June 15, 1962 9:00pm
Frank Morris ran through the thickening woods, struggling to put distance between himself and his pursuer. It was getting darker and harder to see low-hanging branches which slapped sharply into his face, throwing him off-balance, causing him to stumble.

“Morris,” he heard from the forest behind him. “It's no use running. We know you're out here.”

It was that God-damned hick sheriff. If that kid hadn't of gotten involved the cop would still be tied up and not followed him into the forest.

“Frank, you've got no place to go.”

No place to go. Frank had heard it his whole life. Well, he'd show them they were wrong. He did have a place to go and if he just kept running, running, running through these woods he would get there. Ignore the pain Frank. You didn't escape from Alcatraz and make it across the bay just to get caught now. Keep running, Frank, keep running. He put on a burst of speed, the rhythmic pounding of his feet filling the forest. No way that cop can keep up with me... I'll bet he's a mile away by now, Frank thought, and he turned his head to look. A second later... he was no longer surrounded by trees and wind was rushing past his ears.  Had he reached a clearing? Maybe, but... something was missing.

The ground. It wasn't there.

For the second time in as many days Frank Morris had found the edge of a cliff. Only this time he didn't stop. There wasn't even enough time to scream. The last sound Frank heard as he fell towards the rock-strewn shore below was a voice from above yelling his name.

January 14, 1960 10:00 am (Two and a half years earlier)
“Tommy O'Conner, are you still with us?”

All eyes in the sixth grade class turned to the object of their teacher's attention, a sandy-haired youngster hunched over his desk, chin resting in one hand and facing the window, his mind lost somewhere in the crystal blue water of the Bay. 

Barbara Winslow, their teacher, skillfully lofted a small piece of chalk into the air. It landed on the boy's head, bounced onto his desk and rolled onto the floor. Tommy O'Conner bolted upright, suddenly aware of the twenty-five pairs of eyes now looking in his direction. A few giggles peppered the room. Busted again. 

“Sorry, Miss Winslow,” he said with a practiced look of contrition. But what he really was thinking was “this is the school's fault. If they wanted me to pay attention they shouldn't have put in a window.”

Windows. The cruelest trick the school played on kids like Tommy O'Conner.

He was grateful for Barbara Winslow's gentle smile to let him know he would be spared any further embarrassment. Tommy was lucky because she remembered all-too-well how, a dozen years earlier – in this very same Sausalito Elementary School classroom – the view caused Miss Winslow's own sixth-grade teacher to issue her more than a few warnings. A teacher, Barbara remembered not too fondly, who did care how clumsily she tread on fragile sixth-grade egos.

She returned to the grammar lesson, and soon the blackboard was filled with so many nouns, verbs, subjective participles and predicates Tommy's mind drifted into a cloud of chalk dust and confusion. Out of the corner of his eye was the glint of the sun off the water. He wanted to be out there so badly it hurt. Sighing again, he grudgingly reminded himself of the promise he had made to his mother to try... just a little bit harder. “Okay, okay, one last glance before it was back to stupid predicates” he thought. But gosh, it was so clear out there. “Wow, you can see way past Angel Island.”

Off in the distance he swore he could even see a launch approaching Alcatraz Island.

Frank Morris tried to ignore the rattling of the chains shackling him to the deck of the prison launch as it lurched through the choppy water of San Francisco Bay. The pilot didn't seem to be in a hurry to get to their destination which was fine with him. He wanted to savor the remaining minutes he had before they docked at the prison everyone called the Rock. Hunched on a bench, his arms resting wearily on his legs, Frank raised his head to see the lonesome outcropping in the middle of San Francisco Bay getting larger by the second.

A massive building, the same dull sandy color as the ledge on which it sat, jutted grimly upward from the center of the island, thick bars across every window leaving no question as to its purpose; a prison... his home for the next fifteen years. Frank fought a moment of self-pity. He had less than ten years to go for that bank job he pulled down South, but when he saw an opportunity to leave the caring embrace of the Louisiana State Penitentiary he took it. The dopes who ran the place never saw the holes in their security that were so obvious, at least to someone as smart as Frank Morris. Maybe they were just angry it had taken a whole year to find him, and only then because of dumb luck. Why, if that store clerk hadn't – ah, what good does it do hashing over the past? 

“All right. Stand up, you.”

Frank, jolted from his thoughts, looked up to see the launch had reached the dock at Alcatraz. One guard, not waiting for him to comply with his order, pulled him to his feet while the other pulled the iron chain through the eyelet, freeing him from the boat. Frank swore he saw one of the guards smirk, and he scowled. 

“Move,” the guard said, motioning to the gangplank near the front of the launch. Then, as if they had rehearsed the move, Frank slid between the two guards who led him, shuffling, to the bow of the launch.

“Step up.”

This was it. His next step would take him onto the island of the most feared and loathed prison in the country. A hand on his shoulder pushed him forward.

“Let's go you. Come on.”

He squinted into the California sun and then at the narrow road from the dock up to the prison. He had seen a few pictures of the island in magazines but the path sure looked a lot steeper now that he had to walk it in chains. He began to shuffle forward when, to his surprise, the other guard knelt down and unlocked his shackles.

“Hey, what are you doing?” the other guard said.

The guard who had unlocked the shackles stood up and faced Frank with a smirk. “Don't worry, he's not going anywhere, now,” he said to the other guard. Then, softly, so only Frank could hear, “Don't believe what you've heard about those escapes, Morris. I'm gonna tell you what the warden won't. There's only one way you leave the Rock – on that launch. It's your choice whether it's standing up or laying down in a box.”

The three men then walked up the path. An hour later he became prisoner AZ1441. Ten hours later he was laying on his cot in cell 138 along B Block trying, without much success, to get to sleep. Not that he wasn't used to rooms with bars in place of a wall, but he always had trouble the first night getting used to a place. Well-traveled cons like him knew how different each jail could be. Like this place, with an always-present salt water smell so strong he could almost taste it. He wished he could hear waves to help him fall asleep, then angrily corrected himself – Alcatraz was in a bay, not on the ocean, you idiot.

So he lay there, thinking. Despite his resolution years ago not to dwell on the past, it often bullied its way into his thoughts. What were his parents thinking and what were they feeling that day in 1937 they left their only child at a church in Washington, D.C.? The Diocese found a nice couple to take in the the underfed and unwanted eleven -year-old and there was hope the boy would have a good life. But the stigma of being abandoned never left him. Two years later he was arrested and charged with  “intent to sell.” Frank smiled as he remembered telling the police he didn't see what the big deal was. After all, he had told them with a smile, he had no “intent to use” the drugs. He had thought it a clever turn of a phrase but the cops saw only a punk kid being a smart-ass, so they had little reason to cut him a break.

They shipped him to the Lorton Reformatory. Two years serving lunch to prisoners, hearing them lament all the mistakes they made – how they could have, would have, should have gotten away had they done just one... thing... different. Frank listened and knew he would succeed where they had failed. After all, he was smart. Smarter than them all. But then he botched the gas station robbery which landed him three years at Chillicothe Reform School. More lessons learned by the smartest guy in the pen, who graduated to bank jobs and a fifteen year sentence in the Louisiana State Prison.
Now, Alcatraz. Frank tossed in his cot, sleep still eluding him, the gruesome rewind almost complete. Despite years trying he had been unable to change the ending of the story. But as he lay there breathing bay air into his nostrils something... nagged at him... a way, perhaps, to achieve what had eluded him for thirty-four years... a new and better ending to the story. He took in a deep breath of salt air as sleep finally found him...

October, 1960 
“All right you, I see you!”

John Anglin's head popped up from under a pile of dirty prison linen. He squinted into the beam of the guard's flashlight and heard him yell “I got him, I found him, he's here in the laundry basket.” 

The next thing he knew a meaty hand was reaching down and grabbing him by the wrist, pulling him up and out of his all-too-temporary hiding place in the laundry room of the Atlanta Federal Penitentiary. 

“Okay boy, where's the other one?”

Silence.

“Ya'll know he'll get no further than you did, boy.”

John winced slightly. Boy. The guards would do that, call you as if you were Negro. It was their way of making you feel like one of them, someone not worth respecting.

“It will go harder on the both of you iffen you don't tell us,” he heard another guard say.

John clamped his lips together. He wasn't about to squeal. Not just because it was his brother but, if word leaked out – and the guards would be sure of it – if word got around he had ratted on a fellow prisoner well, his life in the joint would get harder. His silence only angered the guards even more. John could see one nodding to the other just before they began to close in on him. He closed his eyes and braced himself when a voice pierced the darkness.

“Don't! I'm here.” The flashlight beam swung around to reveal the other prisoner, his hands in the air, clumsily trying to extricate himself from a tangle of power cords and hoses behind the row of washing machines.

John exhaled. “Aw, Clarence – ”

His brother, now clear of the machines, shook his head resignedly and said “It's okay, John.”

The guards grabbed them both by the arms and clumsily lead them out of the laundry room. One of them sneered, “Let's go, boys, you know the routine.”

The “routine” was small, dank room with a menacingly heavy metal door. Once closed all light and sound disappeared as if they were rumors, leaving too much time to worry what the warden would do to them after this, their third attempt at escape. 

John and Clarence were alike in so many ways but differed in how they responded to solitary.

Clarence didn't mind the dark. What bothered him was the absence of sound. In a prison, even after “lights out,” the place still has noise; the contact made by the hard soles of the guards' shoes on the concrete floor, the soft jangle of keys bouncing in rhythm to their slow patrol up and down the corridor, an occasional cough from a nearby cell. But here, in “the Hole,” there was no sound, except for your own breathing. Clarence got by focusing on the sound of his own breathing. It told him he was still alive.

John didn't mind the lack of sound. It was the dark which bothered him. Ironically, to get through this time he would close his eyes (yea, why even bother closing them in the dark) and conjure a picture taped to a wall in his cell. It was a black and white photo of two sandy-haired boys on the cusp of becoming teenagers; their freshly washed blonde hair slicked and parted, their shirts clean and white and crisp and their bluejeans rolled up to their knees. They are straddling a bicycle and smiling as boys without a care in the world do. Look at them, the other pickers at the groves used to say... Inseparable, just like Mark Twain's Huck and Tom. Those two – ”

“Anglin!”

He raised his hands defensively over his eyes as a searing blast of a light hit him in face. 

“Warden. Now.”

John sighed. Time for another reckoning. “Clarence, too?”

“Just you, this time. On your feet, let's go, boy. Don't want to keep the man waiting.”

John Anglin struggled to his feet, trying to hide how wobbly his legs felt. The last thing he wanted to do was give the bulls any satisfaction. They were pissed. He and his brother only made it to the laundry room but just getting that far was a black mark on the guards. But John wasn't just putting on a show for the guards. The walk to the warden's office would take him right down Main Street, the double-decked hallway in the Atlanta Penitentiary building lined with cells. Nothing raised the spirits of the other prisoners like an escape attempt – even a failed one. John and his brother had delivered a couple of opportunities for celebration, and he planned to enjoy this walk.

He had barely stepped onto Main Street when he was overcome with a queer feeling. Where were the proud smiles and approving nods from the tired faces behind those bars? All he saw today were glum faces as each man he passed retreated into his cell, unable to look him in the eye. What the hell was going on? 

The guards smirked. They knew, as did every con. Steel bars and concrete walls of a cell were effective in separating men from each other but, save for those in solitary, no prison had yet been built to prevent news like this from spreading. Only John Anglin and his brother Clarence (still in solitary) were the only two men at the Atlanta Federal Penitentiary who did not know why the warden wanted to see him.

John and the two guards reached the heavy steel door at the end of Main Street and, with a nod from one of his escorts, the guard on the other side of the door inserted a key and swung it open. A loud creak echoed down the corridor behind him. Grim faces now squeezed through the bars of their cells to watch. John could feel their eyes on him, and he turned to look back for what he instinctively knew would be a last look. A heavy hand landed on his shoulder and pushed him forward and up a set of steel stairs to the one room – other than solitary – where an inmate does not want to go anytime before his release.

Warden Hanberry sat behind his large desk, hands clasped together in front of his mouth as if in prayer. John Anglin stood silently on the other side of his desk. After a few minutes (just enough to make the inmate uncomfortable) Hanberry picked up a folder from a pile on his desk and dropped it dramatically before him. He looked up, annoyed. “Anglin, we're going to give you your wish. You want out of Atlanta so bad, we're going to send you on a trip.”

John opened his mouth but before he could say anything the warden held up his hand. “I didn't give you permission to speak, Anglin,” he said watching the prisoner helplessly close his mouth and bow his head, apologetically. “Your unsupervised trip to the..” he paused to open the file in front of him and read the top page inside, clearing his throat before he said “...laundromat, yes, well, this latest escape attempt has earned you a trip.” The warden pressed a button on the intercom sitting on his desk. “Send them in.” Two men in suits entered the warden's office and stood silently by the door.

“These men are here to escort you to Alcatraz.” At the sound of the prison's name John felt his legs buckle. “John, what is it with you Anglins? We've got three of you in prison for robbing that bank in...” he paused again to look at the file, “...Columbia. For Christ's sake you boys didn't even use real guns. You were carrying toy guns. What the hell were you thinking robbing a bank with toy guns?”

“Well, sir, we didn't want to hurt anyone, we just wanted the money.”

He dropped his head and shook it as he sighed. Then, to the two men standing by the door, “He just wanted the money.” He laughed, albeit ironically. “John, if it were up to me, I'd keep you here,” he said, looking up at the prisoner. But this is a Federal prison and the rules say three escape attempts get you sent to the Rock. I'm sorry, but that's the way it is.”

“What about Clarence?”

“He isn't on the record for the first one, so he stays.”

“Alfred?”

“Your other brother wasn't part of your last escape, so he stays, too.” John looked crestfallen. The warden surprised himself with his sudden wave of sympathy. Then softly, he said “Behave yourself, John... tell your brother Clarence and Alfred to do the same, and you'll see them after you've served your time.”

“But – ”

The warden's hard stare cut him off. He could only afford so much sympathy. “That is all, Mr. Anglin. Your cell has been cleaned out for you and your things will travel with you on the train for San Francisco which leaves this afternoon. These officers are federal men. They'll escort you all the way to the dock in San Francisco.” Then softer, but still sternly,  “I honestly wish you the best, son. Do your time, and you'll see your family soon enough.”

The warden motioned to the two men, one of whom grabbed John by the arm. They walked him swiftly downstairs, out of the building and into the back the seat of a long, black car. The engine thrummed to life and they moved slowly through the prison gate. John looked mournfully back at the prison as the car accelerated for the trip to the train station which would take him to a place known for all the worst reasons as The Rock.
October 1960 Hallowe'en

Tommy O'Connor sat on the deck of his houseboat with a cowboy, a pirate, and Willie Mays. Across from them sat an Alcatraz prisoner.

“No question about it. This is one of four best days of the year,” the pirate said.

Willie Mays turned to the pirate. “What do you think the other three are?”

“Oh, that's easy,” the cowboy said. “Christmas has gotta be number one,” an answer which was met by a round of approvals. “Today is definitely number two.”

“Ha, you said number two,” the astronaut said, as everyone laughed.

“So what's number three?” Willie Mays asked.

“It's a toss up between your birthday and the last day of school,” the pirate replied.

Willie Mays pursed his lips in thought, then he said “I'd say the last day of school because... well, because it means no school for the summer.”

“Yea, summer is the best,” agreed the pirate.

“But you get presents on your birthday,” the Alcatraz prisoner said, breaking his silence.

The astronaut, the pirate, the cowboy and Willie Mays all nodded their approval. With the great question of the day having been settled, they all now made plans for what had been decided was the second-best day of the year; Hallowe'en. And, here in Sausalito, this great day always began with a parade downtown, with prizes given out for the best costumes.

Molly, Tommy's mom, emerged from the hold of the houseboat. “Well, look what we have here. Let me see... a pirate, a cowboy, a baseball player, a prisoner and... why it looks like my own little astronaut.”

“Mom, please,” Tommy whined, unable to hide his embarrassment. His friends grinned, They loved seeing one of their own squirm.

“Well, I'm sorry but I think you all look great. Any one of you could win tonight.”

“Are you coming to the parade, Mrs. O'Connor?”

“I wouldn't miss it, Billy... I mean Mr. Pirate.”

“I'm Long John Silver,” Billy said, removing his curved cardboard cutlass from his belt and waving it grandly around his head.

“Of course, from Treasure Island, I should have recognized you,” Molly said as Billy's jaw dropped. “What? You thought girls just read Little Women? You didn't think we also read Robert Louis Stevenson?”

“Who am I, Mrs. O'Connor?” Freddie Green asked.

“Well, judging from your uniform I'd have to say... you're a football player. Are you Y.A. Tittle?”

“No, Mrs. O'Connor, I'm not a football player, I'm a baseball player.”

“Oh, so you must be the Giant who hit 29 home runs this past season and drove in almost 200 runs. Now, what was his name...”

The pirate spoke up. “Oh, you're just kidding us, aren't you Mrs. O'Connor?”

Tommy rolled his eyes. “Aw, come on guys, of course she is. She knows darn well Freddie is Willie Mays.”

“Spoil sport,” Molly said, smiling. Tommy just rolled his eyes again.

The sound of car tires crunching on gravel turned everyone's attention to the parking lot. Tommy scowled when he saw it was a police car being driven by Tony Marianetti, the police chief. He got up and distracted himself on the starboard side of the houseboat as the officer stepped out of his car and dramatically put on his Stetson. The policeman looked at the costumed boys and hoisted his gun belt authoritatively. Tommy rolled his eyes. He hated that move of his.

“Hey, doesn't anyone dress up as a policeman anymore?” Tony said, a grin spreading across his face.

Billy, Raymond, Johnny and Freddie laughed while Tommy continued to find more important things on the side of the boat.

“Tommy,” Molly said, “did you say hello to Officer Marianetti?
“ 'Lo.”

Molly sighed. “Astronauts are very serious people, Officer Marianetti, especially just before blasting into orbit.”

Tony brightened. “Hey, that's right, we have a Hallowe'en parade in about an hour, don't we?” The cowboy, pirate, prisoner and Willie Mays cheered. The astronaut remained aloof. “Hey, I've got to get downtown to check on the parade route,” Tony said cheerfully. “Who wants to ride with me in the police car?”

“Hurray.” said the Pirate. “Cool,” said Willie Mays. “I do, I do,” the cowboy and prisoner said as they all raised and waved their hands. They looked at the astronaut hopefully.

“Didn't we all agree we were gonna walk there in our costumes? You know, check out the competition and – ”

“Yea, Tommy, but come on, a chance to ride in a cop car...”

The astronaut glared at his traitorous friends. Tony winked at Molly. He leaned down and put his hands on his knees and said, “tell you what, guys, we can even run the siren.”

In unison the boys turned and looked hopefully at Tommy. “Yea, sure, I guess that would be cool,” he said with a forced smile. The boys – except the astronaut, of course – all cheered as they piled into the back seat of the cruiser.

As they drove away Molly sighed. Would she ever get Tommy to understand...?

November 1960

Warden Blackwell scowled. He was walking through a dark, dank tunnel under Alcatraz prison, making one of his regular inspections of the prison's infrastructure when he heard a crunching sound under his foot. 

“Barone,” he said to the guard standing stiffly next to him.

“Yes, Warden?”

“Look at this,” he said, pointing to a flaking, rusty pipe.

The guard whistled in astonishment. Embarrassed, he looked apologetically at the warden. “Sorry, sir.”

Blackwell smiled. “It's okay, son. I sometimes wonder myself how it all just doesn't fall into the bay. Make a note. Rusting of sewer outfall pipe number 2.”

“Yes sir.” The guard studiously made a note on his clipboard, then mused, “I guess this place needs a bit more than a coat of paint.”

The warden grunted. “A few million dollars more, at least.” Blackwell dropped his cigarette on the floor and stubbed it out, the crunching of the fallen rust under his shoe echoing in the tunnel...

December 1960
Molly sat, pensively on a wooden stool in her studio, her eyes blinded by the thick colored glass of a welding helmet. Behind her sat a large metal box with a large switch. A thick power cord ran from the box to an electric outlet. In her heavily-gloved hand was the artists' brush for her medium, a metal rod – the electrode – connected to the generator by a second cable. It looked like sometime out of Frankenstein's lab.

In a well-practiced move she reached back with her free hand and flipped the switch. The room filled with the throaty hum of electricity, corralled and anxious for escape. Now Molly, with only instinct to guide her, slowly lowered the electrode to a piece of steel, her hand tensing with expectation. Just an inch or two above the steel a bolt of lightning shot out from the electrode. Unlike lightning, this bolt didn't disappear after a few seconds, it remained an unceasing stream from electrode to the steel, fully illuminated the workshop. Were her eyes not behind the dark protective glass in her helmet she would have been blinded. 
Then came the familiar smell. Oh, God, she knew it so well. It had filled the air during many Kansas summer afternoons when the air was so heavy with the moisture from an impending storm you could almost drink it. It came soon after the sky above her was so thick with dark clouds it was as if the sun had been kidnapped and night had taken control of the world. Then an unseen hand squeezed the water from the clouds and the rain fell so hard it could knock you to the ground. What followed was light, coming in thick bolts splitting the air with such terrifying, unrelenting ferocity it made the earth itself and the people on the plains tremble in awe. 

But not Molly.

While others would cower and avert their eyes, as if from something biblical and awful, she would stand, just barely under the edge of the porch roof, watching chunks of electricity cleave the sky. She was so close to the apocalyptic spectacle she could feel its heat on her face. And now, it was time. Molly would then inhale, deeply, and actually taste the electricity the lightning had left behind.

Later, at the wartime shipyard where they taught her how to weld, she learned it had a name – ozone. There was something thrilling about the smell of life-giving oxygen which had been mutated by nature's fury. Now, with welding, there was a way to conjure it at will. When the shipyard closed down after the war many of her fellow welders went back to their lives as farmer's daughters and, inevitably, farmer's wives. But Molly stayed. With no parents or siblings or prospects there was nothing for Molly to go back to, anyway. Sausalito, on the other hand, offered plenty of work as well as space in the now-abandoned shipyard building to to work on her art. Sausalito also had Connor, a boy whose smile filled her with explosive optimism for the future. Connor took over his father's fishing boat and Molly discovered her talent for welding inanimate pieces of scrap metal into animals and people and even abstract art. While Connor fished Molly sculpted. Then Tommy arrived two years later all pink and pudgy and life could not have been better.

Then Korea happened.

Korea. Jolted from her reverie by the word she opened her eyes and returned to a pitch-black 1960. The bright arc of light and the smell of ozone were both gone. In their place was the unrelenting sound of the generator straining from the electric short caused by the electrode touching the steel. Molly sighed and shut off the generator, which slowly whirred to a stop. She flipped up the lid of her helmet and studied the sculpture for any damage. Molly exhaled relief. It was not damaged. She cursed herself for letting her mind wander. With a quick nod of her head the helmet dropped back in front of her eyes as she flipped Frankenstein's switch and began, again, to weld her latest creation.
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