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In memory of William Goyen, cousin, 
who drew inspiration from the same East Texas land 

sign of 
redemption

Sign of redemption

• I •

She appeared, the goddess of love or war, suspended by an 
unseen thread. A bit of magic or mechanical stagecraft. Couldn’t 
be sure.

We met on a cold, blustery afternoon in February when 
the upper atmosphere was heavy with blue-gray clouds and the 
wind blew white puffs across the sky, low enough that I could 
have climbed up on a ladder and plucked one.

I was in my cell hiding behind a newspaper to take a shit 



when the boss came to fetch me. He said my name from the run, 
but I sat behind the newspaper, reading the box scores, and said 
nothing. I used to burst in on my grandfather on the john just 
like this, the trousers of the black suit he wore to the courthouse 
bunched around his ankles, the smoke from his cigarette curling 
above the pages of the evening paper.

“You heard me, Harrison,” the boss said. “Put some water 
with it and let’s go.”

“Where we going, boss?”

“How about I tell you when we get there?”

“OK,” I said, “keep your shirt on.”

I didn’t have to keep him waiting long. I left the paper lying 
on the concrete floor. This, like anything out of place, bothered 
me, but I was both curious and anxious about who was waiting for 
me up front and why, so I stepped over it without picking it up.

I’d been called out like this before. Once to see the chaplain, 
who told me that my father was dead, once to give a statement 
after the guy sitting beside me in the dayroom got stabbed, and 
another time when a boss wrote me up for taking the broken 
laces out of my shoes.

This boss was an old man, skinny, stooped shoulders, a 
balding head perched atop a curved neck. He was wearing a little 
blue and gray guard’s uniform and had nothing but the nails on 
his tiny fingers to protect himself with, but he had no fear of me. 
He escorted me past the dayroom where convicts were watching 
their afternoon soaps and down corridors separated by iron doors 
that rolled open and shut with the push of a button in a control 
room. He didn’t say anything until we got to the visiting room 
door, and then he folded his arms across his chest.

“It’s himself in there, your big furry friend.”

My friend Deep Eddy, deaf and indigent, a killer.

“I figured.”

“He’s got an attorney visit and there’s no court translator.”

“Boss, I’m going to have spell out every word. I don’t know 



legal signs, and—”

“Don’t fret,” he said. “It’s just routine bullshit. He asked 
for you, and I think she’d feel better if you were in there, too.”

“A woman? Oh, no, boss. You talk to her first.”

“And say what? ‘Here, lady, two idiots for the price of one’?”

He opened the door and I stepped inside first. It took my 
eyes a second to adjust to the glow from a bank of windows on 
the other side of the barrier between convict and visitor. There 
were no introductions. The little boss sat down a few feet away, 
and I tapped Deep Eddy on the shoulder. He barely glanced up 
at me, not wanting to take his eyes off the young blonde on the 
other side of the glass. “I’m Richard Harrison,” I said, glancing at 
her before lowering my head so that I was talking to the tabletop. 
“The interpreter.”

She introduced herself, but her name went right past me. 
She was slender and well kept in a dark suit over a white blouse. 
Her fair hair was pulled up behind her head. Her eyes were big 

and wide set in an oval face, but it was too dark to tell what color 
they were. The little camera in my mind’s eye was working fast, 
snapping images I would paste together later when I was safely 
back in my cell. Maybe she was taking the same mental pictures 
of me, of Deep Eddy, of the big prison farm she’d traveled to, and 
the cinderblock walls of this gloomy room.

“I have papers for Mr. Novak to sign,” she said, and my 
heart leapt at the suddenness of her speech and the clear timbre 
of her girlish voice. “He says he’s read them, but he doesn’t 
understand them.”

There was a ring on the ring finger of her left hand, but 
this ring had a dark stone, not a diamond. Did this mean she was 
taken? Surely she was. There must be a rich, brilliant, handsome 
man to go with this rich, brilliant, beautiful woman. Things added 
up that way on the outside.

“I don’t know a lot about the law,” I said.

She sat up, looking at me sharply. “You can sign can’t you?”

“My father was deaf. Don’t worry.”



She looked relieved.

“He was an accountant. I know every sign you’d need for 
that—if only Eddy had any money.” My lips screwed up in a stupid 
smile, and the lady stared at me inscrutably for a few seconds. I 
was sweating.

“My father was an accountant, too,” she said.

“I am as well,” I said. “I don’t much look like it, but I’m a 
CPA.”

Then, even in the dim light, I could see through her large 
lovely eyes two thoughts spark and travel into her consciousness. 
The first one fizzled quickly. It was the recognition that we, at least 
once, had belonged to the same herd, the same class. Maybe she 
considered for a second or two that we two had had much the 
same childhoods in nice neighborhoods of big brick homes on 
clean and quiet tree-lined streets. The second thought was the 
one that energized the line between us. Now she understood, 
believed as if I had confessed it. I had befouled the wonderful life 
our class gave us by something, some stupid, petty or sick, even 

monstrous act, but she stopped herself, at least for the moment, 
from imagining what that might have been. My silly smile was 
gone. And we had work to do.

I tapped Deep Eddy to get things moving. “Problem?”

“Words big,” he signed. “Don’t understand.”

“Paper, go ahead sign. Her trust why not?”

“You say, words don’t know, sign don’t.”

“Calm down. Papers, I read,” I signed.

“Read, you see. Very hard. Hard for me on purpose they do.”

“They hate you.” I couldn’t keep from smirking. “Hate Eddy, 
whole world, everybody.”

Deep Eddy gave me a hard jab in the shoulder, which 
knocked my chair back on its legs.

“Quit showing out, you two,” the boss said, his eyes on the 
lady, who fidgeted with her fountain pen.



I picked up the papers and began to study them.

“Let’s start with that first paragraph,” the lady said.

“Sure,” I said and signed to Deep Eddy, “Paragraph, read, 
paragraph, read, paragraph, read.”

The lady leaned forward to be heard through the screen 
below the Plexiglas. I could smell her perfume. “It’s not 
complicated,” she said, ruby red lips close. And then one of the 
little Richie Harrisons who lived in my head, the one wearing the 
red T-shirt with “Id” stenciled across the chest, gathered her up 
in his hairy arms and ran away with her before she could even 
scream.

"What?"

The lady smiled as though she had long ago learned to 
cover even the slightest twinge of annoyance with a smile meant 
to convey the opposite. She began again, and as she talked I 
focused on each word, projecting it onto my mind’s eye. The brain 
transmitted these signals to my hands, which signed the words 
to Deep Eddy. Even with all that going on, I also managed to 
gather her gestures, changes to her features as she spoke, and the 
softness of her voice, like spun silk, and stuff it into memory. Deep 
Eddy watched me with bulging brown eyes separated by a flat
nose. Then he grinned, beamed with lips curled, big tombstone-
shaped teeth exposed.

I stopped. “Smile finish, dummy. Court say bad.”

“Lady pretty, wow,” Deep Eddy signed.

A tendril of blonde hair had come free and lay curled 
across her lapel where an antique brooch was fastened. It was 
an oval with blue violets painted on it. The women in my family 
had one like it. It had been handed down among them for many 
generations before it burned in a fire.

“Fuck her me want. Same you?” Deep Eddy said.

“Me? Yes, fuck her big much.”

How obvious and primitive was Eddy’s favorite sign for 
“fuck,” like two leggy mandrakes lying atop one another.



“Very much,” Eddy corrected me.

“T-h-a-n-k-s, asshole. Her, lawyer. You listen her.”

The lady watched the emphatic flutter of our hands. “Is 
something wrong?” she said.

Deep Eddy poked my knee with his index finger. “Say 
what?”

I turned to him. “Break your finger I will, Ed.”

“OK. Go on,” Deep Eddy signed.

We persevered. The lady spoke. I listened as Deep Eddy 
watched her dreamily. Then, shaking off his ardor, he looked at 
me, waiting for me to interpret. This might have moved things 
along, but Deep Eddy interrupted—not to ask questions, which 
he might have done had he been paying attention, but to ask her 
to repeat herself for no reason other than to call her attention 
away from me. So I stopped signing all together and spoke to the 
lady as Deep Eddy sat there, head cocked to one side. I asked her 
a few questions, just chitchat, about the pen she was using, etc. 
and she answered me.

Deep Eddy slapped the tabletop with the flat of his hand. I 
jumped, the boss jumped, and the lady tensed, her eyes springing 
open. The boss scooted toward us, scraping his chair across the 
concrete floor.

I turned to Deep Eddy. “What?!”

“Finish, stop, finish!”

Embarrassed, I looked at the lady. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s OK,” she said, but she cupped her chin in her hand.

“Tell her…,” Deep Eddy began, and, as he gathered his 
thoughts, a drop of sweat trickled down my side, tickling my 
skin like a small spider. I patted my white shirt against my ribs.

Then we continued, and because I soon became an 
automatic interpretation machine, no longer paying attention to 
the meaning of Deep Eddy’s stupid questions or the lady’s careful 
answers, I was taken by surprise when he picked up the ballpoint 
pen and signed with a whorl of pen loops above his legal name, 



DEEP EDDY NOVAK. Deep Eddy then handed the papers to the 
boss, who, with a jangle of keys, opened a window in the wire cage 
and passed them to the lady. She checked each page to make sure 
everything was in order.

He looked at me anxiously. “Finished?”

I nodded, watching the lady tidy the stack of papers, just 
as I would have done, before slipping them into a folder. Then 
she began packing her briefcase.

“Austin her go now?” Deep Eddy signed.

“He wants to know if you’re going back to Austin now.”

“Back home, yes,” the lady said.

“Austin me from,” Deep Eddy signed. “Tell her. Tell her 
me homeboy.”

“Shut up. She knows.” Then I turned to her. “You came all 
this way just to have him sign papers?”

She squinted in the dim light as though focusing on some 
detail of my face. “So were both your parents deaf?”

“Just my father. My mother—” I said. “My mother was 
hearing. She died when I was a boy.”

“You do this a lot, translate for other inmates?”

“Guys like him with no one to speak for them.” I felt myself 
smiling and blushing, flattered that she was lingering to talk to me.

The boss was behind us, jingling his keys.

“Was he born deaf?” she said.

“He went deaf at about eight or nine years old as the result 
of a beating,” I said. She cringed as, I assumed, the image of a 
small boy being savagely beaten about the head appeared in her 
mind’s eye. “But don’t worry about him. He’s fine with it now.”

“I doubt that,” she said. “How did he get a name like ‘Deep 
Eddy’?”

I admitted I didn’t know. “But my guess is that it has 



nothing to do with still waters running deep.”

“You say what?” Deep Eddy signed.

“Minute, please,” I signed.

The lady picked up her briefcase and dark trench coat lying 
over a nearby chair, and Deep Eddy and I stood, shy and courtly 
like two swains at a dance.

The lady told us goodbye.

“Good-bye,” I said.

“Goo-buh,” Eddy bellowed.

The lady smiled, revealing pretty white teeth and two 
asymmetrical dimples.

“Out, you mules,” the boss said before the lady had 
disappeared. “Move it.”

We obeyed, vacating the room and waiting as the boss 
locked it behind us. I wondered what was going on behind Deep 
Eddy’s gleaming eyes as he stroked the stubble on his chin.

“I see you got over your shyness, lover boy,” the boss said 
as we walked away.

“A little bit,” I said.

“What?” Deep Eddy signed as he marched beside me.

“He thinks woman, me flirt.”

Deep Eddy laughed. “She talks to you, but she talks about 
me.”

“True business,” I signed.

We could get one last look at the lady if we passed the 
windows that overlooked the courtyard at just the right moment. 
We reached the windows and were allowed to pause there. Maybe 
the boss wanted to get a last look at her, too.

The portico under the arched entry was empty. I looked 
down the walk, hoping we hadn’t missed her. But a heartbeat later 



she emerged—blonde hair, cobalt blue suit under the open coat. 
It was raining. She opened her umbrella and then she came down 
the steps. My mind conjured music, like a soundtrack written to 
force the tenderness already welling in the heart to overflow. The 
last thing I saw was her gliding down the rainy path to freedom, 
past the windows in the neo-Gothic face of this prison, past the 
winter pansies blinking in the rain, and under a bower of razor 
wire at the entrance. She paused there while someone in the 
picket tower pushed a button to open the gate. Then she was gone.

Deep Eddy and I left the windows and entered the main 
hallway single file, marching, according to the rules, down the 
yellow line painted on the floor. I pictured what was happening 
outside: the lady hurrying past the picket tower to the parking lot, 
getting into her car, turning on the heater as the engine warms. 
She doesn’t bother yet with the radio. Nothing out here to listen 
to but country music. She drives away, down the long driveway 
to the guard shack on the edge of the main road.

She had a long drive back to Austin from this East Texas 
prison farm, first down the curving two-lane road past prison 
fields, past tall pines and leafless hardwoods laden with spooky, 
drooping Spanish moss, past the small subdivisions of ranch-style 
houses and mobile homes. She would take Highway 30 to the 
twin cities of Bryan-College Station. Between there and Austin, 
the land on either side of the highway would be flat as far as the 
eye could see and empty, too, because it was a good month before 
planting season. The highway would bisect a few shabby burgs in 
the shadows of a natural gas plant or lignite mine, where cotton 
or cattle farms now lay in ruins. Austin’s city lights would be a 
relief to her. I wondered who would be waiting at home for her 
when she pulled into her driveway, who would hear her tell the 
story of her afternoon with a deaf murderer and me. I wondered 
how she would describe me. Would she say I was skin and bones? 
That I looked like a starving man, one whose soul some moral 
cancer had methodically consumed?

Deep Eddy was a few steps ahead of me, his head pivoting 
from side to side, always on the lookout for the surprise he 
wouldn’t hear coming. The boss was taking us straight to chow 
before it was count time. After we sat down to eat, I would ask 
Deep Eddy how he got his name. I was curious now, and I couldn’t 
imagine why I had never asked him

Until Eddy finished eating, there was no use trying to get 
his attention. I waited until his plate was empty and he began to 
look at what might be left on my plate.



“That lawyer,” I signed. “You not let me know.”

“New.” He tapped the slice of bread on my plate. I nodded 
and he snatched it up and wolfed it down. Deep Eddy had no 
commissary account, no money to buy extra food from the store 
like I did. Unless I put out a spread and invited him to share, 
chow time was all the nourishment he got.

“First time today with her?”

Deep Eddy paused, rubbing a finger over his teeth to loosen 
the bread. “So far letters only. Meet first time today.”

“She comes here again when?”

“My law woman?” Deep Eddy grinned at me. “Never mind, 
you.” Then he rapped his knuckles on the tabletop to say good-bye 
to our dinner companions and left without me.

I went home and found mail on my bunk, a bank statement 
and a letter from Ramirez, my accountant. No surprises. I was 
still spending less every month than I was earning in interest. I 
shredded my mail and flushed it, then climbed under the covers 
with my book, but I couldn’t read. My mind kept replaying the 
blossoming of that dimpled smile. I wondered what lustful fantasy 
about Deep Eddy’s law woman played out tonight in his mind. If 
I knew him, he was fucking her doggie style, the skirt of her blue 
suit flipped over her hips, panties down, blouse untucked, hair 
a mess. I was saving my fantasy for lights-out but I had it ready. 
It would start with me stroking her skin as she read to me, the 
taste of wine in our mouths.

It was now half past seven, enough time for her to have 
made it home. I watched as, in my mind’s eye, she parks her car. 
The car door opens, her long legs extended as she gets out. Then 
she hurries up the path to the front porch of a big brick home. 
She unlocks the front door—but that’s as far as I went. Whoever 
you are on the other side of that door, your days with her are 
numbered, and I smiled upon him, knowing the three of us would 
one day know that no matter who he was, I was the better man.

My cellie came home and went about getting ready for bed, 
which included his turn at the toilet. I loaned him my take-a-shit 
newspaper. With happy delusions flitting like tiny absinthe-green 
hummingbirds inside my head, I fell asleep before I meant to, 



my book lying open across my chest, my fingers resting along 
its spine.

After count the next night, I went by Deep Eddy’s house. 
I had to know the lady’s name. He spelled it out for me. “M-a-k-
n-a.” That he must have gotten from reading her lips, too lazy to 
memorize her full name from her letters. I tried to imagine what 
in the hell “Makna” would mean. Magna? MacNa-something?

“No, stupid,” Eddy signed. “M-a-k-n-a.”

Deep Eddy was cutting his toenails and shards of toenail 
went flying in every direction. “Oh, fuck me,” I said and tapped 
Eddy on the shoulder. “M-a-k-n-a write name?”

“Name you hear. She said to you.”

“Catch it not. OK?”

Sighing extravagantly, Eddy jumped up and lifted his 
mattress to expose his library of papers, arranged in stacks 
underneath. He withdrew a letter, which he studied briefly before 
passing it to me. It was only a couple of paragraphs, which I 
skipped to read the type beneath the signature, ELIZABETH 
A. McKENNA, and underneath that was the name of her firm, 
Dorset, Rivers & Gray. The signature was legible, the hand simple 
and clean with no curling flourishes. I liked that. I tucked the 
letter under my arm.

“M-c-K-e-n-n-a, dummy,” I signed at him, but we would 
need a shorthand sign for the lady since I intended to talk about 
her a lot.

“M-C-K,” he signed. “Or ‘Blondie.’

“Letter me want.”

“OK. Bottom only,” he signed. “Top with words, me need.”

Deep Eddy sat back down to finish his toenails. I tore off the 
bottom of the page and left for home with McKenna’s signature 
in my pocket.

I made my way from Eddy’s house on D wing across town 
to my place on the ground floor of J, the old death row. I did not 
gawk inside the other men’s cells. Learned this the hard way. 



Some of the guys in these cells I had made friends with in the 
way any man befriends another, sharing a ball court, betting on 
football games, talking trash. Tonight I walked by as they washed 
their shorts in the toilet, wrote letters, did push-ups, talked shit 
on the bars to the guy next door, and held jiggers—kept watch 
for the guards—while something happened inside. I saw my face 
in a fragment of mirror peeping through the bars as I got to the 
last cell on the run. I kept walking.

In the last leg of my trip home, I took the spiral staircase 
to the bottom floor and ran into Freddie Belknap, guitar slung 
over his shoulder and white cane out in front of him feeling his 
way. Freddie had one useless eye floating in red-veined jelly and 
the other covered with an opalescent film. He and that weird eye 
reminded me of my favorite line from “The Tell-Tale Heart”: “I 
was never kinder to the old man than during the whole week 
before I killed him.”

As usual, Freddie recognized me before I could identify 
myself. “How do you always know it’s me?” I had asked him. 
“Do I smell funny? Do my boots squeak when I walk? Do my 
knees pop?”

“You always park yourself right in front of me like you 
don’t believe I really can’t see you. Every time my cane hits shoe 
leather, I know it’s Mr. Harrison.” Freddie beckoned me closer. 
“Say, now. You know that one who’s like your friend Deep Eddy?”

“Which one of the ones who’s like my friend Deep Eddy?”

“The one with the, you know, bad body smell.”

Yes, the short, fat comic book-reading fratricide on E wing.

“Well, he got crosswise with your friend the other day,” 
Freddie said. “I don’t know what the hell it was about, but they 
was growling like grizzlies. Then the bosses busted it up.”

“Really? He hasn’t said a thing about it.”

“Yes, sir. So you’d best be mindful if you want to help your 
friend.”

“Thanks for the heads up.”

I watched to make sure Freddie made his way back to the 
run OK. Poor old guy and his dead eyes, surplus fixtures in his 



skull. I wouldn’t hurt his feelings, but Jesus, I didn’t know why 
he wouldn’t buy a pair of sunglasses. They couldn’t be contraband 
for a blind man.

Somewhere at his unit in Tennessee Colony, Texas, there 
were men like me wondering the same thing about my brother 
Pete and his empty eye socket, the eyeball having been gouged out 
as he was dragged face down through the parking lot of Jerry’s 
Watery Grave in Senseless, Texas, a few miles up the beach from 
Corpus Christi. There lay Pete’s eyeball, darker than mine, nestled 
in the caliche, staring up at the moon. But I doubt he missed it 
much, knowing Pete, and I knew he couldn’t give a shit if his 
shriveled socket made anyone sick.

Junior was still out somewhere on the run, so I pulled my 
sketchpad from its hiding place and went to work on the blank 
page, drawing McKenna from memory. I started with her hair, 
making long strokes on the page, imagining it loose rather than 
pinned up like it was when we met. Then Junior came in, went 
straight to the sink and began splashing water on his face. I didn’t 
say anything, didn’t have to. Junior rubbed his face with his towel 
and brushed his teeth, scrubbing them and his gums and tongue 
with the bristles, not missing a spot of pink flesh, drawing blood. 
When he turned from the sink, he caught me watching him. The 
white of one eye was bright red. “God, it fucking burns,” he said.

I’d expected a “mind your own fucking business” or worse. 
“Keep it closed and it’ll feel better in the morning,” I said.

Junior hoisted himself up on his bunk.

“Jesus, I hope that son of a bitch don’t have the clap,” he 
said.

I closed my eyes. “I hear you, brother.”


