need a response. Yvette had spoken it the way Yvette spoke the forty-two-day count out loud on Day One — flat, logistical, the institution noting itself to itself, and Tess in the corridor as the listener the institution had decided to use.

Tess passed the laundry doorway. She did not look in. The laundry detail was not hers this rotation. Yvette walked it now in the mornings without her.

The corridor smelled the same as it had smelled yesterday.

The rotation sheet on Yvette's sleeve had been the longer kind, the cross-block kind. B-Block and D-Block on the same yard window. The first time in the four months Tess had been on this rotation count. The first time, Tess understood, in roughly the length of time Mara had not spoken to Lila Marsh.

She walked.

✦ ✦ ✦

The yard at thirteen hundred was the yard at thirteen hundred. The gravel was the gravel. The sun was where the sun was in October at this latitude. Mara walked her loop at the pace Mara always walked her loop and Tess walked at her right and three paces back and the catwalk overhead was a thing felt at the top of the skull, not a thing looked at.

They had walked one full loop and were starting the second when Kendra crossed them at the second turn.

Kendra had her hands in her pockets. Kendra had her hair tied back the way Kendra tied her hair back when she was in the yard with the women she did not know how to be around. She did not stop. She walked past Mara at Mara's right shoulder and let the sentence come out on the breath she was already breathing, as if she were not the one saying it.

"Heard the captain wrote his own name on the schedule."

She walked on.

Mara did not look at her.

Mara walked three paces. Then Mara said the single word in the three-syllable institutional cadence she had used on Kendra in the dayroom seven months ago, the cadence that was a cell instruction in the shape of a public courtesy.

"Walk."

Kendra walked.

She did not look back. She did not slow. She crossed the gravel in the direction of the chain-link at the far side and joined two B-Block women Tess did not know by name and the three of them stood at the fence and did not look toward Mara. Kendra had said the thing the way Kendra said the thing. She had named the captain without naming him. She had put the schedule into the air for Mara to do with what Mara did with it. She had not, Tess understood, asked Mara for anything. Kendra had not been asking. Kendra was the building's mouth on a Tuesday, that was all.

Mara kept her pace.

Tess matched her.

They walked into the third turn.

The catwalk's sight line, Tess knew from twenty-one months of yards, broke for three paces at the south-corner unsighted window where the wall pushed out and the railing did not push out with it. Three paces. No more, no less. Tess had measured them once, in her second month, because measuring them had been the kind of thing she did then, and she had carried the measurement quietly ever since.

The south-corner came up.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara's hand was at parade rest at her back, the left wrist held loosely in the right palm, the way Mara walked the yard when she was not carrying anything.

At the first pace of the unsighted three, the wrist shifted.

Not the hand. Not the arm. The wrist itself, the small joint where Mara's right palm met Mara's left wrist behind her back. It shifted a quarter-inch. The right palm tightened on the left wrist a fraction it would not have tightened on any other pace of any other loop on any other day. Tess saw it because she was at Mara's right and three paces back and the angle of Mara's shoulder did not change but the wrist did.

She did not turn her head to the south side of the track.

She did not have to.

B-Block crossed the gravel on the south side of the track at the moment the catwalk could not see them. Six women. Tess registered them at the edge of her peripheral vision the way Mara had taught her to register a thing without looking at it. The women were walking single-file in the B-Block yard cadence, which was the same cadence as D-Block's yard cadence because the building had only one cadence. The third woman from the front was thinner than the woman behind her by enough that Tess noticed without choosing to notice. The third woman did not turn her head toward D-Block. The third woman walked the way one walks when one has decided that the catwalk is the only thing one is going to look at, and that the catwalk, on the south-corner pace count, is not looking back.

The three paces closed.

The catwalk recovered the sight line.

B-Block had crossed. D-Block had walked. Mara's wrist had shifted a quarter-inch and shifted back. No one on the catwalk had seen anything because there had been nothing on the catwalk's record to see.

Mara kept walking.

Tess kept her three paces.

She held the breath she had been holding since the first pace of the three.

She let it out, slowly, into the rest of the loop, and walked the loop's close at Mara's right, and did not say anything, and did not need to.

✦ ✦ ✦

The corridor back from the yard was the corridor back from the yard. Count went. Dorsey held her half-beat at the bars of Cell 114. The pencil made its mark.

The bars unlocked.

Mara stepped into the cell first. She did not sit on the lower bunk. She turned at the small open space between the bunk frame and the wall, the space that was the cell's standing room, and she stood there with her back to the bars and her face to the lower bunk. She did not move. She did not speak.

She looked at Tess.

It was the look Mara used when she was about to give Tess a thing Tess had not been given before. Tess had seen the look once on the morning of her fourth month and once on the night Mara had said You are mine and the building had been listening. She had not seen it since.

Tess sat on the lower bunk.

She sat at the edge, hands flat on her knees, the way Mara sat to take a report. The reversal landed in her shoulders before her mind named it. Mara was standing. Mara was not going to sit. The room was being held by the standing, not by the seating. The dominance was the position itself.

Mara waited until Tess was settled.

Then Mara said:

"I saw her today."

One sentence. Quiet. The voice she used in the cell for the things that did not need volume.

Tess held the sentence in her chest for one beat. She did not have to ask which her. Mara had not given her the name on the yard and was not going to give her the name now in the cell and the absence of the name was itself the confirmation that the name was Lila.

"I know."

She said it the way Mara had said I saw her today. Quiet. Not as accusation. Not as confession. As confirmation of a thing that had passed between them already without being put in words. Mara had told her, on the south-corner, with the quarter-inch wrist shift. Tess was telling Mara, now, that she had read it. The rule was running. The rule was running in the direction it had not run in before. Tess registered the running the way she had registered the held lift at oh-six-thirty. In the body, before the head.

Mara did not move.

Then Mara gave her the three sentences.

"She's lost weight."

A pause.

"She walked past the south-corner without looking at us. I think she counted the paces the way I counted them."

A longer pause.

"She still walks the way she walked at thirty-three."

Mara stopped.

The three sentences were the longest Mara had spoken since she had stepped into the cell after count. Tess held them the way she had held the four sentences from the confession seven months ago. She did not respond. She did not need to. Mara was not asking her to.

Mara was not done.

She did not move her position. Her hands stayed at her sides. Her back stayed to the bars. Her eyes stayed on Tess.

Then, in the voice she used for the things that were the most expensive to say, she said:

"I don't know what I want from her."

The sentence sat between them.

Tess did not move for one breath. Then she did the thing the rule asked her to do, and she did it on her own clock, because that was the shape the rule had taken since Day Three.

She lifted her left hand off her knee and reached across the small space between the lower bunk and Mara's standing position, slow, and took Mara's right wrist. Two fingers and a thumb. Closed at the inside of the wrist where the pulse ran. She held the first beat. She lifted into the second. She lifted on three.

She let go.

Mara's eyes did not leave her face. Mara did not speak. Mara took the closure the way Tess took the closure on the back of her neck — by holding still through it and letting the wrist say what the wrist was saying.

Tess sat with her hand back on her knee. She did not move it. She did not lift it again. She had done the thing the rule asked her to do and the doing was complete and the room knew it.

The quiet that followed was the longest quiet Mara had let stand in the cell since the night of the public claim. Tess did not measure it. She felt it the way she felt the catwalk overhead on the yard — a thing at the top of the skull, a thing that was the room being the room and waiting for the room to be done being the room. Mara was still standing. Mara was still not going to sit. The vulnerability had been spoken and the wrist had been closed and the position had not changed, and the not-changing was the thing Mara was teaching Tess about what it cost to say the sentence she had just said. It cost the position not changing afterward. It cost the standing. It cost not collapsing into the lower bunk and letting Tess hold her, which Mara would not allow because Mara holding herself standing was the thing that made the saying survivable.

Tess held still.

She did not offer.

Her body did not hold still as easily as her hands did. Below the level of the kneeling discipline Mara had built into her over twenty-one months, beneath the trained register of receiving without offering, Tess's chest wanted a thing the chest could not have. It wanted to stand up off the lower bunk. It wanted to cross the small open space of the cell's standing room and put its own hand on the back of Mara's neck the way Mara had put her hand on the back of Tess's neck on every morning Tess could now count back through. It wanted to give Mara what Mara had decided in the moment of standing she would not take. The wanting moved against the inside of Tess's ribs at the same low burn the held lift on three had moved at in the early months, before Tess had learned to read the held lift as instruction instead of as want. Tonight the want and the instruction were the same shape, and the instruction said hold. Tess held. The holding was its own offering, registered nowhere in the room except along the long muscle of her own throat where she would feel it tomorrow when she swallowed and remembered what she had not been allowed to do.

The quiet went on. It was not awkward. It was the room doing the work the room had been built to do over twenty-one months of cell-vocabulary practice. Mara was in the room. Tess was in the room. The four-year silence between Mara and Lila Marsh, Tess understood, had been a silence neither of them had been able to hold inside a room because there was no longer a room between them to hold it. The silence between Tess and Mara, right now, in Cell 114, was a different kind of silence. It was the kind a room could hold because the room had been built for it.

Then Mara breathed once, slow, and the breath was the only acknowledgment Mara was going to give.

She still did not sit.

✦ ✦ ✦

The papers were on the lower bunk.

They had been on the lower bunk all day. They had been on the lower bunk for ten days. Mara's hand had not moved them. Tess's hand had not moved them. The clip in the corner had not been opened. The first signature line was still blank.

Mara looked at the papers for the first time in the conversation.

Then Mara said:

"We sign at oh-six hundred."

It was the chapter's last instruction. It was the next day's first action. The decline window was going to close at midnight with the papers still unsigned. The signing was going to be the first thing that happened after the window closed. The chapter Mara was assigning Tess in this sentence was the chapter that began at oh-six-hundred tomorrow.

Tess nodded once.

She did not say yes. She did not say understood. The nod was the answer Mara was asking for.

Mara stepped to the lower bunk. She sat on the edge at Tess's right. She put her left hand flat on the blanket above the papers. Her right hand stayed at her side.

She did not lie down. She did not lift the papers. She did not look at them again.

Tess sat beside her until the lights-out bell.

When the lights cut, Mara was on the lower bunk, lying on her back, the papers under the blanket at her hip. Tess was on the upper bunk, on her back, her hand on her own chest in the morning ritual position.

Through the wall, Dani said:

"B-Block's back in rotation tomorrow."

Tess did not respond.

Below her, in the voice Mara used when the rule was running as routine, Mara said:

"Heard."

The cell went quiet.

Tess lay on the upper bunk with the papers below her and the bundle in the joint below the papers and Mara below the bundle, and she felt the decline window close around the building at midnight without any of them moving, and she held the held-third-beat from the morning ritual in her chest the way Mara had held it in her hand, and she did not sleep for a long time.

She lay on her back with her hand at the place on her own sternum where Mara's hand at the back of her own neck answered through the long axis of her body, and she counted, without meaning to, the four sentences from seven months ago in the order Mara had spoken them. She counted them once. She counted them a second time. She found that the order Mara had spoken them in, she now understood, had been the order of a person speaking from a room they had been standing in for four years without sitting down. Lila took the charge. That was the smallest fact, and it was the first. She had another nineteen months added. That was the consequence, and it was second. She's in B-Block. That was the location, and it was third. I haven't spoken to her in four years. That was the silence, and it was last, because the silence was the longest thing Mara had been carrying and the thing she had needed to put down at the end of the sentence so the sentence could close.

Tonight Mara had given her three new sentences in the same shape. Tess counted those too. She's lost weight. The smallest fact. She walked past the south-corner without looking at us. The consequence. She still walks the way she walked at thirty-three. The location, which was also the time. And then the fourth: I don't know what I want from her. The silence, last, longest, the one that could not be answered tonight and was not asked to be answered tonight.

Mara had given her the same shape twice.

Mara was, Tess understood as the cell got darker around her, teaching her how the shape worked so that when it was Tess's turn to put a thing in the room — a thing about her own release date, a thing about the day eight question Mara had assigned her, a thing about the held lift on three Mara had held this morning — Tess would know what shape to put it in.

The held-third-beat sat under her sternum the way the four sentences sat under it.

The decline window closed somewhere outside the cell at a midnight no one in the building was going to mark.

Tess lay where Mara had put her at lights-out and where Mara had not moved her since, and held both the new three sentences and the old four sentences in the same place behind her ribs, and she slept eventually, and when she slept she slept on her back with her hand still on her own chest, and Mara below her slept on her back with the papers at her hip and her hand on the rail above her head where Tess could reach it if Tess needed to reach it.

They signed at oh-six hundred.

That was for the morning.


Chapter 5

Oh-six hundred. The cell.

Mara was already sitting on the lower bunk when Tess descended the ladder. The papers were on the mattress at Mara's right knee, still in the clipped order Mara had left them in at lights-out — Tess's on top, Mara's beneath. The clip was undone. The corner of each page was lifted a quarter-inch where Mara had broken the seal of the clip a minute ago, sometime in the small dark before the count whistle would come.

She did not speak when Tess stepped down.

She lifted her left hand and patted the lower mattress at her right hip, once, the gesture from Day Three. Tess sat where she was told.

Mara handed her the top page.

Tess took it. The page had the standard header — Petition for Adjustment of Sentence, Inmate-Initiated, Captain-Authorized — and the standard four lines of typed identification and the standard signature block at the bottom and at the bottom-left the date typed in Linhardt's hand. The first signature line was blank. The countersignature line was already signed by the captain. M. Evans, in the small clean rectangular script Tess had seen on intake forms for twenty-one months.

Mara handed her the pen.

Tess signed. T. Calder. On the line. The pen ran clean and the ink set and Tess put the pen down on the blanket beside her thigh and held the page in her lap for the count of three Mara had taught her to hold any signed thing for, the count of three that was the count of this is now done and you cannot un-do it.

Then she handed the page back to Mara.

Mara took it. Mara set it on her own thigh, face-down. Mara picked up the second page, hers — same header, same identification block in a different hand, the captain's countersignature already in place — and signed her own line, M. Reyes, slower than Tess had signed, the way a person signs a thing they have rehearsed signing in their head for ten days.

She set both pages together, Tess's on top, Mara's beneath.

She folded the corner at the same angle Linhardt had folded them at on the night of the delivery. The same quarter-inch crease. The same hand-pressure.

She handed the fold to Tess.

"You carry."

Two words. The first words she had said in the cell since the lights-out Heard the night before. Tess took the fold. She slid the papers into the inside pocket of her shirt. She buttoned the pocket. Mara watched her button it and did not nod.

The count whistle came up the tier.

They stood. They stood their count. Dorsey's pencil made its mark. The bars unlocked.

Day eleven of forty-two.

Thirty-one days to the hearing.

The window was closed.

✦ ✦ ✦

The administrative corridor at oh-seven hundred smelled the way it always smelled. Wax. Old coffee from the staff lounge. The low antiseptic note from the medical wing meeting her halfway. The corridor was lit the way it was always lit, too bright, and Tess walked it without flinching the way she had stopped flinching at the lights a year ago.

Linhardt was at the second turn.

She was standing with her hands at her sides and the institutional jacket buttoned at the top button and the second button only, the way Linhardt buttoned a jacket when the wearing of the jacket was a procedural act, not a comfort. Her face did not editorialize. She watched Tess approach at Tess's walking pace, neither earlier nor later than oh-seven hundred, and she did not move until Tess was at arm's length.

Tess unbuttoned the inside pocket. She withdrew the fold. She held it out.

"I'll take these now."

Linhardt took them. She did not open the fold to verify. She held the fold between two fingers and slid it into the manila envelope at her left side and tucked the envelope under her arm and the act was complete.

Linhardt did not speak again.

Tess did not speak.

Tess turned and walked back the way she had come. She felt the empty pocket against her chest where the fold had been three breaths ago. She felt the absence of the weight she had been carrying since she had buttoned the pocket in the cell. The absence was its own weight. The carrying had ended. The next time the papers moved, they would move on the panel's desk, thirty-one days from now.

The corridor returned her to D-Block.

She did not look back at the second turn. She knew without looking that Linhardt had already walked off in the other direction.

✦ ✦ ✦

Markham was in Mara's old dayroom seat when Tess passed at oh-nine-twenty on the way to the infirmary.

She did not speak.

Tess did not slow.

The silence had been the rule for nine days now. The block had learned, in those nine days, that Markham's silence was the language Markham was speaking. The block had also learned, Tess understood without having to read it anywhere, that the building was reading the file and not the cell — that the institutional argument was happening in offices Tess did not enter, and the dayroom was the place where the building's reading of that argument was being broadcast through the medium of who sat where and whose silence faced whose passing.

She passed the second table.

She did not turn her head.

Markham's silence sat at her left shoulder for three paces after she had passed and then released. The dayroom went back to its sounds.

✦ ✦ ✦

The commissary line at twelve-twenty was the commissary line at twelve-twenty. Long. Slow. The block in its single-file arrangement against the south wall of the dayroom, sliding forward at the pace the trustee at the counter set, which today was the trustee from B-Block whose name Tess did not know.

Mara had cycled through first by rotation. She had collected her commissary at twelve-oh-eight and was standing now at the far end of the dayroom near the door, paperback open in her left hand, not reading it.

Tess was two-thirds of the way back in the line.

Kendra was two places behind her.

The first sentence came at the third forward-shift, low-volume, close-quarters, in the commissary cadence Kendra had been using on her since the late spring.

"Heard the captain's office signed off."

Tess did not turn her head. She moved with the line.

Two forward-shifts later:

"Heard your file reads clean now."

The woman between Tess and Kendra did not turn either. The woman between Tess and Kendra was new to D-Block, three weeks in, and had learned the first thing the block teaches every new arrival, which is that you do not turn when a sentence is being placed past you into someone else's ear.

Three forward-shifts later, with the line down to four ahead of Tess:

"Heard the cell reads clean too."

The sentence sat in the air.

Tess kept her shoulders level.

She did not register movement at the far end of the dayroom. She did not need to. She had felt Mara stop turning the paperback's page two sentences ago, in the part of her own peripheral awareness that tracked Mara even when she was thirty feet away and behind a column.

Mara's voice came across the dayroom at the volume she used when she was speaking to Tess and not to the room.

"Left side."

Two words.

Tess stepped out of the line. She crossed the dayroom at the walking pace Mara had taught her to cross a room in when called. She came up at Mara's left side and stood there with her shoulder a hand's-breadth from Mara's shoulder and her eyes forward, not on Mara, not on Kendra, not on the line.

Yvette was the woman who had taken the place behind where Tess had been. Yvette, dry, in the voice she used for the rotation note:

"Line's moving."

The line moved.

Kendra did not speak again.

Mara turned the paperback's page.

Tess stood at Mara's left side until the line had cleared down to two women remaining, at which point Mara closed the paperback and walked to the dayroom door, and Tess walked at three paces back, and the commissary trustee read out the next inmate's number and the day's small business closed at the line.

The vocabulary had landed. Two words. The block had registered them.

The captain's countersignature had been on the page in the inside pocket of Tess's shirt at oh-seven hundred. The block had not seen the page. The block had seen the line. The line was now part of the building's reading.

✦ ✦ ✦

The infirmary at fourteen hundred was the infirmary at fourteen hundred. Bennett at the back behind the partition. Sleeves down. Door open. The diazepam column on the count sheet had a clean reconcile in Bennett's handwriting from the morning, four pills accounted for, the bottle re-counted at eleven, no discrepancy.

Bennett did not refer to the papers.

Bennett did not refer to Linhardt.

Bennett ran the count, signed the bottom of the column, and handed Tess the day's side sheets to file. Her voice was the voice she used when she was telling Tess that the day was not asking anything of either of them.

"Filing."

Tess filed.

The clean count was the day's exhale. Tess felt it land in her shoulders for the first time since oh-six hundred.

Evening count, Dorsey at her slower pace. The pencil made its mark at Cell 114 the half-beat longer that had become Dorsey's standing instruction. The bars unlocked.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara stepped into the cell first. Tess at three paces back. The bars closed.

The cell was the cell at eighteen-thirty. The light through the wire-glass window was the light the building had at this hour in October. The lower bunk was made. The upper bunk was made. The papers were gone from the mattress where they had sat for eleven days. The mattress had the small new emptiness of a place a thing had been removed from.

Mara turned at the bunk frame. She sat on the lower bunk.

"Down."

Tess descended from the upper bunk. She set her boots at the foot of the ladder.

"Sink."

Tess sat on the lower bunk at Mara's right hip.

"Eyes here."

Tess turned her face toward Mara and held the sightline.

Mara held her there for a count Tess did not number. The cell was quiet. The block was quiet. The day had been long and the day had ended clean and the cell now had the small different weight of an evening that had been earned by a morning that had asked something specific.

Mara stood.

She crossed to the bunk frame. She knelt at the lower-right corner. She put her thumb into the joint at the place Tess had placed the bundle on Day One, the place Mara had widened with her own thumbnail over the years. The lip gave. The bundle came out into her hand.

She rose. She turned to Tess.

She held the cloth bundle on her open palm and looked at Tess.

"Are you choosing it."

It was not a question by inflection. It was the rule's vocabulary doing the rule's work.

"Yes."

"Do you want help."

"No."

Mara handed her the bundle.

Tess took it. The cloth was the same cloth, the weight was the same weight, the wrap was the wrap Mara had taught her to wrap the bundle in seven months ago when Tess had first watched Mara wrap it after use. Tess unwrapped it. The harness lay across her hands. The cock was warm from being in the joint between the wall's heat and the bunk frame's metal all day. Black silicone. The harness leather softened at the strap-edges from years of Mara wearing it.

Tess stood. She unbuttoned her uniform trousers. She let them fall. She stepped out of them. She put the harness on her own body the way she had watched Mara put it on her own body in the dark on perhaps two dozen nights — through the loops first, settled at the hips, the cock seated through the front ring, the strap drawn tight at the small of her back, the buckle closed against her own spine where she had to reach behind herself to do it. Her hands knew the motions because her hands had taken the harness off Mara four times and put it back in the joint once.

She fitted the cock against herself.

She looked at Mara.

Mara had not moved. Mara was watching her dress, the way Mara had watched her seat the bundle in the joint on Day One. The look was not appraising. The look was assenting. The look was Mara confirming that the work Tess was doing on her own body was work Mara had given Tess the authority to do.

"On the bed."

Mara obeyed.

Mara had never obeyed a sentence from Tess before. The obeying landed in Tess's chest like a door opening in a room she had not known had a door. Mara crossed the small floor and sat on the lower bunk and lay back on the blanket and her hands rested at her sides and she watched Tess come to the bunk's edge.

"Eyes here."

Mara held the sightline.

It was the first time Tess had said those two words to Mara, and Mara took them the way Mara had taught her to take them — by holding still through them and letting the words do what the words did. Tess felt the vocabulary land in her own mouth at the same moment it landed in Mara's eyes. The cell's words running the other direction. The cell's authority in her hands.

She knelt on the bunk between Mara's knees. She put her left palm on Mara's lower belly above the waistband of Mara's uniform trousers and held it there. Mara breathed once, slow, under the palm.

Tess unbuttoned Mara's trousers. Tess pulled them down off Mara's hips and down her thighs and off her ankles and dropped them on the floor at the bunk's foot.

She put her hand on the inside of Mara's left thigh.

Mara's eyes did not leave hers.

"Steady."

She said it the way Mara had said it to her at the bundle-seating on Day One. Steady. The word did what it had done for Tess. Mara's thigh, beneath her hand, did not tighten. The thigh accepted the hand.

Tess slid her fingers up. The inside of Mara's thigh was warm and the skin gave the way skin gives when a body has decided a hand is welcome. Tess put two fingers at Mara's cunt and held them there, not moving, the way Mara had held her own hand at Tess's neck on countless nights, the held beat that was the rule's first instruction. Mara was already wet against her fingers. The wetness was the body's yes.

Tess pushed two fingers into Mara.

Mara made a sound at the back of her throat. Low. Not loud. The sound of a woman who had been holding something for the length of a day that had asked her to hold a great deal.

"Do you want this."

Tess said it. Her own voice. Steady.

"Yes."

Tess curled her fingers. She felt for the place she had felt for on Mara's body twice before in the seven months they had been allowed to touch each other, the place inside Mara that gave under the pad of the index finger when the pad was set right. She found it. Mara breathed in. Mara held the breath. Tess held her fingers where they were.

"Do you have it."

Mara, with the breath still in:

"Yes."

Tess withdrew her fingers. She moved up the bunk. She set her hand to the base of the cock and guided it. The angle was the angle Mara had used the first time, on the night that lived under everything in Tess's body. Tess pushed into Mara, slow, the silicone giving Mara the weight Mara had given Tess.

Mara took her.

Tess held still for the count of three the rule had taught her to hold any first push for, the count that was the rule's let the body adjust. Then she moved.

She moved at the pace Mara had moved on her. Slow at first. The pace was the pace of a rule running in the body, not the pace of want. The want was inside the rule. The want did not have to set the pace; the pace held the want.

Mara's hips lifted to meet hers on the third stroke.

That was the body's yes the second time.

Tess moved faster.

She kept her eyes on Mara's eyes. She kept her left palm flat on Mara's lower belly the way she had set it. She felt Mara's belly tighten under the palm at the seventh stroke and held the palm steady and Mara's belly released into the palm and Tess felt the release the way Mara had felt Tess release a hundred times on the back of Tess's neck — as a thing the hand was given, not a thing the hand took.

"Eyes here."

Mara's eyes did not leave hers.

"Steady."

Mara held.

Tess fucked her with the cell vocabulary in her mouth and the harness against her own hips and Mara beneath her holding the sightline Tess had asked her to hold, and the dominance was not Tess's to wield because Mara had not given it to her to wield; the dominance was Tess's to hold because Mara had given it to her to hold, which was a different thing, and the difference was the architecture of the room. Mara held the consent. Tess held the body. The two of them held the cell.

Mara came on the count Tess did not number.

Not loud. Tess felt it in Mara's belly under her palm before she heard it in the small wet sound at Mara's throat. The contraction. The release. The second, longer release. Tess held the pace through it, then slowed, then stopped with the cock still inside Mara, the way Mara had stopped with her own hand at the back of Tess's neck on the first night, held, lifted on three.

She lifted on three.

She withdrew. Slow. The cock cleared. Mara breathed out, long, the breath she had not breathed out in eleven days.

Tess sat back on her heels at the foot of the bunk.

She looked at Mara.

Mara looked at her.

Neither of them spoke for the count of perhaps ten.

Then Mara, in the voice she used for the rule's closing word:

"Good."

Tess answered. Her own voice. The same shape.

"Good."

The reciprocal closed.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara sat up. She came down off the bunk. She knelt at Tess's hips. She undid the buckle at the small of Tess's back with her own hands — the buckle Tess had reached behind herself to close — and slid the harness off Tess's hips and down her thighs and lifted the cock clear and held the whole thing on her open palms for a beat before she set it on the blanket.

She wrapped the bundle in the cloth.

The wrap was the wrap she had taught Tess. The same fold. The same tuck. The cloth seated against the silicone and the leather the way it had seated on Day One. She did the wrap with the same unhurried pace she did everything else, and Tess watched her do it from the foot of the bunk and felt the wrap close around the night the way Mara was closing it.

She crossed to the bunk frame.

She knelt at the lower-right corner.

She slid the bundle into the joint with her own hand and seated the cloth at the lip her thumbnail had widened, and the lip closed over the wrap the way the lip had closed on Day One, invisible unless you knew to look.

She rose.

She came back to the bunk. She sat on the lower bunk at Tess's right. Tess, still in her under-shirt, sat in silence at Mara's left.

Mara handed Tess her uniform trousers from the floor without speaking.

Tess put them on.

Mara dressed herself.

They sat side by side on the lower bunk for the count of perhaps two minutes without speaking. Mara's left hand was flat on the blanket between them, palm down. Tess's right hand was flat on the blanket beside it, palm down. Their hands did not touch. The not-touching was its own beat — the body's work was complete, the cell's words had been spoken and answered, and the hands had returned to the resting position the rule kept for them between the things the rule did. Tess felt the cell vocabulary still warm in her own mouth from the act, and she felt the rule receive that warmth and bank it, the way the rule banked everything.

Mara turned her hand, slow, and laid the palm flat over Tess's. One beat. Lifted.

That was the whole acknowledgment.

The lights-out bell rang.

Tess climbed the ladder to the upper bunk. She lay on her back. She put her hand on her own chest in the morning ritual position.

Through the wall, Dani said:

"Heard the line was quiet today."

Tess, into the dark:

"Heard."

Below her, Mara, hand on the rail above her own head:

The hand did not move.

The cell went dark.

Tess lay on the upper bunk with the cell vocabulary still warm in her own mouth from the cell scene, and the inside pocket of her shirt empty where the papers had been at oh-seven hundred, and the bundle returned to the joint by Mara's own hand, and the line behind her in the dayroom at twelve-twenty silent after Mara's two words, and she felt the day close around her in the cell the way the decline window had closed around the building at midnight the night before, by action.

She lay with the words Eyes here and Steady sitting in her own mouth the way Mara's Down and Sink sat in her own ears. The words had moved. They had moved across the cell tonight from Mara's mouth to hers, and they had moved cleanly, and Mara had taken them the way Tess had been taught to take them. The cell, Tess understood for the first time as the dark deepened around the upper bunk, was a room two people had built together over twenty-one months of practice; the vocabulary was the room's; the room had moved tonight into the place where the vocabulary could travel.

Thirty-one days to the hearing.

Mara's hand on the rail.

Tess's hand on her own chest.

Both hands held.


Chapter 6

The lift on three was the lift on three.

Mara held it the half-second she had held it on Day Seven and the half-second she had held it on Day Ten and the half-second she had held it on every clean morning Tess could now count back through twenty-one months of practice. She lifted. She released. She crossed to the sink without looking back. The day's weight, whatever the day was going to carry, did not show in the wrist or the release. It would not have been Mara if it had.

Tess sat up on the lower bunk. She put her feet on the floor. She felt the cell around her in its morning shape: blanket folded square at the head of the lower bunk, papers in the inside pocket of Tess's shirt at oh-seven hundred three days ago and gone since, bundle in the lower-right joint by Mara's own hand and untouched since, Mara at the sink running water at her usual pressure. Day fourteen of forty-two. Twenty-eight days to the hearing.

The morning ritual closed at its usual seam.

Tess dressed. Mara dressed. They went to count. Count cleared at oh-six fifteen, Dorsey at the door on the half-beat she had been keeping. Breakfast in the dayroom. Yvette at the laundry station rolling cuffs. The block in its Wednesday register.

Tess went to the infirmary at oh-eight forty.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at the desk when Tess came in. Bennett had her count book open. Bennett had her pen down on the line she had just finished. Bennett's left hand was on the desk phone the way Bennett kept it when she was expecting a call.

The phone rang.

Bennett picked it up on the second ring. Bennett listened. Bennett did not write. Bennett's face did not change. Bennett said "Yes" once, low, and put the receiver down on the cradle without looking at it.

Bennett opened her top desk drawer.

Bennett took out an envelope.

The envelope was the envelope. A pharmacy envelope, white, the kind Bennett's dispensary used for the small refill slips, the flap tucked rather than sealed. Tess had not seen one of these envelopes since four months back — the night Bennett had handed her one across this same desk and the route had still been live and the protocol had still been the protocol. The envelope was empty. Tess could see the give of the flap and the lift of the paper that said empty.

Bennett held the envelope out across the counter.

"Catwalk. Now."

Tess took the envelope.

"Sleeves down."

Tess pulled the cuffs of her uniform shirt to her wrists.

"Sunglasses."

Tess took the commissary sunglasses from the pocket Bennett kept them in for the protocol. Black frames, scratched lens, prison-shop bulk-issue. She slid them on. The infirmary's fluorescent register cooled by one stop.

Bennett did not say more.

The infirmary door was open. Bennett's hand was already returning to the count book. The phone was back on its cradle. The whole exchange had been four sentences and a count of perhaps eleven seconds and the activation of a piece of architecture Tess had carried in her body for four months without using.

Tess walked.

✦ ✦ ✦

The catwalk ran above the lower administrative corridor along the south wall of the building's central block. It was the route Mara walked when the building called her to a meeting, and it was the route Tess walked when Bennett's empty envelope said walk it. The catwalk was the angle from which the lower corridor was visible end to end and from which the cell tier was audible end to end through the open grating of the floor.

Tess walked the catwalk to the third post.

She set her stance at the rail. Envelope in her left hand at her hip, paper-side in. Sunglasses on. Right hand at her side. The protocol asked the position; Tess gave the position.

The lower corridor below her was empty for the count of perhaps a minute.

Then Mara crossed into it from the D-Block door at the east end. Dorsey was at Mara's left elbow. Mara was in her uniform, sleeves at the wrist, hair braided the way she braided it for institutional meetings. She was walking at the institutional pace. Dorsey was walking the institutional pace beside her. Dorsey's face was the face Dorsey put on when she was escorting an inmate the building had asked for personally.

Tess, watching from the catwalk, registered first that Mara was being escorted west — not north, not into the counseling wing, not into the infirmary's back office. West was the captain's office.

She registered second that Dorsey had not said anything.

Months back when Linhardt had pulled Mara, Dorsey had said the same sentence she had been saying for a year and a half — Counseling, not Captain — under her breath at the D-Block door, the reassurance phrased as a fact, the protocol of the comfort. Today Dorsey was walking with her mouth closed. Today the comfort was not available because the destination did not allow it. The absence of the line was the morning's first confirmation; Tess felt it land in her body before she had named it.

Mara walked. Dorsey walked beside her. They reached the west end of the lower corridor and turned the corner toward the captain's office and were out of Tess's sight line.

The catwalk was quiet.

Tess held the third-post position.

The envelope in her left hand was, she registered, an exact weight in her palm.

✦ ✦ ✦

The voice came up through the grating.

"Sunglasses."

Tess recognized the voice on the syllable.

It was Holt's voice — Warden Holt, not a deputy, not a duty officer, not the day-shift sergeant. The warden of Blackstone Women's herself, in the lower corridor of D-Block, calling out a one-word signal at — Tess registered the wall clock at the catwalk's east end without consciously looking for it — oh-nine-fifteen on a Wednesday morning. Tess knew the voice from the year she had been on the route. She knew it from one shakedown in particular, months back, the one that had cleared the joint the first time, the one Evans had called good housekeeping afterward. Holt did not run routine shakedowns. Holt ran shakedowns when the political weight touched Mara directly. The fact that Holt was on the tier was the institutional fact of the day.

A second voice echoed below.

"Sunglasses."

That was a search-team member — male voice, deputy register, repeating the warden's signal back to confirm receipt. Standard protocol. The signal meant the team was beginning. The signal meant the cell door was open. The signal meant the cell was being entered now.

The bundle was in the lower-right joint.

Tess held the third-post position.

The sunglasses sat against the bridge of her nose at the weight they had sat at on the day Bennett had first put them in her hand. Her left hand held the envelope at her hip. Her right hand was at her side. She did not move. The protocol was the protocol because the protocol was visible from the corridor; if she moved, the corridor would read the movement, and Bennett's count book and Holt's signal and Mara's walk to the west end would all be readable as the same architecture, and the architecture would surface. She did not move.

She listened.

Cell hardware carried up through the grating in a register Tess had spent twenty-one months learning to hear in her sleep. The cell door slid. Footfalls — three sets, even-paced, boot weight — crossed the threshold into Cell 114. The mattress lifted off the lower bunk frame; she heard the small thump of it being set aside on the cell floor. The lower bunk frame opened on its hinge with the particular small metallic note the lower bunk's hinge had carried since the spring rotation had reset the frame. The frame's underside was being palpated; Tess could hear the dull short flat pats of a gloved hand on the underside of the steel. The patting moved along the frame to the foot of the bunk, to the head, back to the foot. The patting stopped at the lower-right corner.

Tess's whole body held.

The patting at the lower-right corner ran for a count of perhaps four seconds.

The wrap was the wrap Mara had taught her. Tess knew the wrap's surface. Tess knew the cloth's grain. Tess knew the way the cloth, when palpated through the inside of the joint with a gloved hand from above the mattress, returned the same dense flat give as the old cotton wadding the manufacturer had originally seated in the corner joints to deaden the frame's spring. The wrap read as wadding because Mara had made it read as wadding. The architecture was that. Tess's body held because the architecture was that.

The gloved hand paused.

For the count of perhaps a second longer than the rest of the palpation had run, the gloved hand stayed at the lower-right corner without moving. Tess felt the second pass through her body at the catwalk rail without naming it. Then a second voice — not Holt's, not the deputy who had echoed Sunglasses — said one word at the cell's threshold, low, the cadence of a search-team second checking with the search-team lead, and the gloved hand at the lower-right corner lifted, and the palpation ended.

The patting at the lower-right corner stopped.

The mattress came down on the frame.

The lower bunk frame closed on its hinge with the small reverse note.

The upper bunk frame opened. Was palpated, briefer. Closed.

The footlocker lid lifted. Was searched, briefer still — the locker held what the locker had held since the Day One reset and nothing else, and the search team knew the locker register at a glance.

The footfalls crossed back to the threshold. The cell door slid shut. The lock engaged.

The third voice — Holt's — said one word at the corridor end.

"Clear."

The footfalls walked east, toward the D-Block door. The corridor under Tess's catwalk went quiet again. The search had taken, Tess registered in her body, between four and five minutes. The bundle was in the joint. The bundle had held.

Tess held the third-post position because Mara was not yet back from the captain's office and the protocol said hold.

She held for what she registered, by the wall clock at the catwalk's east end, as another nine minutes.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara came back into the lower corridor at oh-nine-thirty-one.

Dorsey was at her left elbow. Mara was walking at the institutional pace. Mara's hair was still braided the way she had braided it. Mara's hands were at her sides. Mara's face, from the catwalk angle, was the face Tess knew from the intake hallway two years back — the one Mara wore when she had absorbed a thing and was carrying it without showing the carrying. Mara walked the corridor east and turned the corner toward the D-Block door.

Mara did not look up at the catwalk.

Tess read the not-looking as protocol, not as distance. The protocol said do not connect on the corridor. Mara was holding the protocol; the protocol was holding both of them.

Mara and Dorsey were out of sight at the D-Block door.

Tess held the third-post position for a count of perhaps thirty seconds after the corridor was empty. Then she took off the sunglasses. She folded the temple arms against the lens the way Bennett kept them folded in the drawer. She put the sunglasses in her right uniform-shirt pocket. She walked the catwalk back to the infirmary at her normal pace.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at the desk.

Tess set the envelope on the desk between them. Bennett's hand came across the desk and took the envelope and put it back in the top drawer. The top drawer closed.

"Thank you."

Tess did not answer. The protocol's closing beat was Bennett's two words and Tess's silence; the silence was its own confirmation. Tess took the sunglasses from her pocket and laid them on the desk beside the count book. Bennett's hand came across and took them and put them back in the drawer they had come from. Bennett picked up her pen.

Tess left the infirmary at oh-nine-forty-one.

✦ ✦ ✦

Linhardt was in the administrative corridor at the second turn when Tess came back through.

Linhardt was walking the other way — north, away from D-Block, toward the records office. She was in her usual blazer with the second button fastened. Her hands were at her sides. She did not slow as she passed Tess. She did not turn her head. She said one sentence in passing at the volume she used for things she did not want the corridor to hear.

"The date is firm."

She kept walking.

Tess kept walking the other direction.

The sentence settled in Tess's chest as she walked. The date is firm. The hearing date. The forty-two-day count. The thing that had until oh-nine-fifteen this morning been an institutional placeholder a deputy might still adjust, was now, after whatever had happened in the captain's office between oh-nine-fifteen and oh-nine-thirty-one, a fact the warden's deputy had walked the corridor to confirm out loud. The date was the deadline. Linhardt had given Tess the sentence the way Linhardt gave Tess sentences — once, in passing, at the volume of an operational fact.

Tess walked back to the D-Block door without slowing.

She walked the same pace she had walked out at, sunglasses folded in her pocket, envelope returned to Bennett's drawer, the corridor under her feet the same corridor it had been at oh-eight-forty-one and oh-nine-forty-one and at every hour of every day she had walked it for twenty-one months. The corridor was the corridor. The building was the building. The thing that had changed was the date the building was now walking toward, and the thing that had not changed was Mara's wrap holding inside Mara's joint inside the cell.

✦ ✦ ✦

Cell 114 was closed when Tess came down the tier. She waited at the door until the duty officer ran the lock. The lock ran. Tess stepped in. The door slid shut behind her.

Mara was on the lower bunk.

She was sitting on the edge of it, feet on the floor, hands flat on her thighs. Her braid had been undone and re-braided once already in the time Tess had been gone — Tess could see the new tightness of the work. The cell smelled faintly of the search team's hand sanitizer, the standard alcohol-citrus the warden's people used. The smell was on the air and on the lower bunk frame and on the inside of the footlocker lid. The smell would be gone by lights-out.

Tess sat on the lower bunk at Mara's right.

"They went through the frame."

Mara said it without turning her head.

"I heard."

"It held."

The two words closed the search beat. The architecture was confirmed; the cloth had read as wadding; the joint had read as the joint; the bundle had read as nothing. Mara had built it twenty months before Tess had come into the cell, and the building, when it had run its trained team's gloved hands along Mara's work this morning, had not been able to find the work.

Tess felt the confirmation seat in her chest under the catwalk weight she had carried back from the third post. The hold was not Tess's. The hold was Mara's. The wrap was the wrap Mara had taught Tess to make, but Tess had not yet had to make the wrap survive a search; the survival was Mara's work, completed years before Tess had been in the cell to watch it work. Tess was the witness to the architecture today. Mara was the architecture.

Tess sat. The cell sat. The smell of sanitizer sat on the air.

Mara turned her head.

She looked at Tess directly for the first time since the lift on three at oh-five-fifty-eight.

"Evans was in the room."

A pause.

"Briggs was in the room."

A pause.

"He set the hearing date himself."

Three sentences. The economy was the architecture. Tess took the report into her chest the way she had learned to take Mara's reports — registering each sentence at its weight, not pushing for the connective tissue, not asking what Evans had said or what Briggs had been doing in the room or whether the date had moved or held when Evans had set it. The report was the report. The report was what Mara had brought back from the captain's office, and the report was what the cell was now going to hold.

Briggs was, Tess registered, the captain's clerk. The clerk who kept the captain's calendar and ran the captain's paper and had been in the captain's office since Tess's intake and longer than that. If Briggs had been in the room, the hearing date had been written into the captain's calendar in front of Mara at the time the date had been set. The date had been set at the level of the captain's calendar, which meant the date had been set at the level the deputy warden's office could no longer move on its own. Linhardt's The date is firm, Tess understood now in the cell, had been Linhardt confirming what Briggs's pen had done in the captain's office between oh-nine-fifteen and oh-nine-thirty-one. Linhardt would have known the moment Briggs's pen had moved; Linhardt had walked the administrative corridor toward the records office to put the sentence in Tess's ear because the sentence had become a fact at the level Linhardt had to confirm.

The hearing date was the date because Evans had set it himself in front of his clerk.

The leash was the date.

Tess took Mara's right wrist.

Two fingers and a thumb at the pulse. She lifted on three the way Mara lifted on three at the sink. She felt Mara's pulse under her fingers — slower than Tess's own, steady, the pulse Mara had carried into the captain's office and back out of it.

She released.

Mara took Tess's right wrist back. Two fingers and a thumb at the pulse. Lifted on three. Released.

The cell held tighter than it had held when Tess had come in.

Tess and Mara sat side by side on the lower bunk for the count of perhaps another two minutes. Mara did not say more about the captain's office. Tess did not ask. The architecture of the cell — the rule, the wrap, the joint, the date — was now sitting in the air between them as a single shape, and the shape did not need to be spoken about. They sat with it.

Tess's hand on the blanket between them did not move. The thigh of her uniform against Mara's thigh did not move. The not-moving was discipline; the wanting under the discipline was its own register. Tess felt it at the back of her own throat first — the place the held-third-beat lived in her on the mornings Mara held it longer than the count required. She felt it next at the inside of her own right wrist where Mara had just closed and lifted, the skin remembering the pressure as a thing the skin had been opened to want and would have to be closed against by lights-out. The wanting was specific. It was for Mara's hand to come back to the inside of her wrist and stay there past the count of three, and for Mara's other hand to come up at the back of her own neck and stay there past the count of three, and for the two holds to run together at a length the rule did not measure. The wanting did not move into her hands. She did not lift her hand from the blanket. The discipline of the not-lifting was the cell's reading of what the day had asked her to carry, and the cell's reading was that the day had asked her to sit with the want against her ribs and not give it the room a body could give it. Tess sat with it.

The dinner bell rang at sixteen-thirty.

They went to count, to dinner, to evening count, and back to the cell, in the institutional sequence the building set for them. Dorsey at the door on the half-beat. Yvette at the laundry station rolling cuffs the way she rolled cuffs. The dayroom in its Wednesday register. None of it different from the morning except for the thing the morning had put into the cell.

✦ ✦ ✦

Lights-out at twenty-one hundred.

The lights cut. The cell went to its familiar dark.

Dani's voice came through the cinderblock from the cell next door, low, two beats after the lights had gone, in the wall-line cadence Dani used for the things Dani put into the air at the end of the day.

"Heard the search team was on the tier."

A beat.

"Heard."

That was Tess.

A beat.

"Heard."

That was Mara, from the lower bunk, the same word, the same shape, the same one-syllable confirmation.

The three lines sat in the cell.

Tess lay on the upper bunk. Her hand was on her own chest. Mara below her, hand on the rail. The cell smelled faintly of sanitizer still and would smell of it until morning. Twenty-eight days to the hearing. The date was the date because Evans had set it himself. The bundle was in the joint because the joint had been built to hold it. The wrist was the wrist because the rule ran in both directions.

The cell held.


Chapter 7

The lift on three was the lift on three.

Mara held it the half-second she had held it on Day Fourteen and on Day Eleven and on every clean morning Tess could now count back through twenty-two months of practice — the month boundary had crossed somewhere in the catwalk week, and Tess had registered it the way she registered the moving over of an institutional number, as a fact the building recorded without ceremony. Twenty-two months on a thirty-six. Day eighteen of forty-two. Twenty-four days to the hearing.

Mara released. She crossed to the sink at her usual pace.

The day's weight, whatever the day was going to carry, was not in the ritual. Tess had learned to read the ritual for it and to read the absence of it equally. The ritual was the ritual. The day would put its weight where it intended to put it, and the ritual would not telegraph the location.

Tess dressed. Mara dressed. They went to count.

Count cleared at oh-six fifteen. Dorsey at the door on the half-beat she had been keeping. Breakfast in the dayroom. Yvette at the laundry station rolling cuffs the way she rolled cuffs on a Wednesday morning — there was an institutional steadiness to Yvette's wrists that Tess had stopped noticing a year ago and had recently begun to notice again as a function of the calendar shortening.

Tess went to the infirmary at oh-eight forty.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at her desk.

Bennett did not pick up the phone this morning. Bennett did not open the drawer. Bennett looked up from her count book at oh-nine forty-five, met Tess's eyes for one beat, and tilted her chin once toward the infirmary's east corridor — the corridor that ran past the back of the counseling wing.

That was the whole communication.

Tess set down the supply clipboard she had been pretending to read. She walked the infirmary's east corridor at her own pace. She did not look back at Bennett. The protocol said do not look back; Tess gave the protocol the not-looking.

✦ ✦ ✦

Linhardt was standing at the corridor turn where the infirmary's east corridor met the counseling wing's south wall.

She was in her usual blazer, top button and second button fastened. Her hands were at her sides. She was not leaning against the wall yet; she was waiting for Tess to clear the corner before she leaned, the way Linhardt did when she had a fact to put into the air at a volume the corridor would not catch.

Tess stopped at the corner.

Linhardt said three sentences in the volume she used for things she did not want the corridor to hear, evenly spaced, in the cadence of a deputy clearing a piece of architecture for use.

"Counseling office at ten. She will be brought in. He is not in the building."

Linhardt did not say more.

Tess took the three sentences into her chest at their separate weights. Counseling office at ten was the room and the hour. She will be brought in was the confirmation that Lila would be there, escorted, formally — that this was not an accident in a corridor or a yard sightline but a thing Linhardt had arranged. He is not in the building was the price of allyship Linhardt had been paying since the day she had bound the two files. Linhardt had picked the morning the captain was off-campus to give Mara the room. The room existed because the captain's calendar had a hole in it at ten on a Wednesday, and because Linhardt had reached for the hole. The reach had cost Linhardt nothing the institution could see and everything Linhardt was willing to spend out of sight — a Wednesday morning, a counseling office, a door left an inch open, an escort arranged on both ends. The architecture was a four-piece architecture. Linhardt had built it without writing it down anywhere a calendar could find it.

Tess understood, standing at the corner, that she had not been told to be in the corridor. Linhardt had not said be here. Linhardt had given Tess the location and the time and the absence and was now standing at the corner as if Tess had already chosen to be there. The choice was Tess's. Linhardt had built the architecture; Linhardt would not enter the cell to ask Tess to use it.

Tess looked at Linhardt.

Linhardt looked back, face flat, hands at her sides.

Tess walked past Linhardt down the counseling wing's south corridor. She stopped at the position opposite the counseling office's door. She set her stance at the wall. She did not lean.

Linhardt walked the other direction, into the south corridor, and took up a position opposite Tess against the far wall. She leaned this time. Her face stayed flat.

Dorsey came around the corner from the cell wing at oh-nine fifty-seven and took up the corridor-turn position behind Tess. Dorsey did not look at Tess. Dorsey did not look at Linhardt. Dorsey was institutional furniture at the corner; the corner was held.

The counseling office door was open by an inch.

Tess registered the inch.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara came up the south corridor at oh-ten-hundred.

Dorsey was at Mara's left elbow. Mara was in her uniform, sleeves at the wrist, hair braided the way she braided it for institutional meetings. She was walking at the institutional pace.

She crossed Tess at the door.

Mara did not stop. Mara did not look at Tess. Mara did not speak. The not-stopping and the not-looking and the not-speaking were a three-fold protocol Tess had not been taught and had not needed to be taught; Mara's body wrote the protocol on the corridor as she walked, and Tess's body received the writing, and the writing said: I know you are here. I am not going to look at you. The cell is not in this corridor. The cell will be in the cell when we return.

Mara opened the counseling office door the rest of the way.

She went in.

The door closed behind her — not fully. Tess saw, from her angle at the wall opposite, that the door had been pulled to within an inch of the jamb and held there by whatever Bennett had wedged in the strike before she had cleared the room. The inch was the inch. The inch was for Tess.

Tess registered, again, the inch.

✦ ✦ ✦

The room held two voices.

Tess could not see into it. She could hear the small institutional ambience of a counseling office in use — a chair settling, the small dry sound of the second chair already occupied, the low constant hum of the ventilation that ran in that wing because the wing had no exterior windows. She heard cloth against the chair backs. She heard the small breath of a body in a chair settling further into the chair.

Then a voice said, low, even, the cadence of a sentence that had been waiting four years to be said:

"I never told them your name."

It was Lila's voice. Tess had never heard Lila speak before. The voice was lower than Tess had expected, the consonants soft at the edges, the institutional register of a woman who had been speaking inside Blackstone for nineteen months beyond a sentence she had taken for someone else. There was no edge on the line. There was no apology either. It was a fact placed in the room for the woman across the second chair to take or not take.

Mara did not speak.

Tess, at the wall, registered the silence. She had spent twenty-two months reading Mara's silences. She knew the lengths. She knew the weights. She knew the silence that was thinking from the silence that was holding from the silence that was answer. This silence was answer. Mara was telling Lila with the silence what Mara was not going to put into a sentence: I know. I have known. I have carried what you did not say for the four years you did not say it. Tess felt the silence land in the room and felt Lila, on the other side of the second chair, take it.

Tess registered also, at the wall, the architecture of what Lila had done with the first sentence. She had not opened the room with the four-year fact. She had opened it with the absence of a four-year action. I never told them your name was a statement of what Lila had not done; the not-doing was the four years' work, and the work had been Lila's alone, and Lila had said it without claiming credit for the not-doing. The sentence was the report of an architecture Lila had built on her side of the silence, in B-Block, every day for nineteen months past her own original sentence, and the report had been delivered evenly.

Then Lila's voice again, the same evenness:

"I wasn't going to."

Two sentences from Lila. The first the past fact; the second the past intention. Both flat. Neither asking anything.

Mara spoke this time.

Tess heard the cadence through the inch — not the words. The cadence was the lower register Mara used when she was not commanding, the register Tess had heard in the cell on the night of the Day Ten confession about the south-corner sighting. It was the register Mara used when she was speaking to a person she was not telling what to do. The register itself was an answer to Lila's evenness; Mara was meeting it without weight.

The cadence ran for perhaps six seconds.

It stopped.

A pause.

Then Lila again, the same evenness, the longest of her speeches in the room and the one Tess heard most clearly because Lila had turned her head a quarter-degree toward the door, or because the room's hum had stepped down for the breath, or because the line was the one Lila had come here to say:

"I didn't need you to come for me. I needed you to make it."

The line landed in Tess's chest at the wall opposite as if Tess had been the one in the chair. I needed you to make it. The grammar of the sentence held everything Mara had been carrying for four years and had not been able to put down because no one had given her the grammar to put it down with. Tess understood at the wall what the chapter was for: Lila had come to give Mara the grammar.

Mara said nothing.

Tess registered the silence as the silence the room held while the grammar settled into Mara.

Then Mara spoke. One sentence. Clearly enough through the inch that Tess heard the words, not just the cadence — Mara had let her voice rise from the lower register by the smallest possible quantity, enough to carry through the gap.

"I made it."

Three words. Past tense. The cell as a thing made, not a thing being made. The first time, Tess registered at the wall, that Mara had named the cell as something Mara had — that the cell was Mara's claim on her own architecture and not the building's claim on Mara. The four years Mara had carried in silence were now, on Lila's grammar, a thing she had been making the whole time.

A pause.

Lila said one more thing — her fourth and last sentence in the room, said in the cadence of a benediction rather than an instruction, the small smile Tess could not see but could hear at the edge of the syllables:

"Then make it the rest of the way."

The room held.

Chair shifted. A body stood — Mara, by the cadence of the standing. The other chair did not move; Lila stayed seated. Tess heard Mara cross the small distance to the door. The inch widened. Mara stepped out into the corridor.

The door closed behind her, this time fully, the strike's wedge having been kicked away by Mara's foot on the way through.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara crossed Tess at the wall.

She did not stop. She did not look at Tess. The corridor had eyes on it from the corner behind Tess where Dorsey stood and from the wall opposite where Linhardt leaned, and Mara was holding the protocol that the cell was not in this corridor.

Mara walked the south corridor back toward the corner.

Dorsey fell in at Mara's left elbow.

At the corridor turn Dorsey said one word, low, dry, the institutional cadence Mara had been teaching the building for years and that the building had finally learned well enough to give back.

"Walk."

Mara walked. Dorsey walked beside her. They were out of sight at the cell-wing corner.

✦ ✦ ✦

Linhardt pushed off the far wall.

She did not cross the corridor to Tess. She did not look at Tess. She said one sentence at the volume she used for things she did not want the corridor to hear, walking the south corridor north toward her own office.

"Bennett will close the room."

Linhardt walked. The administrative corridor took her around the corner and out of Tess's sight line.

Tess stood at the wall for the count of perhaps another half-minute. She did not look at the counseling office door. She did not need to. Bennett would come for the room when Lila had been escorted back to B-Block under whatever protocol Linhardt had arranged on the other side. Tess's part in the morning was complete. The architecture had been built; the room had been used; the protocol was being closed by people whose job was to close it.

Tess walked the south corridor back to the infirmary at her own pace. The corridor was the corridor she had walked in twenty-two months ago for the first time and at oh-six-fifteen every morning since and at oh-eight-forty for the past three years' worth of infirmary shifts; today it was the corridor that had carried Mara back from a room four years had been waiting for, and Tess walked it without changing her step.

✦ ✦ ✦

The day went the way the day was going to go after a morning like that one.

Tess at the infirmary station for the standing inventory she had not finished yesterday. Bennett at her desk, count book open, pen moving on her sheet at the steady rate Bennett kept her pen moving when she was holding a room for someone else without naming the holding. Bennett did not refer to the corridor. Bennett did not ask. The not-asking was the protocol's afternoon shape.

Lunch in the dayroom. Yvette at the laundry station. Markham's seat was empty — Tess registered the empty seat in passing and did not register it twice; Markham was on the kitchen rotation Wednesdays, and the empty seat was the institutional fact of the day, not the chapter's.

Yard at fourteen hundred. The track. The flat sun. Tess walked the loop at her usual pace. The track was Tess's. The walking-alone was Tess's. Mara was at the lower-corridor inventory pull Yvette had arranged for her two months ago and that had been holding through every Wednesday since. The afternoon was the afternoon.

Count at sixteen-thirty. Mara at her line. Tess at her line. Dorsey on the half-beat. Cell at sixteen-forty.

Mara was at the lower bunk when Tess came in. She was sitting on the edge of it, feet on the floor, hands flat on her thighs, the way she had been sitting on the lower bunk in Cell 114 at the end of every day she had carried something back from the corridor into the cell. Her braid had been undone but not yet rebraided. The cell smelled of nothing in particular — the corridor had not followed her in.

Tess climbed to the upper bunk and lay down on her back.

The cell held.

Neither of them spoke through the count of perhaps fifteen minutes. Tess could hear, from the upper bunk, Mara's breath in the cell below — the awake-and-resting breath, not the sleeping breath, not the held breath. The breath of a woman who had carried a thing for a long time and had put it down today on the grammar somebody else had finally given her. Tess held the listening; the listening was its own offering.

The dinner bell rang at seventeen-thirty.

They went to count, to dinner, to evening count, and back to the cell in the institutional sequence the building set for them. None of it different from the ordinary except for the thing that had been moved in the morning that the building did not know about and would not know about.

✦ ✦ ✦

Cell at twenty-twenty.

Mara was on the lower bunk again. Tess was on the upper. The cell was quiet in the way the cell got quiet in the half-hour before lights-out, the tier settling, Dani's springs going once next door and then stopping.

Tess descended.

She did not ask. She did not announce. She stepped down from the upper bunk and crossed the small open space and sat on the lower bunk at Mara's right. The mattress took her weight without protest. Mara did not move to make room; there was already room.

Tess took Mara's right wrist first.

Two fingers and a thumb at the pulse. Mara's pulse under the pads of Tess's fingers — slower than Tess's own, the pulse Mara had carried through the counseling office and back out of it and through the afternoon and into the cell. Tess lifted on three. Released.

Mara turned her wrist.

Mara took Tess's right wrist back. The closure landed at the same three points and held the same three beats and lifted the way it had lifted on the morning of Day One and on every morning since. The hand left.

The reciprocal held.

It was the quietest version of the reciprocal closure the cell had carried since the forty-two days began — no correction-aftermath weight under it the way Day Seven had carried, no confession-template weight the way Day Ten had carried, no post-act reciprocal the way Day Eleven had closed. The closure on the lower bunk at twenty-twenty was the reciprocal at the temperature of a thing that did not need to be done because the architecture had already done its work in the counseling office at oh-ten-hundred. Tess did the closure anyway. Mara took it back anyway. The two of them held the rule even on the night the rule had not been tested, because the rule, run on a night it had not been tested, was the practice that would let the rule survive a night it would be.

Mara did not speak for the count of perhaps another minute. She sat with Tess on the lower bunk and looked at the floor between her feet. The cell was the cell. The day was the day.

Then Mara said the word, low, once.

"Lila."

That was all. The name in Mara's mouth in the cell for the first time Tess had heard it in months — the only time Mara would say it aloud today and, Tess understood at the lower bunk without being told, the only time Mara would say it aloud across the days remaining to the hearing. The name had been a four-year silence; Mara had spent the silence today. The one word in the cell was the receipt.

Tess did not answer.

The not-answering was the cell's confirmation that the word had been received and that the room was not going to ask more of it.

They sat for another long moment.

✦ ✦ ✦

Lights-out at twenty-one hundred.

The lights cut. The cell went to its familiar dark.

Dani's voice came through the cinderblock from the cell next door, low, two beats after the lights had gone, in the wall-line cadence Dani used for the things Dani put into the air at the end of the day.

"Heard the counseling office had two of them today."

A beat.

The cell held the silence.

Tess did not answer. Mara did not answer. The wall absorbed the two silences. Dani, on the other side of the cinderblock, did not press; Dani had been on the tier long enough to read silences through the wall the way Tess had learned to read Mara's silences through the inch of a counseling office door.

Tess lay on the upper bunk in the cell's familiar dark. Twenty-four days to the hearing. Mara below her, hand on the rail. Tess's hand on her own chest. The four-year silence was over because Lila had brought the grammar and Mara had taken the grammar and said the cell back in three words.

I made it.

The cell held.


Chapter 8

Day 25 of 42. Seventeen days to the hearing.

Tess woke at oh-five fifty-eight, which was the wake she had owned for the past twenty-two months and which the building did not know was hers because she had never let it learn. She lay in the upper bunk for the count of three breaths, which was the count she had taught her ribs to take before she let her body move, and then she rolled to her right and put her hand on the rail and brought her left foot down to the upper rung and her right foot to the lower rung and descended.

Mara was on the lower bunk in the seated position she took before the count, hands on her knees, palms flat, breath at the bottom of her chest. Tess crossed the small open space and stopped at the rail. Mara looked up.

"Pulse," Tess said.

Mara turned her right wrist palm-up.

Tess set two fingers and a thumb at the inside of the wrist. Mara's pulse came up against the pads of her fingers — steady, slower than her own by perhaps eight beats. Tess held the count.

On three, Mara lifted Tess's hand from her wrist.

The lift was a half-second longer than the lift had been the morning before, and the morning before that, and every morning since the counseling-office Wednesday. Tess's body registered the half-second the way her ribs registered the third breath of the wake — without word, in the place words did not reach. She did not ask. Mara did not say. The half-second was a thing Mara would put into a sentence in the cell at close or would not put into a sentence at all, and either was acceptable.

Tess sat at Mara's right side on the lower bunk. Mara wrapped her right hand around the back of Tess's neck — the closure shape they had run every morning for the past five hundred and twelve mornings — and held for the count of three.

"Good," Mara said.

"Good," Tess answered.

Count came at oh-six fifteen. Dorsey passed Cell 114 at her usual pace and did not stop. The cell was the cell. The day was the day.

✦ ✦ ✦

The laundry corridor at oh-seven forty was the route Tess took from D-Block south to the infirmary, and the cork board on the west wall at the corridor's third panel was the board Yvette kept the laundry rotation sheet on, and the rotation sheet had been on the board every morning of the twenty-two months Tess had been walking the corridor at oh-seven forty.

This morning the board was empty.

Tess walked the corridor at her own pace and did not slow. Yvette was at the south end of the corridor with a folded sheet of paper at her hip in her left hand. Yvette did not look at the board. Yvette did not look at Tess. Yvette spoke once, low, in the cadence the laundry register used for the institutional adjacent.

"Sheet's stale."

Yvette walked east toward the laundry interior. The folded paper at her hip did not move.

Tess kept walking. She did not stop at the board. She did not turn her head. The cork board's empty rectangle held a square of darker paint where the rotation sheet had hung, and the four pushpins were still in the cork at the four corners of the square. Tess registered the four pins and the dark square and the absence and the cadence Yvette had used. She filed the registrations against each other the way she filed counts against counts in the infirmary. She walked the corridor through.

At the corridor's south door she crossed into the infirmary wing.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at the desk. The desk lamp was on at the low setting. The day book was open at Day Twenty-Five. Bennett did not look up when Tess came through the door; she finished the line she was writing, set the pen at the spine of the book, and looked up.

"Markham was pulled at oh-six forty," Bennett said. "The route is paused."

Two sentences. Bennett did not elaborate.

Tess did not speak. She crossed to her own station at the back wall and put her bag in the drawer and washed her hands at the sink and dried them on the towel that had her name written in black laundry-pen at the corner. She turned back to Bennett.

The empty pharmacy envelope was on the corner of Bennett's desk — white, the kind Bennett's dispensary used for the small refill slips, the same envelope Tess had carried to the catwalk on Day Fourteen.

Bennett picked the envelope up.

"Not for you today," Bennett said.

She slid the envelope into the right top drawer of the desk and closed the drawer with the side of her thumb. The drawer was the drawer that had a key. Bennett did not lock it. The envelope being in the drawer was the day's signal that the envelope was not needed; the drawer being unlocked was the day's signal that the envelope might be needed again before the day was out.

Tess registered both.

"Counts at oh-eight," Bennett said, and looked back at the day book.

Tess took her station.

✦ ✦ ✦

She walked the catwalk at oh-nine fifty on the standing instruction that any infirmary aide who needed to cross from the infirmary wing to the administrative corridor between oh-nine forty-five and oh-ten fifteen took the catwalk rather than the lower corridor on the days the catwalk was rostered open. The catwalk had been rostered open at oh-eight thirty in Bennett's day book; Tess had read the note in passing on the count walk. The roster was Bennett's. The instruction was Bennett's. The cover for what Tess was about to see was Bennett's.

Tess took the catwalk at her own pace.

The dayroom was below her at the second post. The dayroom was the dayroom at mid-morning — six women at the tables, two at the window that did not open, the television off, the floor freshly walked by the morning swabber. The second table on the left, near the window, was the table that for the past twenty-five days had been the table where Markham sat.

The chair Markham had been sitting in was re-stacked against the west wall.

Tess held the catwalk position for the count of three breaths, which was the count she gave herself when a thing needed to be taken in without being responded to. The chair was not unusual in itself — re-stacking chairs against the west wall when a seat was unused was the dayroom janitor's afternoon practice. What was unusual was that the re-stacking had been done by mid-morning. The chair had been moved by someone who had been told the chair would not be needed today, and the moving had been done before the dayroom population had assembled. The someone, Tess understood, was Bennett.

She walked the catwalk through to the administrative corridor and crossed back to the infirmary wing by the lower corridor at oh-ten fifteen and resumed station.

✦ ✦ ✦

At eleven hundred Bennett crossed the floor to Tess's station and stopped at the end of the counter.

"Thirteen hundred," Bennett said. "Counseling office. Linhardt's running it. She has agreed. She has been informed."

Tess waited.

"She is fine," Bennett said.

She turned back to her desk.

Tess did not have to ask which she. Bennett's grammar in the infirmary had narrowed since Day Eleven to the grammar of the small set of women whose names Bennett did not have to use because Bennett was tracking them at a register past names. She in Bennett's mouth at eleven hundred on Day Twenty-Five was Mara, and fine in Bennett's mouth was the word Bennett used for the body has not registered the weight of the day, which means the body is carrying the weight at a place the body knows how to carry it.

Tess went back to the counts.

The morning's counts ran clean. The diazepam five-milligram came up correct on the first read and correct on the second. Lorazepam came up correct. Metformin came up correct. Bennett's pen moved across the day book in the steady cadence the day book had not had in the days before the Day-Fourteen shakedown and had begun to recover this week. The counts being clean today, Tess understood, was not coincidence. The counts were clean because the route was paused and the pause had been engineered at oh-six forty to be visible by the time the day's counts began.

Bennett had cleared the architecture for what would happen at thirteen hundred.

✦ ✦ ✦

Twelve forty-five. Tess took the catwalk again, by the standing instruction, which today was not standing in Bennett's day book but in the half-second exchange Bennett had given Tess at the end of the morning counts — Bennett's chin had tilted toward the east corridor and Bennett had said one word, Catwalk, and Tess had washed her hands at the sink and walked.

She wore the commissary sunglasses from her own drawer at her own station. She did not take an envelope. The catwalk's third post, above the counseling office wing, was the position she took.

The counseling office door was below her at the corner of the corridor's east turn. Today the door was closed. Today there was no wedge in the strike. Today there was no inch.

She held the post.

The catwalk's third post at twelve fifty-five was the same post she had held at oh-ten-hundred eleven days back, and the held position read the same in her ribs and her hips and the small of her back. What read different was the texture of the corridor below. Eleven days back the corridor had been a corridor with one door cracked at an inch and the building's silence held around the inch. Today the corridor was a corridor with one door closed flush and the building's silence held around the closure.

Tess held the post.

Mara had arrived at twelve fifty-eight under Linhardt's escort. Tess saw the top of Linhardt's head and the top of Mara's head from the catwalk angle as they crossed the corridor's east turn. Mara walked at her own pace. Linhardt walked at her own. They turned into the counseling office wing. Tess heard the door click. Tess heard the click of a second mechanism — Linhardt's key turning the office bolt to the institutional-meeting position, which was the position the bolt held when an interview was being recorded.

The recording confirmed for Tess that what was about to happen in the room was the record the institution would carry forward to the hearing and beyond, and that what Mara said in the next forty minutes would live on the institutional side of the wall between the cell and the building for as long as the institution kept paper.

Tess held the post.

She did not read by sound today. The door at flush gave her no sound to read. The held position itself was the reading — she was the catwalk witness Bennett had placed at the third post so that some part of the cell would be in the architecture of the room even with the door closed. The watching was not for information. The watching was for the cell's presence in the room Mara had agreed to enter without the cell physically in it.

Forty minutes was the budget the brief had been given. Tess had her own internal clock on it and let it run.

She let her eyes go to the corridor's neutral middle distance and her breath go to the bottom of her chest. She thought about the morning's empty cork board and the four pushpins still in the corners of the dark square. She thought about Markham's re-stacked chair. She thought about Bennett's envelope in the unlocked drawer. She thought about Mara's lift this morning held a half-second longer than usual. The filing returned the same shape: the day had been rearranged by people who knew it was coming, and the rearrangement had been laid down in the hours before Mara walked into the room so that the room itself could be the only thing she had to walk into.

The catwalk's east-facing window admitted a flat north light. Tess held the post.

✦ ✦ ✦

At thirteen thirty-eight the office bolt turned back. At thirteen thirty-nine the door opened. At thirteen thirty-nine Mara walked out and turned right toward D-Block and at thirteen thirty-nine Linhardt walked out and turned left toward records, and at no point in those three transitions did Mara look up at the catwalk and at no point did Linhardt give Tess the operational-fact one-liner the corridor had been receiving from her on the days the operational fact was Linhardt's to give. The corridor today was not Linhardt's to speak in. The corridor today was Mara's to walk back through.

Tess held the post until both heads were out of sight and then took the catwalk back across to the infirmary wing and dropped to the lower corridor and crossed back into the infirmary at thirteen forty-six.

Bennett was at the desk. Bennett did not look up when Tess came in.

"Done," Bennett said.

Tess went back to the counts.

✦ ✦ ✦

The afternoon was the afternoon. The counts ran clean. The dispensary delivered correct on lorazepam and on diazepam and on the long-acting insulin Bennett pulled at fifteen hundred for the diabetic on the C-Block roster. Bennett's pen moved across the day book at its recovered cadence. The pharmacy envelope did not come out of the drawer.

At sixteen forty-five Tess clocked out at the day book. Bennett: "Good." Tess: "Good." It was the day's full exchange between them after the Done.

Tess walked the lower corridor back to D-Block without taking the catwalk and without crossing the laundry corridor's south end. The corridor was the corridor at four forty-five in the afternoon. The cork board at the third panel of the laundry corridor she did not see, because she did not walk that corridor. Yvette she did not see. The dayroom she passed at the open archway and the chair against the west wall she did not look at.

The dayroom held the day's grammar without her witnessing it. She trusted it to.

✦ ✦ ✦

Evening count came at nineteen forty-five. Dorsey passed Cell 114 at a pace half a beat slower than her own usual pace and did not stop. She did not speak. The half-beat was the same half-beat she had given the cell on Day Eleven after the signing and on Day Fourteen after the captain's office; it was the institutional cadence for I have seen what you carried today and I am leaving you to it. Tess registered the half-beat. Mara, on the lower bunk in the seated position before count, registered it too. Dorsey kept walking. The block's evening lights cycled to count-mode at nineteen fifty.

Count ended at twenty hundred. The cell door rolled to closed.

Mara stayed in the seated position on the lower bunk for the count of perhaps three minutes. She did not look up at the bunk above her. Her hands stayed on her knees, palms flat. Her breath stayed at the bottom of her chest.

Tess descended.

She did not ask. She did not announce. She stepped down from the upper bunk and crossed the small open space and sat at Mara's left side on the lower bunk. The mattress took her weight without protest. Mara did not move to make room; there was already room.

"Bennett told me at oh-nine," Tess said. "Markham's seat was empty at ten. The meeting was forty minutes. You didn't look up."

She stopped.

Four sentences was the budget she had given herself on the walk back from the infirmary and it was the budget she had decided to hold. The four sentences were the day in the cadence the cell had taught her to use for the day — fact, fact, duration, registration. She left the fifth sentence out of the report because the fifth sentence was the corner the cell sometimes turned and sometimes did not, and tonight Mara would decide whether the cell turned it.

Mara waited.

The wait was the wait the cell had run on Day Seven when Tess had withheld the catwalk-corridor sighting in the count report. The wait was the same length. The wait was the same weight. Tess's body registered it the way her body registered the slow tick of the desk clock at the back of the infirmary — a thing whose rhythm her ribs had learned by heart.

"What did Yvette do this morning," Mara said.

Tess took the question into her chest at the place she had taken the morning's four registrations and let them sit. She had not, on the walk back to the cell, decided to leave the cork board out of the report; she had been carrying the day's larger registrations in her hands and the cork-board registration had been in her side pocket, present, not selected. Mara's question was the lifting of the cork-board registration out of the side pocket and the laying of it on the table.

"She pulled the rotation sheet off the cork board," Tess said. "She said 'Sheet's stale.' I didn't put it in the first report."

Three sentences. Fact, fact, correction.

"Tell me first," Mara said.

Said as the rule's name. Not as command.

"I am," Tess said.

"Good," Mara said.

Mara did not move her hands from her knees. She did not turn her head to Tess. She held the lower-bunk seated position the way she had held it through count and through the three minutes after the door had rolled, and she gave Tess the meeting in three sentences in the cadence the meeting itself had been given in.

"I gave them how the route runs," Mara said. "I did not give them who runs it. The hearing room does not need names."

The three sentences settled into the cell at their separate weights.

Tess took how the route runs and read it as the architecture: where the dispensary's count windows had room for a quiet shortage to live for two days before reconciliation; how a count-officer's protective practice could shade into cover; how an inmate with the right register could pass a folded quarter-sheet across a desk under her palm without the room registering it. The architecture was what Mara had taught Evans three years back at the level of the system and what Markham had been running this winter at the level of the operator. Mara had given the institution the system without giving the institution the operator's chain of names.

Tess took I did not give them who runs it and read it as the cell's grammar laid down in the institutional room: the architecture without the names left Lila where Lila had always been kept, and left every other woman on the chain in the position of being known by Mara and unnamed by the file. The discipline of the withholding was the dominance Mara had performed in the room — performed under permission rather than under compulsion, performed with the architecture in her mouth and the names held back behind her teeth, performed so that the hearing room would not have to be a room where names were spoken.

Tess took the hearing room does not need names and read it as the report on the next seventeen days: the hearing would proceed as a hearing about Mara's file and Tess's file and the parole-adjustment papers Linhardt had bound together at her own register, and not as a hearing about who was on the route and who had been silent. The architecture had been given. The names had been kept.

Tess set her right hand on the mattress at her own right side. She did not speak.

Her body wanted to do a thing the cell had not been built to allow. It wanted to lift off the lower bunk and step into the small open space between the bunks and stand in front of Mara and put both her palms flat against Mara's collarbones above the uniform shirt and hold them there for the count of the day Mara had carried back into the cell. It wanted to feel Mara's body register through the cloth what Mara had held against the inside of her own ribs across the closed door at thirteen hundred and across the corridor back at thirteen forty-six and across the count and the dinner bell and the evening count and the cell-door roll. It wanted the holding to last past the count of three. The wanting moved against the inside of her chest at the same temperature the held lift on three had moved at when Mara had held it the half-second longer at oh-five fifty-eight, and Tess registered the temperature as the cell's reading of what the cell would and would not let happen tonight. The cell was not going to let the holding happen. The cell was going to let the reciprocal closure happen, at the pulse, on three, in the cadence the cell had built. The wanting was for the rule the cell had not written. Tess kept her hand on the mattress at her own right side and let the wanting sit against her ribs without lifting.

She took Mara's right wrist first.

Two fingers and a thumb at the pulse. Mara's pulse under the pads of Tess's fingers — slower than her own by perhaps ten beats, the pulse Mara had carried through the closed door and through the forty minutes and through the corridor back and through count and through the three minutes after the door had rolled. Tess lifted on three. Released.

Mara turned her wrist.

Mara's hand came back to Tess's. The three points settled at the inside of the wrist; the three beats held; the lift came at the count. The hand left.

The reciprocal held.

It was the second time this week the closure had run at the temperature of the cell's grammar rather than at the temperature of correction-aftermath or post-act, and the second time the closure had marked a day whose architecture had been built outside the cell and delivered into the cell without word. The closure was the cell's signature on the day's institutional document.

Mara's hands went back to her knees. Tess sat at her left side for the count of perhaps another minute. The cell was the cell. The day was the day.

✦ ✦ ✦

Lights cycled to night at twenty-one hundred.

Tess climbed back up to the upper bunk and lay down on her back. Mara, below her, settled in the lower bunk's familiar settling — the small sequence of weight shifts that ended with her right hand on the rail. Tess's left hand at her own chest, just below the collarbone. The four-by-five-second box-breath at her ribs.

Seventeen days to the hearing. Markham gone. The route paused. The architecture in the institutional file in the form the institution would carry forward. The names in the cell where the names had always been kept.

The wall: "Markham's gone."

Dani. The register was the dryest the wall had been at lights-out since Day One. The block had read the empty seat and the re-stacked chair and the closed counseling-office door and the catwalk hold and had assembled the day's grammar into the one-sentence wall-line that the block delivered to itself at the close of the day's record-keeping.

"Heard," Tess said.

"Heard," Mara said from the lower bunk.

The cell held.

The hearing room does not need names.

The cell held.


Chapter 9

Day 30 of 42. Twelve days to the hearing.

Tess woke at oh-five fifty-eight and lay in the upper bunk for the count of three breaths. The cell at oh-five fifty-eight on Day Thirty was the cell at oh-five fifty-eight on every day she had been in it — the rail at her right hand, the small square of grey window-light at the far wall, the breath of the woman below her at the cadence Tess had been listening to for the past twenty-two months. She rolled to her right and took the rail and descended.

Mara was on the lower bunk in the seated position before count. Tess crossed and stopped at the rail.

"Pulse," Tess said.

Mara turned her right wrist palm-up.

Two fingers and a thumb. On three, Mara lifted Tess's hand from her wrist. The lift was the normal lift, the lift it had been on the mornings before the catwalk weeks and on the mornings between them — no half-second held, no warning in the wrist. Tess registered the normal as itself a registration: today the day's weight would not arrive in the body, today the day's weight would arrive in language.

Tess sat at Mara's right side. Mara's right hand at the back of Tess's neck, held for three.

"Good," Mara said.

"Good," Tess answered.

Count came at oh-six fifteen. Dorsey passed Cell 114 at her usual pace. The cell was the cell. The day was the day.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at the desk when Tess came into the infirmary at oh-seven fifteen. The day book was open at Day Thirty. The desk lamp was on at the low setting. The morning's first dispensary check ran at oh-seven thirty as always; Tess took her station and ran it. The diazepam came up correct. The lorazepam came up correct. The long-acting insulin came up correct. The clean count was the clean count.

At oh-nine forty Bennett set her pen down at the spine of the day book and looked up.

"Step in," Bennett said.

She crossed the floor to the office at the back of the infirmary and Tess followed her in.

Bennett closed the door behind Tess.

The office door had not been closed during a conversation between Bennett and Tess in the twenty-two months Tess had been working under her. Bennett closed her office door when she was reconciling controlled substances at month-end and when she was speaking to Linhardt and when she was speaking to the warden's secretary on the phone. The door's closure today was the first time in Tess's working life under Bennett that the door had been closed for a thing Bennett was about to say to Tess.

Tess registered the closure and took the chair at the side of the desk.

Bennett did not sit. She stood at the desk with her right hand flat on a single sheet of paper that lay face-down at the centre of the blotter. She turned the paper over.

The paper was the Tess paper. The one Linhardt had written. The one Tess and Mara had signed at oh-six hundred Day Eleven and Tess had carried in her inside pocket to the administrative corridor at the second turn and handed to Linhardt with the words I'll take these now on the other side of the exchange. The countersignature M. Evans was at the bottom-right. A new line had been typed at the centre, below the existing language, in the same institutional font.

Bennett did not look at the paper. She looked at Tess.

"The recommendation is moving with Mara's," she said. "Your release is on the schedule for approximately four months from today. The exact date is the eighteenth of October."

Tess took the date into her ribs.

The arithmetic ran by itself. Twenty-two months served at the cell as of this morning. Fourteen months left on the thirty-six-month sentence if she had walked it through. The recommendation had moved her release date forward by ten months. The eighteenth of October was four months and seventeen days from this morning. Four months and seventeen days was approximately the length of time Mara had been in Cell 114 before Tess had arrived. The arithmetic settled into the place in Tess's chest where she kept the numbers that did not need to be said.

She let it settle for the count of two breaths.

"Does it go in if hers doesn't," Tess said.

She had decided on the question on the walk from the dispensary station to the office door, which had been the eleven steps between counter and door, and she had decided to phrase it without softening it. The phrasing was the chapter's first hard sentence and she said it at the volume Bennett used when she gave a count short by two pills.

Bennett's right hand stayed flat on the paper.

"It goes in either way," Bennett said.

She did not elaborate.

Tess took either way into her ribs the way she had taken the date. Either way was the answer she had needed to know before she walked back to the cell. Either way meant Linhardt's binding architecture had held its institutional structure but had unbound itself at the moment Tess's number had been written into the schedule — Tess's release was now its own institutional fact, not a clause inside Mara's. Either way meant Tess would walk on the eighteenth of October whether the panel signed Mara's papers on Day Forty-Two or did not.

The cell would empty on the eighteenth of October regardless of who else was in it.

Bennett did something then that Tess had not seen her do in twenty-two months of working under her. She did not say anything. She did not move her hand off the paper. She lowered her eyes from Tess's face to the back of her own knuckles, and the lowering was not the standard institutional gesture of releasing a sightline at the end of a hard sentence — the lowering was a fraction too long, and the breath that went with it was a fraction too deep, and the corner of Bennett's mouth moved in a direction the corner of Bennett's mouth did not usually move, and the movement did not finish, and Bennett let it go without letting it finish. The whole thing took perhaps two seconds. Bennett did not look up to check whether Tess had seen it. Tess understood she was not meant to name it. She understood Bennett had given her a thing the institutional version of Bennett was not allowed to give — that the thing was Bennett's congratulations and Bennett's grief at having to deliver the congratulations the way she had delivered them, on this side of a closed door, with Mara not in the room, and the two of them on opposite sides of a desk that was about to stop being theirs.

Tess took the gift the way she had been taught to take gifts that did not have language attached to them. She did not move her face.

"Thank you," Tess said.

Bennett took her hand off the paper and turned it face-down again and slid the paper into the right drawer.

"Catwalk back," Bennett said. "Linhardt's at the corner."

Tess stood. Bennett opened the office door. Tess crossed the infirmary floor and washed her hands at the sink and dried them on the towel that had her name at the corner and took the catwalk.

✦ ✦ ✦

Linhardt was at the corridor turn where the catwalk dropped to the administrative wing. Standing, hands at sides, jacket buttoned top and second only. She was at the turn at the time she had said she would be at the turn — Bennett had not told Tess Linhardt would be there, but Linhardt's presence at the turn at the moment Tess crossed it was the confirmation that Bennett had told Linhardt the timing of the office moment and Linhardt had walked the corridor to put one sentence in Tess's ear at the exact moment the sentence would land cleanest.

The pattern was the operational-fact register. Tess knew it now without naming it.

Tess walked the catwalk through to the corridor and crossed the turn. She did not slow. Linhardt did not turn her head.

"Mara's date is confirmed," Linhardt said. "Twelve days."

Linhardt walked east toward records.

Tess walked west toward D-Block.

The corridor at oh-ten fifteen on Day Thirty was the corridor it had been at oh-ten fifteen on every Day Thirty Tess had walked it on — the polished floor, the institutional grey of the walls, the absence of light. The corridor today was the corridor that had carried, in the past sixty seconds, the two sentences that defined the next twelve days and the four months after them. Tess walked it at her own pace and did not change her step.

✦ ✦ ✦

She came up to Cell 114 at oh-ten thirty-eight. Mara was on the lower bunk in the seated position before count, which was the position Mara took before any count and also the position she took when she was waiting for a thing the cell did not yet have a name for. Mara's count was already in — Tess had not been in the cell at oh-six fifteen; her count had cleared on the catwalk-as-rostered-station as it cleared on the days Bennett needed her early. Mara had been in the cell alone for the past four hours and twenty-three minutes.

Tess stopped inside the door. She did not climb the ladder. She did not sit.

Mara looked up.

"Tell me," Mara said.

Tess took three breaths. She had walked the corridor with the language Bennett had used and the language Linhardt had used and had decided on the walk that she would not bring Bennett's language into the cell because Bennett's language was the institution's language and the cell did not need the institution's language to hold the cell's facts. She would put the three facts in the cell at the cell's cadence.

"My date is on the schedule," Tess said. "Approximately four months. It goes in either way."

Three sentences. She did not soften.

She stayed standing.

The silence Mara took was a long silence. Tess held the door-frame at her left shoulder and let the silence run. Mara's hands stayed flat on her knees. Mara's face did not change. The silence ran for the count of perhaps thirty seconds, which Tess measured by her own breath count because Mara's was too quiet to measure by.

Mara's first breath came in long and went out longer.

"Mine is confirmed," Mara said. "Twelve days."

Four words. The same shape Tess had given her — fact in the smallest possible economy. Mara had given the cell the symmetry without saying the asymmetry; the asymmetry was for the cell to carry between them, not for Mara to name.

Tess held the door-frame.

The cell at oh-ten thirty-eight held the arithmetic in the air between them on its own weight. Twelve days to Mara's hearing. Approximately four months to Tess's release. The hearing would either give Mara a date past Day Forty-Two or would not, and Tess's date would not move either way. The cell which had been a thing two people had built together over twenty-two months was now a thing that would have one body in it on the eighteenth of October and another on whatever date the hearing assigned or did not assign. The gap between twelve days and the eighteenth of October was the gap they would have to live in together for the next twelve days.

Mara did not name it.

Tess did not name it.

The not-naming was the cell's grammar of holding a thing both bodies had already heard.

"Sit," Mara said.

Tess crossed the small open space and sat on the lower bunk at Mara's right side. The mattress took her weight. Mara did not move to make room; there was already room.

"What do you want," Mara said.

The dominance was the asking. Mara could have read Tess's body and named a thing and given it. Mara had decided, instead, to put the giving in Tess's mouth, which was the dominance that required the most discipline of either of them — the discipline of allowing the body that was about to be marked to choose the mark.

Tess took three breaths.

She had not known on the walk back from the corridor that she would ask. She had known on the catwalk that she would tell the truth in three sentences. She had known at the door-frame that she would let Mara take the long silence. She had known when Mara said Sit that she would sit. She had not, until Mara's What do you want, known the next thing her body wanted. Her body had answered ahead of her head.

"I want a mark," Tess said.

Mara's hands stayed on her knees. Her face did not change. Her eyes stayed on Tess's.

"Where," Mara said.

One word. Asked as question. The placement of the placement-decision in Tess's mouth.

Tess took one breath.

"Inside of my right thigh," she said. "High. Where the uniform won't show it. Where my own hand finds it without looking when I lay it on my chest in the morning."

She named the place in one sentence and one specification and the specification in two clauses. The specification was the intimacy. The intimacy was the cell's grammar applied to skin.

Mara did not speak for the count of three seconds.

"Are you choosing it," Mara said.

"Yes."

"Do you want help."

"No. I want it from you."

Mara nodded once.

She did not move from her seated position immediately. She put her left hand flat on the blanket between them. She turned to face Tess on the bunk. She lifted her right hand and laid it on Tess's left knee — palm down, weight settled, the small open contact that opened the larger contact.

"Lie back," Mara said.

Tess swung her legs up onto the lower bunk and lay back against the wall. Her head settled on the rolled cotton at the head of the bunk. Mara stayed seated at her hip.

Mara unbuttoned the top button of the uniform fly. Then the second. She did not undo the third. She slid her right hand under the front placket and her fingers found the waistband of the underwear and she did not move them past the waistband. She moved the placket aside enough to expose the inside of the right thigh from the high crease down to mid-thigh, no further, and laid her right hand flat on Tess's hip to hold the placket. The exposure was the exposure the place required and no more.

The cell at oh-ten forty-six was the cell with the morning light from the small square of window at the far wall and the bunk lit through the rail's shadow and Tess's right thigh exposed at the place she had named.

"Are you ready," Mara said.

"Yes."

Mara lowered her head.

Her mouth at the place. The first contact was breath — long, warm, drawn over the skin without lip pressure, for the count of three. The breath was the call. The skin at the inside of the high right thigh registered the breath the way it registered the wind through the catwalk grating in autumn — slow recognition that the cold or the warmth had arrived from somewhere outside the body and was now inside the body's reading.

Then lip pressure.

Mara's mouth closed at the place. The pressure came up from her lips to her teeth in the order Mara had taught her own mouth over the past twenty-two months — lip first, lip-and-jaw second, teeth third. The teeth landed at the third count. The pressure was the pressure that would lift skin into the small dark bloom that lived under skin for seven to ten days, and Mara held it at the line her mouth had learned to hold at, which was the line on the deepest side of where a mark would lift and the shallowest side of where a mark would break skin.

Tess's body registered the pressure at the place and along the long muscle of the thigh and across the hip Mara was holding with her right hand and up through her ribs to the back of her throat. Tess's breath came short and went long. Her left hand found the rail of the bunk and her right hand found the place on her own chest below the collarbone where the morning ritual had taught her hand to live. She did not move her body. She let the marking happen at the place and held the rest still so the place could carry the whole of the registration.

Mara held the pressure for the count of perhaps six seconds.

She released.

She breathed once over the place — long, cool, the breath the body uses to close a thing it has just made. The breath settled the small heat the teeth had left into the skin and into the muscle and into the cell. Mara's mouth lifted.

She did not look at Tess's face yet.

She laid her right palm flat over the place for the count of three. The palm closure was the cell's signature on the mark. Then she lifted the palm and slid the placket back into position and refastened the second button and the top button of the uniform fly. Her hands moved in the cadence Tess's own hands moved when she put the strap-on harness back into its cloth — the cadence of a thing closed back into its own architecture.

Mara looked up.

"Good," Mara said.

"Good," Tess answered.

Tess sat up. The mark sat against the inside of her right thigh at the place she had named, and her body knew where it was without looking, and her body would know where it was on the catwalk and at the dispensary station and on the lower bunk through the next twelve days and in the corridor between her station and the front gate on the eighteenth of October.

She put her right hand on her own chest below the collarbone.

The hand-on-chest in the morning ritual was the hand-on-chest in the morning ritual. The mark on the inside of the right thigh was the mark on the inside of the right thigh. The line between them — chest to thigh, the line that ran through the long muscle of Tess's body — was the line Mara had laid down with breath and teeth and palm in the cell at oh-ten forty-six on Day Thirty of forty-two.

The line was hers to carry.

The line was also the line the cell had been laying down in her for the past twenty-two months, made visible at the place tonight by the small dark bloom that would live under skin for seven to ten days. The seven to ten days would carry her past the hearing. The bloom would fade, on its own schedule and not Mara's and not hers, into the place where the skin remembered the shape without holding the colour. The remembering-without-colour was the form the mark would take by the eighteenth of October, and the form the mark would take by the eighteenth of October was the form the cell itself would take in her body after the cell was no longer the room she slept in.

Mara turned her right wrist palm-up between them on the blanket.

Tess set two fingers and a thumb at the inside of Mara's wrist. The pulse came up — steady, slower than her own by perhaps ten beats, the pulse that had carried Mara through the four hours and twenty-three minutes of waiting and through Tess's three sentences and through the long silence and through the marking. Tess held the count. On three, she lifted her hand from Mara's wrist.

Mara turned her wrist.

She took Tess's right wrist back. Two fingers and a thumb at the pulse. Lifted on three. Released.

The reciprocal held.

Mara's hands went back to her knees. Tess sat at her right side for the count of perhaps another minute. The cell was the cell. The day was the day.

✦ ✦ ✦

The rest of the day was the rest of the day. Tess walked back to the infirmary at eleven hundred and finished the morning's counts and ran the afternoon's clean. The mark on the inside of her right thigh sat against the seam of her uniform fabric at every step and her body read the small contact at every step and her body did not, at any point in the afternoon, forget that it was there.

She clocked out at sixteen forty-five. Bennett at the desk. Bennett did not look up.

"Good," Bennett said.

"Good," Tess answered.

She walked the lower corridor back to D-Block and did not take the catwalk. She did not pass the laundry corridor. The empty cork board with its four pins she did not see, because she did not walk that corridor; the cork board would still be empty tomorrow and the day after and through the eighteenth of October.

✦ ✦ ✦

Evening count came at nineteen forty-five. Dorsey at her usual pace, no half-beat held. The cell was the cell.

After count Tess descended and sat at Mara's right side on the lower bunk. They did not speak for the count of perhaps two minutes. Mara's hand found Tess's at the blanket between them. They did not lace. They sat with their palms flat on the blanket touching at the edge for the count of perhaps two minutes more.

Then Mara lifted her hand and Tess climbed the ladder and lay on the upper bunk.

Lights cycled to night at twenty-one hundred.

Tess lay on her back. Twelve days to Mara's hearing. The eighteenth of October. The mark on her right thigh. The four sentences they had given each other today, between the two of them — My date is on the schedule. Approximately four months. It goes in either way. and Mine is confirmed. Twelve days. — sat in the cell with them.

The wall: "Heard Markham's not coming back."

Dani. The block's grammar had closed the route axis at the level of the wall's record-keeping. Markham was the cell's eighth name in the lights-out registers of the past thirty days and the first one to be closed.

"Heard," Tess said.

"Heard," Mara said from the lower bunk.

The cell held.

Tess's right hand at her chest below the collarbone. Her right thigh against the rough cotton of the lower edge of the upper-bunk blanket. The line from chest to thigh held by both ends.

The eighteenth of October. Twelve days. Either way.

The cell held.


Chapter 10

Day 35 of 42. Seven days to the hearing.

Tess woke at oh-five fifty-eight and lay in the upper bunk for the count of three breaths. She rolled to her right and took the rail and brought her left foot to the upper rung and her right foot to the lower rung and on the lower rung her right hand came down off the rail and settled on the outside of her own right thigh — without intent, without instruction, by a body memory five days old.

The mark sat under her hand at the inside of the high right thigh through the fabric of the sleep shorts. The bloom had moved through the deep red of Day Thirty and Thirty-One into the dark of Day Thirty-Two and Three and was sitting now, on Day Thirty-Five, at the dark-amber of mid-fade. Tess registered the shape under her palm without pressing on it.

Mara on the lower bunk in the seated position before count looked at Tess's hand on her thigh. She did not name what Tess's hand was on. She looked at the hand. The look was the registration.

Tess descended the rest of the way and turned and crossed and stopped at the rail.

"Pulse," Tess said.

Mara turned her right wrist palm-up.

Two fingers and a thumb. On three, Mara lifted Tess's hand from her wrist. Tess sat at Mara's right side. Mara's right hand at the back of Tess's neck, held for three.

"Good," Mara said.

"Good," Tess answered.

Count came at oh-six fifteen. Dorsey passed Cell 114 at her usual pace. The cell was the cell. The day was the day.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at the desk when Tess came into the infirmary at oh-seven fifteen. The day book was open at Day Thirty-Five. The morning's counts ran clean — the diazepam, the lorazepam, the long-acting insulin all came up correct on first read.

At oh-nine thirty Bennett set her pen down.

"Counseling office at oh-nine forty-five," Bennett said. "We are walking through what they will ask you."

Tess washed her hands at the sink, dried them on the towel that had her name at the corner, and walked the corridor east to the counseling-office wing.

The counseling office door was open. Bennett was already in the second chair — the one not facing the door, the same chair Linhardt had taken in Day Three's meeting with Tess. The two chairs were the room. The wedge was not in the strike today; the door was open the way a counseling-office door was open during a procedural meeting.

Tess took the first chair and faced Bennett.

Bennett did not open with anything. She lifted her hand from her knee and laid it flat on the low table between them and began.

She gave Tess the room in four sentences. Three panel members at a long table. Inmate at a single chair at six feet. Counsel set back two feet to the inmate's right. Hands in the lap, feet flat, water glass at the right elbow, one bathroom request across the duration; Tess's duration would be approximately forty minutes. Holt would chair. Briggs would sit at Holt's left and would be the only pen moving. The outside member would sit at Holt's right — a woman from the regional parole board whose voice Tess would not have heard before, and whose chair held the seat for the question no one in the building had prepared Tess for.

"Use the file's language," Bennett said. "Documented compliance with infirmary protocol. Documented absence of cooperation with peer-initiated pressure to compromise route integrity. That's the language Linhardt wrote. The panel will recognize the words. If Briggs asks about Voss the answer is one sentence: I am her cellmate. I work in the infirmary under Officer Bennett. If the outside member asks something you do not have an answer for, do not invent one. I cannot speak to that is acceptable. I do not know is acceptable. The panel will not penalize you for the limit; they will penalize you for the invention."

Bennett did not editorialize the rest. She did not refer to the cell. The cell stayed out of the room because Bennett had built the coaching to keep it out.

At ten twenty-six Bennett took her hand off the low table.

"Do not name Mara unless the panel names her first. Speak about your own conduct. Use the file's language. That is the discipline."

"Yes," Tess said.

"Good," Bennett said.

Bennett stood. The coaching closed at ten twenty-seven on Bennett's standing — same closure shape Linhardt had used at Day Three's meeting.

Tess walked the corridor back.

✦ ✦ ✦

The corridor she took back from the counseling-office wing to the infirmary ran past the second counseling office, which was the small interview room at the corridor's east turn. The interview-room door was closed. The wedge was not in the strike of this door either, but the door was held by its own latch.

Tess did not stop. She did not slow.

On the other side of the closed door was Linhardt and Mara. Linhardt would be in the chair against the back wall and Mara would be in the chair against the side wall and Linhardt's hands would be folded on the low table between them and Linhardt would be running through the hearing-room geometry the way Bennett had just run through it with Tess but with Linhardt's voice and Linhardt's pace and Linhardt's specificity about the questions the panel would ask Mara. The wedge was not in the strike because Linhardt's meeting today was not a meeting Tess was permitted to hear; the wedge had been a Day-Eighteen instrument and the wedge had returned to Bennett's drawer the same afternoon and was not coming out again before the hearing.

Tess walked the corridor through to the infirmary and resumed station.

Bennett did not look up from the desk when Tess came in.

"Counts at eleven," Bennett said.

Tess ran them. The counts came up clean. The pharmacy envelope stayed in the right top drawer with the key in the lock unturned. The day book moved along the line of Day Thirty-Five at Bennett's recovered cadence.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara was not in the cell at fourteen hundred. Mara was not in the cell at fifteen hundred. Tess clocked out at sixteen forty-five — Bennett: "Good." Tess: "Good." — and walked the lower corridor back to D-Block and Mara was not in the cell.

Tess sat on the lower bunk and waited.

The cell at sixteen fifty-two on Day Thirty-Five was the cell with the afternoon light coming through the small square of window at the far wall at a different angle than the morning light had come through it on Day One. The window had not moved; the year had. Tess held her hands flat on the blanket and watched the angle.

She waited.

The waiting was its own register. Tess had not been the one waiting before. On Day Eighteen and Day Twenty-Five and Day Thirty it had been Mara across the corridor in some other room and Tess on her station and the cell holding the waiting between them at second-hand. Today the waiting was first-hand. The cell at sixteen fifty-eight held the shape of Mara's absence at the lower bunk's right side and the upper bunk's silence and the basin's stillness in a way Tess recognized as the cell's version of standing-at-the-door-frame — the cell waiting at its own door for the woman who would walk through it.

The mark on Tess's thigh had quieted by mid-afternoon to a register Tess could only feel by setting her hand on the place. She did not set her hand. The discipline of the not-setting was its own answer to the waiting.

Her body was reading the waiting at a register the discipline did not cover. The seam of her uniform fabric ran past the place at the inside of her high right thigh on every shift of weight on the lower bunk, and every shift caught the place once, and the once landed against the body memory of Mara's mouth at the place five days back, and the body memory lit the chest-to-thigh line at the lower end and held it lit. Her right hand at the blanket between her knees wanted to find the line at the upper end and complete it. She did not let it. The not-letting was the second discipline; the first had been the not-setting at the place itself. Both disciplines sat against the want at the inside of her ribs and the want did not go down. The want was for Mara to come back through the cell door and put her right hand at the back of Tess's neck the way she had put it at oh-five fifty-eight this morning, and to hold the hand there past the count of three the way she had held the lift this morning past the count of three, and to lay her mouth at the place the mark had been five days back and breathe over it the way she had breathed over it at oh-ten forty-six on Day Thirty. The want was specific. The want had a pace and a sequence. The pace and the sequence were the cell's, and the cell at sixteen fifty-nine was holding them inside Tess's body without any of them being on the air. Tess sat with the holding. The cell sat with her.

At seventeen forty-one the bars rolled.

Dorsey at the door. Mara behind her, two paces back, hands at her sides.

"Voss," Dorsey said. "Cell."

Mara stepped in. The bars rolled closed. Dorsey walked.

Mara crossed the small open space and sat on the lower bunk at Tess's left side. The mattress took her weight. Tess did not move to make room; there was already room.

Mara took a long breath. She let it out longer.

The wait was the wait Mara had taken at every report from a room Tess had not been in — the captain's office on Day Eighteen, the institutional-memory interview on Day Twenty-Five, the four-word report on Day Thirty. The wait was the same wait. Tess held the door-frame of her own ribs the way she had held the door-frame of the cell at the report on Day Thirty.

"She walked it," Mara said. "I told her I will not say Lila's name. She agreed. She rewrote the language."

Four sentences. The cadence of Mara's report-template — the one Tess had learned to read as smallest-fact-first.

Tess took the four sentences into her ribs at their separate weights.

She walked it was the procedural confirmation that Linhardt's session had run start-to-finish, that Mara had absorbed the geometry, that Mara had been given the questions and the order and the panel members and the things the panel would and would not ask.

I told her I will not say Lila's name was the break. Mara had stopped Linhardt mid-walkthrough and put a decision into the room that Linhardt had not authored and that Mara had not, until that moment, named aloud to anyone. Tess understood without being told that the decision had been made before Mara walked into the room, and that Mara had walked into the room knowing she would name it, and that the naming had been the chapter Mara had come to the room to write.

She agreed was Linhardt accepting the decision without argument. Tess understood without being told that Linhardt's allyship had been tested at the moment Mara put the decision in the room and that Linhardt had held — that Linhardt had not weighed the cost of the rewrite against the cost of the panel pressing on the name; that Linhardt had taken Mara's decision as the architecture and put her own work under it.

She rewrote the language was Linhardt at her desk for the afternoon between Mara's session and now, rewriting the answers the file had prepared so that the panel could not, by the architecture of any question Holt or Briggs or the outside member could ask, induce a coherent answer that required Lila's name. Tess could not see the rewrites. Tess understood the work without seeing it. Answers that did not require a name to be coherent — sentences built so the absence of the name was the answer rather than the gap in it.

Mara turned her head a degree.

"She named one thing," Mara said. "Captain Evans will not be on the panel. He will be in the building."

Tess took the two sentences and set them on the same shelf with the four. Evans in the building was the institutional weather of the day; Evans not on the panel was the institutional concession to the file's architecture. The rank-name Captain was Linhardt's choice of register — institutional, not personal, the same register Linhardt had used in the corridor turn on Day Thirty. Mara had repeated the rank-name without softening it. The room had absorbed it. The room had moved on.

"Good," Tess said.

She did not soften.

Mara nodded once.

"Holt will ask if I would name," Mara said. "The answer is no."

One sentence. Decision as architecture.

"Then no," Tess answered.

The cell at seventeen forty-three held the decision.

Mara turned her head a quarter-inch toward Tess.

"Bennett walked you?"

"She walked me."

Tess gave Mara the coaching in three sentences. The geometry of the room — three at the table, inmate at six feet, counsel set back two. The procedural sequence — Holt opens, Briggs records, outside member asks the one Tess can't prepare for. The file's language — documented compliance with infirmary protocol, documented absence of cooperation with peer-initiated pressure; do not name Mara unless the panel names her first; I cannot speak to that is acceptable.

Three sentences was the budget. Tess held to it.

Mara nodded twice this time.

"Use the file's language," Mara said. "Do not name me."

"I won't," Tess said.

The cell at seventeen forty-seven held the symmetry. Both rooms had agreed to the same discipline. Mara would not say Lila's name. Tess would not say Mara's. The hearing room would be a room in which the names that mattered were held at the door by both inmates and both counsels and the institution would write the file at the file's language and the cell's language would walk out of the building with the women who had spoken it.

The cell's grammar had become the hearing room's grammar by the discipline of two coaching sessions held in two rooms an hour apart with a corridor between them and a closed door on one and an open door on the other and the same instruction at the close of each: do not name.

Tess understood, sitting with her hands flat on the blanket and Mara at her left side and the afternoon shifting to early evening at the small square of window, that the coaching had been the dress rehearsal of the larger discipline. The dress rehearsal was the hearing in miniature — two women coached by their two counsels of record in two rooms on the same morning to give the file's language without giving the names. The hearing on Day Forty-Two would be the same room scaled up: three panel members in place of one counselor, ninety minutes in place of forty, a long table in place of a low one. The architecture was the same. The discipline was the same. The cell had been training for the architecture since Day One.

Tess understood, also, that the dress rehearsal had cost Mara something. The break in Linhardt's office had not been a strategic move. The break had been the four-year silence Mara had held with Lila finding the language to hold itself through the institutional moment. Mara had carried that silence in private for the full of the years before this one and had let no name into the cell that did not need to be there and today she had named it once, in the institutional room, as a refusal. The refusal had been the cost. The cost had been paid. The cell at seventeen forty-eight held what the cost had bought: the architecture of the answer.

Tess set her right hand on the mattress at her own right side.

Mara turned her right wrist palm-up between them on the blanket.

Tess took two fingers and a thumb at the inside of Mara's wrist. The pulse came up against the pads of her fingers — steady, slower than her own by perhaps ten beats. Tess held the count. On three, she lifted her hand from Mara's wrist.

Mara turned her wrist.

She took Tess's right wrist back. Two fingers and a thumb at the pulse. Lifted on three. Released.

The reciprocal held.

Mara's hands went back to her knees. Tess sat at her left side for the count of perhaps another minute. The cell was the cell. The day was the day.

✦ ✦ ✦

Evening count came at nineteen forty-five. Dorsey at her usual pace — no half-beat held. The cell rolled to closed at twenty hundred.

Mara stood and crossed to the basin and washed her face and her hands and the back of her neck in the cold water the basin gave at this hour and dried with the cell's grey square. Tess climbed the ladder and lay on her back on the upper bunk and let her right hand settle below the collarbone and her right thigh settle against the rough cotton of the lower edge of the blanket. The chest-to-thigh line laid down on Day Thirty held under her own body weight without needing to be named again.

Lights cycled to night at twenty-one hundred.

The wall: "Heard next Friday's the day."

Dani. Friday was Friday and the count was at seven and the block's wall-line at lights-out on the Friday a week out was the institutional record of what the block was about to lose.

"Heard," Tess said.

"Heard," Mara said from the lower bunk.

Dani did not answer back. The wall did not have to.

The cell held.

I will not say her name.

The cell held.


Chapter 11

Day 41 of 42. Tomorrow was the hearing.

Tess woke at oh-five fifty-eight and lay in the upper bunk for the count of three breaths. She rolled to her right and took the rail and brought her left foot to the upper rung. The ladder met her in the way a ladder met her after twenty-three months of meeting her in the same descent.

Mara was already seated on the lower bunk when Tess turned at the floor and crossed and stopped at the rail. The braid was fresh, re-tightened once, the way Mara wore the braid for a day she had decided to wear it for.

"Pulse," Tess said.

Mara turned her right wrist palm-up.

Two fingers and a thumb. The pulse came up slow and steady against Tess's fingers, slower than her own by perhaps eight beats — Mara at the morning of Day Forty-One running at the cadence she ran at on days she had set the cadence herself. The count of three. On three, Mara did not lift Tess's hand. The grip held for a half-second longer at the unchanging weight, then released. The half-second was the entire morning's signal. Tess took the half-second into her body and held the longer count without prompt, the way she had taught her own body to hold what Mara's body told her without words.

Mara: "Sit."

Tess sat at Mara's right side. Mara's right hand at the back of Tess's neck. Settled. One breath. Lifted.

"Good," Mara said.

"Good," Tess answered.

Count came at oh-six fifteen. Dorsey passed Cell 114 at her now-routine half-beat-slower pace. The cell was the cell. The day was the day.

✦ ✦ ✦

The day Tess walked through to evening count was the day the building had built itself around so that the women whose hearing was tomorrow could walk through it without the building making them carry it. Counts ran clean in the infirmary. The pharmacy envelope stayed in the drawer with the key unturned. The day book at the desk opened and closed at its ordinary cadence; the woman at the desk did not look up at it any more often than she looked up at it on a day that was not the day before a hearing. The dayroom at mid-morning held the second table on the left empty as it had held it empty for sixteen days now; the chair stayed re-stacked against the west wall and the population walked past the absence without the absence asking anything of them. The laundry corridor at twelve-forty had a fresh sheet on the cork board, freshly pinned at all four corners, the way fresh sheets had been freshly pinned at all four corners through every Tuesday-into-Wednesday rotation the building had run since the sheet that had come down sixteen days before. The wall at the noon count did not speak. The administrative corridor was empty at every one of Tess's passes. At sixteen forty-five Tess's clock-out closed with the same one-word exchange that had closed her infirmary clock-outs through the past long stretch of months — a word given, a word returned. Tess walked the lower corridor back to D-Block.

The building was holding the day so the cell would not have to.

Evening count came at nineteen forty-five. Dorsey at her slower pace, face flat, gloved hands at her sides, did not stop. Tess held her count. Mara held hers. Bars rolled.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara stood and crossed the small open space and laid her right palm flat on the bars at the meeting joint. She held the palm there for the count Tess used at the morning ritual rail — three slow breaths, palm-flat, the cell sealed from her side as well as the institution's. She brought her palm away. She turned. She sat on the lower bunk.

"Down," Mara said.

Tess descended.

"Sit."

Tess sat at Mara's left side. The left side of the lower bunk on the night before the hearing was the position the cell had been teaching her since the commissary line on Day Eleven and since the counseling-office corridor on Day Eighteen. Mara's left side was the cell's named position.

Mara looked at the bars she had sealed. She did not look at Tess.

"Tomorrow is tomorrow," Mara said. "Tonight is tonight."

Two sentences. The night's spine, set across the bunk between them as a thing that did not need to be answered with words.

Tess took the two sentences into her ribs and breathed against them once.

Mara stood. Crossed to the lower-right joint of the bunk frame. Knelt at the corner the way she had knelt at the corner on Day Eleven aftercare and on Day Thirty after the marking, and reached the long way under the frame and into the joint at the place she had widened with her own thumbnail across the years she had been in Cell 114. The bundle came out into her hand in the same fold-and-tuck shape Tess's own hands knew now from having taken it apart and put it back together.

This time Mara unwrapped.

The cloth fell open across her left palm and the harness sat in her palm in the resting shape of a thing waiting. Mara took the harness off the cloth, ran her thumb once across the front ring as Tess had seen her run her thumb across it on Day Eleven before handing it to Tess, and stepped out of her uniform pants.

The pants folded once at the knee, set on the foot of the lower bunk. Underwear stayed on for the dressing. Mara stepped into the harness through the loops at her ankles and drew it up her thighs and settled it at her own hips and reached behind her and closed the buckle at the small of her own back. Her hands knew the motions from twelve years of knowing them. Tess watched from her seated position on the left side of the lower bunk.

The watching was part of the scene.

The watching was the cell saying this is the body you are looking at and Tess's eyes saying yes without saying anything aloud.

The cock seated through the front ring; Mara settled it with her right hand and let her hand fall away. Underwear came off after the harness was on, drawn down past the harness straps and stepped out of and laid on the folded pants. The harness sat on her body in the configuration it had sat on Tess's body on the night of the first signing, but on Mara's body the configuration was its original one. Mara at thirty-eight, the cock at her front, the harness flush at her hips, looked at Tess.

"Stand," Mara said.

Tess stood. The cell at oh-twenty hundred and four held the standing.

"Sunglasses."

The word came in the cadence the warden had used at the Day-Fourteen shakedown and that the search-team member had echoed back. The word was the building's. Mara had just taken it.

Tess reached up to the shelf at the head of the upper bunk and brought the commissary sunglasses down. Black plastic frames, lenses scratched at the right edge from the twenty-three months of sliding in and out of the right top drawer in the infirmary, the temple arms a half-millimeter loose at the right hinge. She put them on.

The cell through the lenses was the cell at the temperature she had walked the catwalk at on Day Six and Day Eight and Day Twenty-Five — the building's grey turned a shade greyer, the small square of window at the far wall darker by a stop, the bars rendered in their actual weight rather than in the eye's correction for them. Mara's body in the lenses was Mara's body without the eye's accommodation for the dimness Mara had set the cell to. Mara at thirty-eight in commissary sunglasses light at oh-twenty hundred and five was the body Tess had been studying for twenty-three months rendered in the institution's own register, returned to the cell.

"Kneel," Mara said.

Tess knelt. Knees at the floor. Hands at her thighs.

Mara looked down at her through the half-millimeter Tess had to look up through the lens.

"Ask properly," Mara said.

The command had not been said in this cell since the year before Tess came in. Tess had not heard it in Mara's mouth at any time in her own first nineteen months and had heard it once at the close of the recall-of-the-first-night beat she did not say aloud. The command had moved across years to reach her tonight. The command was Mara's first command from before Tess had ever been in a cell with her. It had come back.

Tess opened her mouth. The first word that came was the word Mara had taught her to put under the others.

"Please," Tess said.

The word was the asking; the rest of the asking did not need to be aloud. Tess held the word at the floor between them in the same way she had held the four-sentence reports across the past forty-one days — as a thing Mara could pick up by its own weight. Please let me have you. Please let me ask you for it. Please let the cell hold this so I can carry it out the gate. The interior sentences ran through her in the cadence Mara had taught her reports to run in, and none of them came out of her mouth. The one word at the floor was the whole asking.

Mara's right hand came down and settled at the back of Tess's neck. Settled. One breath. Not lifted.

"Good," Mara said.

Mara's hand lifted the sunglasses' right temple arm clear of the ear, then the left, then drew the frames away from Tess's face and set them on the lower bunk behind her.

"Eyes here," Mara said.

Tess raised her eyes from the floor to Mara's. The cell at oh-twenty hundred and eight was the cell with the sunglasses set aside on the bunk and Tess's eyes on Mara's face without the institutional shade between them.

The cell was the cell again.

Mara: "Do you want it."

"Yes."

"Do you want this." Mara's left hand brushing once at the front ring of the harness — the body of the question made physical, no euphemism, the cock named by the hand.

"Yes."

"Are you choosing it."

"Yes. Tonight. Like this."

"Do you want help."

"Yes."

The check-in vocabulary ran in the cadence of the morning ritual three-beat. The cell at oh-twenty hundred and nine held the four-question opening; the answers held back to Mara in the cadence the answers had been built for.

"Up," Mara said.

Tess stood. Mara's hands at her hips, drawing her uniform pants down past her own thighs the way Mara had drawn her own uniform pants down. Tess stepped out of them at the ankles. Underwear after. The lower bunk took her weight when Mara turned her by the shoulder and laid her back on the rolled cotton at the bunk head.

Mara's right hand crossed Tess's chest in the morning-ritual signal position. The hand settled below the collarbone. Held. The chest-to-thigh line that the mark from eleven days back had laid down in her body lit from one end. Mara's mouth came down at the inside of Tess's high right thigh and pressed once, lip-only, at the place where the mark had been; the mark was almost gone, dark-amber faded to body-warmth, but Mara's mouth found it without looking. The body-end of the line lit from the other end. The full line came up between them.

Mara: "Are you ready."

"Yes."

The peak was slow.

Mara did not enter Tess at the first beat. She lay across Tess at the angle they had built in the bunk over twenty-three months and let her own body cover Tess's and let the cock at her hips settle at the inside of Tess's thigh without pressing past it. Mara's mouth at Tess's ear. "Steady." The word from Day-One bundle-seating. Tess's body said steady back without a word.

Mara entered with her hand first. Two fingers, slow, at the cunt Tess had not let the building name and had let Mara name in eight different cadences across two years. Tess's hips lifted to the count of one breath. Mara held her hand at the second knuckle.

"Do you have it," Mara said.

"I have it."

The cock came next, fitted at the place Mara's hand had opened. Mara's left palm at Tess's right hip held her steady through the entering. The slow was Mara holding the moment open at every quarter-inch the way she had held the mark held at six seconds eleven nights back. Tess's body opened around her in the slow that the slow had made.

Mara seated.

The full seating was the cock's whole length at the cunt's whole length. Tess's breath came out of her in the shape of a held breath released. Mara did not move. The held position was its own beat — Mara at the seated, Tess's body around her, both at the bottom of the breath together.

"Eyes here," Mara said again. Tess's eyes had drifted to the bunk-frame above. They came back. Mara's eyes were on her.

Mara moved.

The first stroke was the slowest. Tess's body answered with a small sound at the back of her throat. The second stroke was the same slow. The third was the slow at the same length, and her body answered in a longer sound. Mara's left palm at her hip stayed steady; the right found Tess's right hand on the blanket and laced its fingers through hers. The fingers were the second harness. Tess's body knew them.

Mara: "Do you want this."

"Yes."

The pace built by the body's own permission. Not by Mara's choice and not by Tess's choice — by the cell's choice. The cell at oh-twenty hundred and twenty-two minutes held the slow becoming a long full rhythm Mara's body and Tess's body had been writing across two years for the body's own competence at the writing. Mara's mouth at Tess's neck. The harness's leather at Tess's thigh. The cock at the cunt at the seated full length on every stroke. Tess's cunt around Mara's cock around the cock's full seating around Tess's full giving.

The cell held the pace and the pace held the cell. Tess's body, under Mara's body, under the slow that did not change, found the place inside the rhythm where the body stopped being a thing she was using and became a thing the rhythm was using. The cock at the seated full length on every stroke was the cell's own clock. Mara's mouth at her neck was the cell's own breath. Tess's cunt opening around the cock at every entering was the cell's own opening — the room two people had built across two years opening at the place the room had been built around. The slow was the cell's slow. The slow had been the slow from the first day Mara had said Down and the slow would be the slow on the morning Tess walked out the gate.

"Do you have it." Mara again.

"I have it."

The come built in Tess's body at the place under the right hip where the cell's body-vocabulary had been laying down architecture for two years. It built at the slow and the slow built it. Mara did not change pace. Mara did not change pace because the pace was the cell's pace and the cell was holding it on its own clock. Tess's left hand left her own thigh and came up to Mara's shoulder and held there. Her fingers curled at the muscle where the harness strap met it. The come surfaced.

"Now."

It came on the word. Tess's body let go around the cock at the slow that did not change, and the come held its own length at the bottom of her, at the place where the chest-to-thigh line had its center, and ran in a wave through the line at both ends at once. Tess made a sound that was not a word. Mara held the seated full length through it, neither pulling out nor pressing forward, and let Tess's body take the come at its own duration. The duration was long. The cell held the duration.

When the come finished in Tess's body it released the line at both ends together. Mara's mouth at Tess's neck pressed once at the pulse point and lifted. The mark-place at the thigh sat warm without the colour. Tess's right hand on Mara's shoulder slid down to Mara's wrist; Mara's left palm at Tess's hip stayed steady through the slide. Mara waited the count Tess used at the rail. Tess breathed in. Tess breathed out.

Mara withdrew slowly. The withdrawal was the same slow as the entering — a thing built into the cock's full length by the cell's having built the entering the same way. The cock came out of the cunt at the count of three slow breaths the way Mara's hand lifted from the wrist on three. Mara's body lifted from Tess's body. The bunk took both weights separately for the first time in the past long stretch of minutes.

"Good," Mara said.

"Good," Tess answered.

The reciprocal "Good" closed the body of the act.

Mara reached behind her own back and undid the buckle. The harness slid off her hips, down her legs, and stepped out of at the ankles. She wrapped the bundle in the cloth in the same fold-and-tuck Tess's hands had learned from her. She knelt at the lower-right joint corner the way she had knelt at the signing-night aftercare and seated the bundle at the thumbnail-widened lip. The cloth's seating was invisible unless you knew to look. The bundle was back in the joint.

Mara stood. Stepped back into her underwear and her uniform pants. Closed the fly. The cell at oh-twenty hundred and forty-one held the closing.

Mara sat on the lower bunk at her own left side, leaving the left side open for Tess. Tess sat at Mara's left.

"Listen," Mara said.

Tess turned her head a quarter-inch toward Mara without turning her eyes. The listening was the position.

Mara took one breath. She did not lower her voice for what came next. She did not raise it.

"These words don't live in this cell," Mara said. "They live in you."

The cell at oh-twenty hundred and forty-three held the two sentences.

The two sentences walked through Tess's ribs the way the four-sentence reports had walked, but at a different weight. These words don't live in this cell was Mara naming the architecture they had built across two years and across all the chapters Tess had served and all the chapters the cell had taught her in — Down, Sink, Eyes here, Steady, Up, Good, Tell me first, Ask properly, Left side, Sunglasses, Pulse, Heard. They live in you was Mara naming the location of the architecture: not the walls, not the bunk frame, not the joint with the thumbnail-widened lip, not the cell at all — Tess's body. Tess's mouth. Tess's hands at the rail. Tess's eyes on the corridor. Tess's ribs at the descent. Tess's right hand at her chest at the morning ritual. Tess's right hand finding the mark by body memory five days after the colour had faded.

The cell was not the words. The cell had only ever been the room the words had been spoken in.

The words were Tess.

The recognition did not come as a thought. The recognition came as a body the body had already been working through for forty-one days — the right hand at the chest in the morning ritual without instruction, the body-memory finding the mark by descent, the chest-to-thigh line lighting tonight from one end at Mara's hand and from the other end at Mara's mouth without either touch having had to wait on the other. The body had been carrying the architecture before the architecture had been named. Mara was not handing Tess a thing. Mara was naming the thing Tess already carried.

Tess sat with the two sentences for the length of time it took her body to absorb the architecture being named as her own. The length was long. Mara waited at the cell's pace, hands flat on her knees.

When the words had settled into Tess at the level where she could speak them back without losing them, she opened her mouth.

"I have them," Tess said.

Mara nodded once.

"Then we are ready," Mara said.

The Then was the seal.

Tess turned on the bunk and lifted her right hand from her knee and took Mara's right wrist between two fingers and a thumb at the inside where the pulse ran. The pulse was steady. Slower than her own. Tess held the count. On three, she lifted her hand from Mara's wrist.

Mara turned her wrist palm-up between them on the blanket.

She took Tess's right wrist back. Two fingers and a thumb at the pulse. Lifted on three. Released.

The reciprocal closed the cell's last physical contact for the night.

Mara stood. Tess stood. They moved through the small ordinary motions of washing — Mara at the basin first, hands and face; Tess after, hands and face. The cold water was the water the basin gave at this hour. Both dried with the grey square at its corner. Mara turned down the corner of the lower-bunk blanket and sat on the edge to take her boots off. Tess climbed the ladder slowly and lay on her back on the upper bunk. The blanket settled across her at her own pull.

Lights cycled to night at twenty-one hundred.

The cell at twenty-one hundred and one was the cell with Mara below and Tess above and Mara's left hand on the rail at her own resting position and Tess's right hand at her own chest below the collarbone in the morning-ritual position. Tess's right hand on her chest. Tess's right thigh against the rough cotton at the lower edge of the blanket. Her hand found the mark through the uniform fabric at the inside of the high right thigh without looking. The mark was almost gone in colour. The mark was not gone in the body.

The chest-to-thigh line held under her own two hands.

Tess breathed in. Breathed out.

"Tomorrow," Tess said.

Into the dark. One word. The reverse cadence of the line Mara had given her on the night they had decided the bundle would come back into the joint the next morning.

From below: "Tomorrow."

Mara's one-word answer in the same one-word weight.

The wall: "Heard tomorrow's the day."

Dani.

"Heard," Tess said.

"Heard," Mara said from below.

The cell held.

These words don't live in this cell. They live in you.

The cell held.


Chapter 12

Oh-six hundred came in the cell as it had come in the cell on the forty-one mornings before it. The bell at the end of D-Block opened. The cell light came up half a notch. Mara's voice, already at Tess's right ear from the lower bunk, low: "Down."

Tess came down the ladder. She turned at the bottom and sat on Mara's lower bunk at Mara's left.

"Sink."

Tess sank. The blanket took her weight. Mara's right hand came up and crossed Tess's chest in the morning-ritual signal position. The hand settled below the collarbone. Held. The settled-hand pressure was the same pressure it had been on the morning Tess had come down the ladder for the first time after the night the rule was written and the morning forty-one days back when the calendar began to count toward today.

"Eyes here."

Tess gave Mara her sightline. Mara's eyes were on her. Mara's mouth was steady. The chest-to-thigh line Mara had laid down in her body eleven nights back lit from one end and held lit.

Mara's count came on her breath. The lift came at three. Mara's left hand took Tess's right wrist as the lift opened — two fingers and the thumb at the pulse — and lifted it through the count on the same breath. Tess's wrist came up to the chest line; Mara's hand came down. The line crossed itself.

Mara held one more breath. The breath was the cell's farewell.

"Up."

Tess stood. Mara stood. Mara crossed the small open space to the hook by the bars and took her uniform off the hook. She dressed in the order she had dressed in every morning Tess had ever watched her dress — undershirt, uniform top, uniform pants, belt, boots. She did the boots without sitting. She tightened the braid once at the nape.

Tess dressed at the lower bunk where Tess had dressed for forty-one mornings now. The two of them dressed in the same six minutes the dressing had always taken.

When Mara stood at the bars at oh-six forty-six in full uniform, Mara said one word, low, to the air in the middle of the cell.

"Walk."

The word was the institutional cadence. Mara had said the word into the room as a self-direction. The word was Mara taking the day at the building's pace because the cell would not be the room that walked her through it.

Tess sat on the lower bunk. She did not speak. The not-speaking was what Mara had asked for in not having asked.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorsey came to the bars at oh-eight hundred sharp.

"Voss. Hearing."

Mara crossed Tess at the cell door. Mara did not stop. Mara did not look. Mara did not speak. The not-stopping was the three-fold protocol the corridor outside the counseling office had taught the building eleven days back; Mara was running the protocol on her own escort now, on her own day.

The bars rolled open. Mara stepped through. The bars rolled closed.

Dorsey's boots went east. Mara's boots went with them. The corridor took both sets of boots and the corridor closed around them at the second turn.

Tess sat on the lower bunk for the count of the corridor sound clearing. The count was long. When the count finished she stood and walked to the cell door and waited for Dorsey to return.

Dorsey returned at oh-eight twenty.

"Calder. Catwalk."

The bars rolled open. Tess stepped through. Bennett's standing instruction for the hearing-day walk to the witness corridor had come down through Bennett's chin-tilt the day before with three words: catwalk, sunglasses, no envelope. The protocol from the warden-search week stripped of its envelope. The envelope today was nothing. The sunglasses today were the cell's, claimed back, worn under protocol that was now half the cell's and half the building's.

Tess put the sunglasses on at the lower-corridor turn. She climbed the catwalk to the third post. She walked the catwalk to the post above the administrative corridor's east-second turn. She came down the back-stair at the post that delivered her to the corridor one door past the second counseling office.

Bennett was at the wall opposite the witness-corridor door. Bennett's hands were behind her at the small of her back. Bennett's eyes were on Tess's shoulders, not on her face.

"Sit. They will tell you when."

Tess sat. The bench was a four-foot wood plank bolted to the wall at chair height. The bench was wide enough for two. Tess took the south end of the bench, back against the wall, feet flat. She took the sunglasses off and slid them into her left breast pocket. The corridor was empty in both directions.

Bennett stayed at her wall. Bennett did not speak again. Bennett's presence was the chair-back register; Bennett was the institutional adult in the corridor who would tell Tess when, by Bennett's standing instruction already delivered.

Tess held the corridor by breath.

The hearing-room door was two turns east. Tess could not hear the room. Tess could hear the corridor — the air-handler hum, the second-hand on the wall clock at the east turn (a low click she had not registered in twenty-three months of walking this corridor and which she now registered as the sound the corridor made when there was nothing else in the corridor to listen to), the soft brush of Bennett's uniform sleeve against her own uniform side when Bennett shifted her weight at the eight-minute mark, the absence of all other corridor sound for the duration of what Tess decided, by breath count, was the first thirty minutes. Tess counted by sets of ten breaths and held each set against the back of her teeth and let the set go and counted the next.

Thirty minutes. Forty-five. The cell vocabulary lived in her chest as the count moved. Steady on every fifth set. Eyes here on every tenth. The vocabulary had become the count the count had become her breath the breath had become the corridor. The corridor was a room two people had built across two years; the room had moved into the corridor; the corridor held.

Sixty minutes. Seventy-five. Bennett shifted her weight a second time at the seventy-second minute. Bennett's chin came up half a degree. The half-degree was the building's announcement that the room two turns east was moving. The wall clock at the east turn went on ticking at its own pace; the air-handler at the corridor's west end took a longer cycle through its register and went quiet again; the corridor's faint smell of floor wax at the second turn rose half a notch as the afternoon-shift custodian came through the next corridor over and went away. Tess held her count under all of it. The count was the only thing in the corridor that was hers; every other thing in the corridor was the building's, and the building had agreed to hold itself at this volume for the duration of the room two turns east doing what it was doing.

Eighty minutes. Eighty-five. The chest-to-thigh line in Tess's body lit one end at the body memory of Mara's hand on her chest at oh-six hundred and lit the other end at the body memory of the mark; the full line held lit between them across the bench, across the corridor, around the two turns, into the room she could not see. The line was not a thing the building could see and the line was not a thing the building could enter; the line was the cell's body-architecture sitting in the witness corridor in the morning the cell's other half was being heard in a room two turns away.

At eighty-nine minutes by Tess's count Dorsey came around the second turn from the east. Dorsey's pace was the count pace. Dorsey stopped at the corridor's first turn from the bench.

"Calder."

Tess stood. Tess walked. The corridor between the bench and the first turn was twenty-two paces. Tess walked the twenty-two paces at the pace the corridor asked for, neither faster nor slower. She turned the first turn behind Dorsey. She walked the corridor between the first turn and the second turn. She turned the second turn.

The corridor outside the hearing-room door held three people.

Linhardt at the wall opposite the door, hands at her sides, a manila folder against her hip. Mara two paces from the door, facing west — facing the corridor Tess had just walked — uniform straight, braid still tight, mouth steady. Warden Celia Holt in the doorway behind them, her left hand on the door's inside knob, her right hand flat against the doorframe, her eyes on the corridor.

Holt's eyes moved past Tess to Linhardt and back to Mara. Holt did not look at Tess.

"Voss."

Mara turned a quarter-degree toward Holt without breaking her own posture.

Holt's sentence was one sentence.

"The cell does not come up in the language. The block will keep its quiet. Make your step-down placement clean."

The corridor took the sentence and held it. Holt did not wait for an answer; an answer was not the corridor's to give. Her right hand, flat against the doorframe, did a thing Tess registered without naming — the index finger lifted a quarter-inch and came back down, once, and the warden's mouth at the same moment opened a half-millimeter and closed again on whatever it had been about to add. The whole thing took perhaps two seconds. Holt did not look at Mara through it. Holt did not look at Tess. Then Holt stepped back from the doorframe and pulled the door closed behind her. The bolt of the hearing-room door settled into its strike with the same low click the corridor's wall clock had been ticking under Tess's breath for ninety minutes.

Linhardt looked at Mara. Mara nodded once.

Linhardt's terms came in one paragraph at corridor volume.

"Six months. Step-down facility. Ninety minutes north of Blackstone. Supervised contact allowed at the facility's standard schedule and through the facility's standard mail channel. Parole-officer check-in twice a month for the duration. Standard re-entry conditions through the end of the original sentence after the step-down placement closes. The conditions are in the paperwork. I'll bring it to the cell tonight."

Mara took the paragraph at the angle her shoulders had held through it. Mara did not nod. Mara did not speak. Mara turned her head a degree to her left and looked at Tess.

"Tess."

The word was Mara's only word in the corridor.

Tess took the word at the same angle Mara had taken Linhardt's paragraph at.

"I have them."

The corridor held the answer.

"Then we are ready," Mara said.

The cadence was the seal of the night before returned in the corridor. The cell's words had walked out of the cell at the building's clearance level and the corridor had not rejected them. The portability was in the corridor; the corridor held.

Linhardt closed the folder against her hip. "I'll walk Voss back."

Dorsey spoke from behind Tess at the second turn. "Calder. Catwalk."

Mara crossed Tess at the corridor's center. Mara did not stop. Mara walked east with Linhardt. The corridor took both sets of boots and the corridor closed around them at the next turn.

Tess turned. She walked back along the corridor with Dorsey behind her. She came back to the catwalk turn. She climbed. She walked the catwalk at her own pace by Bennett's standing instruction. She came down the back-stair at the post above the lower corridor. She walked the lower corridor back to D-Block.

The cell was empty when Tess got there. Tess sat on the lower bunk and waited.

Mara came back at nine forty.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara sat on the lower bunk at Tess's right.

She did not give the account at the door. She did not give it at the bars. She gave it sitting at Tess's right, hands flat on her knees, in the cell's voice and at the cell's pace, the way she had given Tess every report from a room Tess had not been in across the past forty-two days.

"The outside member opened."

Mara waited the beat the cell's reports waited at.

"She asked whether twenty-eight months in Blackstone reflected a change I could carry into the conditions of a step-down placement. I gave her four sentences from the rewrite. I did not look at Linhardt while I gave them. The room took them."

Tess took the four-from-the-rewrite as Linhardt's afternoon's work read back into the cell. She did not ask which four. The four were the four; the cell did not need the file's language back inside it.

"Briggs read the entries."

Mara's right hand moved a quarter-inch on her knee and settled again.

"The file supports the adjustment as drafted. One sentence. He did not editorialize. He marked the file at the line."

A pause longer than the others.

"Then Holt."

Mara stopped. Tess held the silence at the length Mara was holding it. She did not press. The silence was the room moving across the lower bunk at the cell's import.

"Holt asked: 'Inmate Voss, the file shows Captain Evans's signature on the captain-authorized line of the petition under review. Do you have anything you would like the panel to register on that signature.'"

Mara delivered the question in Holt's institutional cadence — slow, level, the small lift at anything that the warden put under any question whose answer the warden was watching for. Tess heard the cadence the way she had heard Holt's Sunglasses through the grating on Day Fourteen and Holt's The cell does not come up in the language at the hearing-room door an hour ago. The cadence was the warden's, returned in Mara's mouth into the cell.

"I said: 'No, ma'am. The signature is on the file. The file speaks for itself.'"

Mara had used Holt's own discipline — the file as its own subject, the signature as a thing the file held rather than a thing Evans had given. The name Marcus Evans had not crossed Mara's mouth in the room. Tess understood at the bunk that the question had been Holt's offering — Holt giving Mara a clean line to put Evans on the record at her own register, and Mara declining the offering with the institution's own grammar. The decline had not been a refusal of Holt; the decline had been Mara holding the discipline the cell had agreed on the night before, in a room where the warden had stepped halfway toward letting her break it.

"Holt did not press."

A beat.

"The outside member asked the cell question."

Tess's hands stayed flat on her knees. Her breath stayed at the bottom of her chest. The cell question was the question they had drilled against in Linhardt's session and in Bennett's session and in the cell at oh-twenty-hundred-and-forty-three the night before. The question was the one that would land if anything was going to land.

"She asked: 'You have shared a cell with Inmate Calder for twenty-one months under this institution's roof. Describe for the panel the nature of that arrangement.'"

The question in the outside member's mouth was the door the prepared answers had been built to walk through. Mara delivered the question without softening the nature of that arrangement. The phrase was the panel's; the phrase had been written in the room by the outside member at the moment of asking; the phrase did not belong to anyone in the cell.

"I said: 'I have served in the manner the institution required of me.'"

One sentence. The rewrite's load-bearing sentence — Linhardt's afternoon-of-rewriting condensed to the one shape that gave the panel everything the panel had institutional standing to receive and gave it nothing the cell had agreed would not be given. The cell was not named. Tess was not named. The arrangement was not described. The institution's requirement was named in its place, and the institution had no procedural ground to ask past its own requirement.

"She wrote it down. She did not ask again."

Mara stopped.

The cell at nine forty-three held the two exchanges in the lower-bunk air. Tess took both into her ribs at their separate weights. Holt's question and Mara's the file speaks for itself. The outside member's question and Mara's I have served in the manner the institution required of me. Two questions; two answers; two names not spoken — Evans, Tess — and one name held back from a room that had not asked for it: Lila.

"Linhardt presented the rewrite as the supporting document. The panel received it. They withdrew eleven minutes. Holt read the decision. The outside member added one sentence at the close: Placement is on the panel's good faith; the panel expects the placement to reflect that good faith. Briggs marked the file. The room closed."

Mara took her hands off her knees and laid the right palm flat on the blanket between them.

Tess took the seven-sentence procedural close the way she had taken the four-sentence reports across the forty-two days — as a thing Mara had delivered in the cadence the cell had taught both of them to deliver in.

Mara turned her head a degree.

"It stays."

Tess looked at the lower-right joint corner. The bundle was where it had been since the night Mara had returned it there by her own hand.

"The cell is the cell," Mara said.

"Heard," Tess answered.

The decision about the tool was the decision the cell had been building toward across forty-two days. The strap-on would not move from the joint Mara had widened with her thumbnail across the years of holding the building's worst search at four-second pauses. The tool stayed with the cell. The cell stayed.

Mara stood. She unbuttoned her uniform top and hung it on the hook. She kept the undershirt and the uniform pants on. She sat on the lower bunk again. She put her hands flat on her knees.

The cell held the afternoon at the pace the afternoon asked for. Counts ran clean on the corridor outside. The dayroom seat stayed empty. The building did not come to the cell.

Mara did not speak through the afternoon. Tess did not speak. The not-speaking was the same not-speaking that had held the lower bunk at oh-six fifty-one in the morning before the bars rolled and Mara walked east with Dorsey — the cell's silence at the body's chosen pace, neither of them performing the silence and neither of them filling it. The afternoon took the silence at the institution's clock and held it. At the fifteen-hundred count Dorsey's boots came down the corridor and the count keys rang and Tess and Mara stood at the bars at parade rest and were counted and sat again. At the sixteen-hundred bell the dayroom emptied out and the corridor stayed empty. The cell held them both through every part of it.

✦ ✦ ✦

Linhardt came to the bars at nineteen-twenty with the folder.

"Step in," Mara said. Linhardt did not step in; the bars stayed closed. Linhardt slid the folder through the bars at chest height. Mara took it.

"Mara transfers tomorrow at oh-eight hundred," Linhardt said. "Tess's release date is in the paperwork — the date Bennett gave you on Day Thirty. It has not moved. The eighteenth of October stands. Approximately three and a half months from today. Standard re-entry preparation on Bennett's schedule between now and then."

Tess took the date as the date Bennett had laid into her body in Bennett's office the morning after Mara had laid down the mark. Approximately three and a half months. The arithmetic held.

"Standard supervised-contact provision begins at the step-down facility's intake," Linhardt added. "Facility will provide the schedule by mail to this address. First letter is at the facility's discretion within the first week."

"Heard," Mara said.

"Heard," Tess said.

Linhardt did not editorialize. Linhardt walked east. Linhardt's boots cleared the corridor at the second turn.

Mara opened the folder against the bars. She read each page at the pace the page asked for. She closed the folder. She set the folder on the small shelf at the head of the lower bunk.

Lights cycled to evening at twenty hundred. The corridor lights dropped half a notch. Mara sat on the lower bunk and put her hands flat on her knees again. Tess sat at Mara's left.

The cell held them both.

Mara's voice came at the pace Mara's voice had come at the night before, when the night before had been the night before the hearing and tonight was the night before Mara walked.

"These words went where I told you they went."

The sentence was the night-before's naming beat returned as confirmation. The architecture Mara had handed Tess the night before, named in dialogue with Mara's hands flat on her knees, was now Mara saying the architecture had landed. The corridor had carried the corridor scene. The portability held.

"I know," Tess said.

Mara's mouth moved a quarter-inch toward a thing that was not a smile and was not a frown and was the institution's nearest equivalent to neither. She held a beat.

"I will write."

The institutional cadence — supervised contact allowed at the facility's standard mail channel — taken back from the paperwork and given to Tess in personal register at the corridor distance the paperwork would impose. I will write was the building's permission spoken as the body's commitment.

Tess took the sentence at the angle the body had been built to take it at.

"Write the first one."

The two words were the reciprocal authority Tess had carried across the forty-two days, named in two words at the body's lowest temperature. Mara had said Tell me first across two years; Write the first one was the same shape moved into the corridor between the cell and the step-down facility ninety minutes north.

Mara held the two words for the count of three slow breaths. The breaths were the cell's count, not the corridor's.

"I will."

Tess took Mara's right wrist first — two fingers and the thumb at the pulse, lifted on three. Mara took Tess's wrist back — two fingers and the thumb at the pulse, lifted on three. The reciprocal closure held at the body's pace. The closure was the cell's body-vocabulary in its purest form. Both wrists came down to laps.

"Down," Mara said.

Tess descended a hand's-width on the lower bunk. Mara's hand came to her nape — two fingers and the thumb. Lifted on three. Mara's hand came away.

Lights cycled to night at twenty-one hundred.

Tess climbed the ladder. She lay on her right side facing the wall. Her right hand found the mark through the uniform fabric by body memory; her right hand crossed her chest and settled below the collarbone in the morning-ritual signal position. The hand held.

Below: Mara's breath at the lower bunk took the count down to sleep at the pace it had taken the count down to sleep across the past forty-two nights of the parole clock's days.

The cell held them both into the dark.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara's voice came up at oh-five forty-five.

"Down."

Tess came down the ladder. She sat on Mara's lower bunk at Mara's left.

"Sink."

Tess sank.

Mara's right hand crossed Tess's chest in the morning-ritual signal position. The hand settled below the collarbone. Held.

"Eyes here."

Tess gave Mara her sightline. Mara's eyes were on her.

Mara's count came on her breath. The lift came at three. Mara's left hand took Tess's right wrist at the lift — two fingers and the thumb at the pulse — and lifted the wrist through the count on the same breath. The chest-to-thigh line lit one end and the other end and the full line held lit between them.

Mara held one more breath.

"Up."

Tess stood.

Mara stood. Mara dressed in the same six-minute order. Boots tightened standing. Braid tightened once at the nape.

Mara stood at the bars at oh-six fifty-one in full uniform.

"Tomorrow is tomorrow."

The cadence was the night-before's cell-open line returned in the dawn it had been written against. The reversal was inside the sentence: yesterday had been the night before, and the night before's tonight is tonight had now become tomorrow is tomorrow — but the tomorrow the sentence had pointed at the night before had become today, and the sentence still held. Tomorrow is tomorrow was now the building's own cadence for the day Mara would walk: the day was the day; the day did not need to be more than the day.

Tess: "Heard."

Mara sat on the lower bunk. Tess sat at her left. The two of them held the count down between oh-six fifty-one and oh-seven forty-five in silence on the lower bunk, hands flat on knees, the cell holding both.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorsey came to the bars at oh-seven forty-five sharp.

"Voss. Step-down."

Mara stood. Tess stood. Mara crossed the small open space to the cell door. Tess walked behind her to the cell door.

Mara turned at the bars and faced Tess. Mara's eyes were on her. Mara held the look the length of two breaths.

"Left side."

The phrase had landed in Blackstone in the dayroom on the day Mara had first claimed Tess in public a long time back; the phrase had landed in commissary line eleven days back when the cell vocabulary had become the block's; the phrase landed now at the bars on the morning Mara walked. The phrase was the cell's claim said one last time at the cell door before the corridor would take Mara away.

Tess crossed to Mara's left at the bars. Tess took Mara's left side.

Mara's right hand came across — two fingers and the thumb at Tess's right wrist, lifted on three. Tess's left hand came across — two fingers and the thumb at Mara's right wrist, lifted on three. Reciprocal closure at the bars in the dawn corridor light.

Mara's eyes held one more breath.

Then Mara turned. Dorsey rolled the bars open. Mara stepped through. The bars rolled closed.

Dorsey's boots went east. Mara's boots went with them. The corridor took both sets and the corridor closed around them at the second turn.

✦ ✦ ✦

Tess stood at the bars for the count of the corridor sound clearing.

The count was long.

When the count was done Tess put her right hand on the bar at chest height. The bar was cold. The bar was the building's edge. Tess held the bar for three breaths. Tess took her hand off the bar.

Tess turned. She faced the cell. The cell was the cell.

She walked back to the lower bunk. She sat on the lower bunk briefly — the count of seven breaths. The bunk held the absence. The absence was a thing the bunk could hold; the bunk had been built across two years to hold the absence as competently as it had been built to hold the presence.

Tess stood. She climbed the ladder.

She lay on her back on the upper bunk. The cell from the upper bunk was the cell as it had been on the morning Mara had laid the mark down in her body twelve days back: the same ceiling, the same crack at the seam over the corner, the same gray light at the same hour. The mark was almost gone now, dark-amber faded past body-warmth into nothing the eye could read. Her right hand moved to the inside of her high right thigh and found the place by body memory. The fabric of the uniform under her hand was the same fabric. The body memory was unchanged.

Her right hand crossed her chest. The hand settled below the collarbone in the morning-ritual signal position. The settled-hand pressure was the same pressure Mara's hand had laid down in this place across every morning the rule had run.

The chest-to-thigh line in her body lit from one end at her own hand and lit from the other end at the body memory of the mark; the full line came up the way the full line had come up between them across every morning of the rule's lifetime.

The cell was dark in the way the cell was always dark at this hour and at this position on the upper bunk and the lower bunk was empty in the way the lower bunk was empty and the bundle in the lower-right joint was in the joint in the way the bundle was always in the joint.

Tess's left hand came across her chest at her own pace. Two fingers and the thumb closed around her own right wrist at the pulse. Her breath took the count.

She lifted on three by herself.
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Captain Evans wants Mara to fold. The administration wants a name. The women on the tier want to see whether the former corrections officer who runs Cell 114 still has the discipline to keep her cellmate out of the file — or whether her cellmate is the one thing she can't keep her hands off of long enough to survive this.

Mara has a rule for that, too. *Tell me first.*

Tess is going to find out what it costs to keep it.

Blackstone Prison: Parole

In Blackstone Prison, survival is ritual.

For twenty-three months, Tess has knelt at Mara's feet and learned the architecture of control—the three-beat counts that pace her body's responses, the silences that hold more than words ever could, the rules that keep them both alive in a cage where every gesture is watched and every touch is calculated to mean something.

Now the parole board is watching.

Tess's release hangs on a hearing forty-two days away. Mara's depends on institutional testimony that Tess's file reads clean. The papers are signed. The window is closing. The power exchange they've built in secret one that began as survival strategy and became something neither of them can name—must hold perfectly, or everything they are to each other will be stripped away.
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