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Robin had stopped pretending to sleep an hour ago. She lay with her back pressed flat against the wall of the prison cell, the blanket folded across her lap, as though she had interrupted the business of getting into the cot and never returned to it. The wall was cold through her shirt. A hardened lip of paint pressed into one shoulder blade. Moving an inch would have freed her from it. She stayed. One knee lay exposed where the blanket had slipped. She had not pulled it up.

That was an estimate. She had no use for a more exact one. There had been the period when she kept her eyes shut, then the period when she opened them only to check the door, then the moment she understood that she was making a performance for nobody. After that she had lifted the blanket away from her chest and folded it twice. Her hands had done the folding neatly. That seemed almost insulting now.

Years of bodies had worked the mattress into a shape no single body fitted. It gave under her hip and resisted beneath her ribs. Near the edge, the compressed stuffing rolled her farther than she wanted; near the wall, a ridge pressed into her side. She knew the place between them. Tonight she had chosen the wall.

Once, reaching down without looking, she had scraped a knuckle on a burr beneath the bunk rail. She could find it now without touching it, just beyond where her hand naturally fell. Above it, the metal held a strip of dull light. Hands and legs had worn away the paint, leaving patches smooth and others faintly rough. The burr belonged to this bed as surely as the hollow under her hip.

Tonight she could separate the smells: disinfectant first, then rat piss, roaches, old sweat, damp cloth, and the sourness no scrubbing removed. On other evenings she barely noticed. The cell could be cleaned but not emptied of use. Her attention had become stupidly thorough, presenting her with things she already knew.

Under the door, the corridor light made a narrow yellow bar. A little of it spread across the floor, reaching into the darkness until the concrete lost its edges. She could see the nearest corner of her folded blanket and the top of one shoe. Beyond those, the cell was a collection of familiar distances. She did not need to see the toilet to know how far her knee would be from it if she stood. She did not need to see the door handle to know it was useless on her side.

Earlier, a guard had said, “They were saying morning.”

Not loudly. Not while standing squarely in front of her. The words had come in passing, in a lowered voice that seemed to belong to the space between them rather than to either of them. The guard’s eyes had moved toward her face, then elsewhere. There had been no paper in a hand, no instruction to gather her things, no pause long enough for the remark to take the shape of news.

They were saying morning.

Robin had not asked who.

That was the part she kept returning to, though she doubted an answer would have helped. Whoever they were, they had remained safely out of reach. A sentence could travel a considerable distance inside the prison without acquiring anyone willing to stand behind it. By the time it reached the person whose life “it” concerned, it could sound both intimate and ownerless.

She had looked at the guard. She remembered doing that much.

Perhaps her face had asked the question for her. Perhaps it had done nothing at all. She had spent years keeping her face from becoming an invitation, and sometimes she no longer knew what it showed. The guard had continued. The moment had ended so ordinarily that for a while she could have treated it as something she had misheard.

But she had heard it.

She pressed her thumb into the blanket’s hem and folded an inch of cloth over her forefinger.

She did not trust herself with what morning seemed to mean. It could mean another conversation, an answer someone expected, a decision made—or only the return of someone who could make it. The guard had said none of that. Robin supplied it.

The blanket’s edge was thicker than the rest of it. A double seam ran along the hem, with a skipped stitch near the corner. She turned that corner between finger and thumb until the stiffened thread lay under her nail. Then she flattened it. Her hands had been doing this for years. They could manufacture a crease and smooth it away while the rest of her remained occupied.

She folded the edge inward again, this time wider.

A guard’s voice had not sounded pleased. That was something. Nor had it sounded reluctant. It had been low, practical, almost careless, although not careless enough to be said where anyone might hear. She tried to recover the exact lowering of it. Had the guard leaned closer? No. She thought not. Had there been a look back afterward? She could not remember, and she distrusted the picture that offered itself when she tried.

She kept the encounter small on purpose: a passing guard, eyes not quite meeting hers, a few words. She knew how quickly memory improved itself to suit a need. A glance lengthened. A hesitation became sympathy. An uncertain word acquired a clear ending after enough repetitions.

Nothing more.

The door down the block struck its frame.

Robin went completely still.

The sound was large enough to arrive through the wall as well as the corridor: a flat metallic blow with a short, rough shudder behind it. The blanket remained half-folded over her fingers. Her eyes went to the seam of her own door. The strip of light was whole.

One.

She waited for a voice, for a second impact, for a key.

Two.

Her back pressed harder against the wall. The mattress had stopped moving beneath her. She could feel her heartbeat in the part of her wrist trapped under the blanket.

Three.

Boots touched concrete.

She listened past the first step for the second. A single footfall gave her almost nothing. The next made a direction possible, and the one after it confirmed it. The sound was diminishing. The boots were moving away.

Four. Five.

She continued counting after she knew, because stopping too soon had its own discomfort. The footsteps passed farther down the corridor. There was a light metallic movement she could not identify, then another step, fainter.

She released the breath through her nose.

The air came out warm against her upper lip. She had not known she was holding it until she let it go. Her hands remained still a moment longer, one curled around the unfinished fold and the other resting on top of it, as though keeping something from escaping.

The light under the door did not change.

She listened until the boots no longer separated themselves from the building’s low sounds. Only then did she look down. The blanket had gathered crookedly across her lap, one side drawn higher by her fist. She opened her hand and let the fold collapse.

Nothing had happened to her this time.

The distinction mattered. A door had shut; someone had walked away. That was the whole event from where she lay. Her body had responded before it had been told the limits of it, and now it took its time accepting them. Her pulse stayed high in her wrist. The ache beneath her shoulder sharpened.

She smoothed the blanket once, without trying to make it square.

Morning remained a word from a guard left behind.

The wall remained cold.

She did not move her back from it.
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After the footsteps faded, she tried to decide whether the silence that followed belonged to a later part of the night. It felt later. Her shoulder hurt more from the years of sleeping on the metal, and the folded blanket had acquired warmth from her legs. Those were measures of a kind. Nothing under the door told her how much time had passed.

Then a toilet flushed two cells over.

Two cells over. She knew it by the force of the water and the pipe’s complaint: nearer would have been louder at the start, farther quieter afterward. The familiar refill rushed, stopped, started, and settled. Only when it ended did she notice she had been keeping still for that, too.

She pulled one foot closer to her body and tested the air beyond the mattress with her toes.

Her shoes were on the floor where she had left them, within reach. She could see the upper part of the nearer one, its opening turned slightly toward the bunk. The other sat beside it in a darker patch. She had placed them so she would not have to search. At some earlier point in her time here she had begun doing that, and the arrangement had become as ordinary as taking them off.

She lowered her foot far enough to touch the nearer shoe.

It had not moved.

The small confirmation embarrassed her, though there was nobody to see it. She drew her foot back onto the mattress. After a moment she shifted her hips and shoulders, keeping her back against the wall but turning enough to give herself a direct view of the door. From that angle she would not have to sit fully upright to check it.

She had slept in less comfortable positions.

That was not an argument for sleeping in this one. She was making no such argument now. She only wanted to avoid being caught in an arrangement that required too many movements to undo.

At the far end of the tier, two guards spoke.

The words did not carry. Their voices did: one low enough to lose its edges, the other briefly clearer, then lowered in response. Robin listened for her name without deciding to. There was no reason they should have been talking about her. There were many reasons guards spoke to one another. Still she leaned her attention toward them until the effort made the muscles beneath her ears tighten.

One voice stopped. The other continued for a little longer.

Then there was a noise that might have been a hand against metal, and the conversation ended.

She let her head rest back.

The sounds had changed nothing she knew. She could have told herself that before they began. Instead she had waited through every indistinct syllable as if understanding might arrive at the end and travel backward through the rest.

Her mouth was dry.

She pressed her tongue against the inside of her lower lip. The lip felt rough, and the movement did little except make her notice the dryness more. She had clenched her teeth without meaning to. When she parted them, a dull strain showed itself near the hinges of her jaw.

She kept them apart for three breaths.

Then she forgot.

A laugh came from another block. The distance took most of the person out of it, leaving a rising sound with an abrupt finish. It could have been laughter. She had heard laughter finish that way. She had also heard other sounds become laughter by the time they reached this room.

She waited for a repetition.

None came.

It was not the volume that kept her awake. She could sleep through noise when the noise belonged where it was. Daytime shouting, doors working through their ordinary sequence, the repeated passage of people whose movements had no particular interest in her—those could become a surface behind sleep. It was a break in pattern that reached under it.

Tonight everything arrived with the possibility of being that break.

The prison had rhythms she knew more accurately than she knew the workings of her own body. She could not have described them well to someone who had never listened here. She would have sounded as though she were guessing. But a change of shift altered the corridor before a voice or a face confirmed it. The footsteps came with a different weight, a change in pace, the tired drag of one passage giving way to a firmer tread in the other direction.

Even the keys had intervals.

On an ordinary patrol they moved with the person carrying them, a brief contact of metal answering each few steps. When someone stopped with a purpose, the rhythm broke. Keys lifted from a hip sounded different from keys swinging against one. A hand sorting them made a small, concentrated noise. She could hear intention in that concentration before she knew whose door would receive it.

She did not always get it right.

That was important to remember. Sometimes a pause meant only an adjustment of clothing or a shoe checked for something on its sole. Sometimes the deliberate footsteps went past her to a task she would never learn about. But an error that left her awake was easier to live with than the other kind.

She shifted again. The mattress guided her hip toward its hollow.

Her body had learned the bed’s shape with a thoroughness she had never asked of it. She could settle herself almost without feeling the process. Her shoulder found a place above the raised paint; her knee rested at the edge of the folded blanket; her heel stopped short of the exposed metal. Yet comfort stayed just out of reach, not because anything hurt enough to prevent it but because she would not stop checking.

If the guard had said nothing, would she have been asleep?

Probably.

The answer angered her in a small, useless way. He had offered what might have been good news, and she was treating it like a warning. She could see the unfairness of that. She could also see that fairness had very little to do with the muscles in her jaw or the quickness with which her eyes went to the door.

Unusual movement after hours meant something.

She had learned not to finish the sentence with anything hopeful.

A pair of footsteps sounded again, farther away this time. She followed them until they passed out of hearing. They had not stopped. She had listened for the lack of a stop almost as closely as she would have listened to one.

When she looked back at the blanket, her hands were folding it.

She could not remember starting.

Her former cellmate had noticed that habit once. Not commented on it exactly; only looked at Robin’s fingers while they worked, then gone on with what she had been saying. Robin remembered the look because it had contained no request to stop.

The woman had been in the Navy. Even seated on a prison bunk, she had kept her back straight, not stiffly but with a kind of maintained alignment, as though the bed had a correct way to be occupied and she knew it. Her hands were usually quiet. That was one reason Robin had watched the hand when it moved.

The conversation had happened during another sleepless night.

Robin could not place it by month. She remembered the woman sitting awake and the sense that neither of them needed to apologize for disturbing the other because both had already been disturbed by something of their own. There had been darkness, the low presence of the corridor beyond the door, and the woman’s voice delivering information without dressing it as advice.

She had called it channel fever.

Robin had asked what that meant.

The woman had held one hand flat, fingers together, and moved it through the air. Not high. Just in front of her body, at the level of the bunk, a small forward passage. A hull cutting water. Robin had understood the gesture a moment before the explanation arrived.

It was what happened when a ship came close enough to home.

Not home yet. There was still distance, still work, still time under the usual demands. But the body had begun preparing to arrive. People who had slept through worse lay awake, tired enough to ache and still unable to end the day.

The woman’s hand stopped.

Robin remembered its flatness more clearly than the exact words. The fingers had not curled to suggest waves or land or welcome. The gesture had been plain and brief. The woman might have been explaining why a pipe knocked.

Channel fever.

Robin had repeated the phrase then, trying it for size without having any immediate use for it.

The woman had said the trouble was not simply excitement. There was excitement in it, but there was also whatever waited when the work of getting home ended. A person could want to arrive and want the hours before arrival to stretch. Both could be true while the ship kept moving.

Robin had looked at her.

The woman had lowered her hand to her knee.

There had been no conclusion offered, no claim that knowing the name made the condition easier. After the explanation, they had still been two people awake in a cell. The woman had remained sitting straight-backed on the bunk. Robin had continued turning the blanket’s edge. Eventually they had stopped talking.

She had not thought about that conversation for some time.

Now the hand moved again in her memory, steady and level. Close enough to home for the body to begin its own preparations, too far away for any of them to be useful.

She looked at the door.

She did not even have a confirmed departure. No ship, only a guard’s remark and the night between it and whatever happened next. Still, the description fitted closely enough to make her uncomfortable.

Her body had gone ahead without permission.

It had dried her mouth and tightened her jaw. It had made lying still an activity that required effort. It had taken a word as ordinary as morning and put every muscle within hearing of it.

She flattened her hand over the blanket, imitating nothing deliberately.

For a moment she could almost feel how the former cellmate had held hers, the tension needed to keep the fingers straight without making them rigid. Robin did not push her own hand through the air. She left it where it was.

The memory did not tell her what had kept the woman awake that night. Perhaps the woman had said and Robin had forgotten; perhaps she had never said. There was a limit to what sharing a room gave one person of another. She had known the sound of that woman turning over and the way she held her back. She had not been entitled to every thought that prevented her sleep.

She wondered whether the woman would have recognized the look of her now.

Probably there was little to recognize. A person awakes when she wanted not to be. A folded blanket. Eyes going again to the same place.

No, Robin corrected herself. She did not want to sleep.

She wanted to be able to want it.

That difference was irritatingly exact.

She tried counting her breaths. She had already tried, more than once, but the simplicity of the task made failure seem temporary. There was no reason she should not be able to keep track of ten small repetitions.

One.

She let the air leave without forcing it.

Two.

Her chest rose under the fabric of her shirt. The cold wall kept its contact along her back.

Three.

There had been a sound in the corridor. Not a footstep, she thought. Something lighter.

She waited.

When nothing followed, she returned to the count and could not decide whether the next breath should be four or five.

She began again.

On the next attempt she reached six before the first guard’s voice entered, low and nearly incidental. On the one after that, she found herself holding her breath between numbers because she was listening. She gave up without reaching ten.

Her former cellmate had not offered a cure. Robin appreciated that now more than she had at the time. A cure would have been another thing she could fail to do correctly.

She worked her jaw from side to side, a small movement that pulled at the sore places near her ears. The sensation was unpleasant but precise. She could identify what caused it. She stopped before it could become another habit.

The air in the cell did not feel cool on her face, although the wall remained cold. Heat had collected under the blanket across her thighs. Her feet were uncovered. The differences between one part of her body and another made it difficult to decide whether she wanted more warmth or less.

She slid a hand beneath the folded blanket, then withdrew it.

A routine patrol passed.

She heard it assemble itself at a distance: footsteps, the intermittent light knock of keys, another set of footsteps moving in the same direction. Not two people. One person and the return of sound from the hard surfaces. She had made that mistake early on, hearing more company than there was.

The steps approached without haste.

Robin watched the strip under the door. A shadow interrupted it, widened, and moved on. The keys kept their spacing. The boots did not turn toward her.

She waited until they had passed the next door before letting her eyes move.

Ordinary.

The former cellmate had described motion toward a place; Robin remained in a room. Somewhere outside this cell, matters might have been moving in ways she could neither hear nor influence. That possibility was worse than a sound in the corridor. A sound at least arrived with edges. She could listen to it begin and stop.

Whatever determined the morning had no sound she knew how to identify.

Her jaw had tightened again.
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Sitting up changed the place where she felt afraid.

Against the wall, the fear had been spread through her back and jaw, available to every sound. Now it settled behind her breastbone. It was smaller there and harder to avoid. The door no longer occupied all of it.

Beyond the door were other people’s mornings.

Her family’s, if the day went as the guard had suggested. Or the beginning of whatever sequence of instructions might eventually bring her to them. She had kept that part of the thought at a distance through most of the night. She had been willing to examine the guards’ words until they almost lost their meaning, but not to hold the possible result steadily in view.

Seven and a half years.

She knew what that duration looked like from this side. Not every day separately; many had become indistinguishable. But she knew what the time had done to her habits, to the speed with which she heard a footstep, to the position in which she kept her shoes. She knew the repeated work of getting through days she could not shorten.

She did not know what the same years looked like from the other side.

She leaned forward and put her elbows on her knees.

The movement drew her shirt away from the cold patch between her shoulders. Her hands hung between her legs, palms facing one another without touching. For the first time in hours they had no cloth to occupy them.

She tried to picture one of her children.

A face came readily enough. Too readily. One cheek caught the light at an angle she knew, and the expression formed before she could change it. It was not her child moving through a room. It was the last photograph they had all taken together, the day she left.

The face stayed at its photographed angle. When she tried to turn it, detail failed. She could supply another expression, but it belonged to the same older store of expressions, the ones she had carried into this place, in her memories. None of them told her what she would see now.

She let the image go.

It returned as soon as she stopped trying.

That was the trouble with an old photograph held long enough in memory. It became efficient. It answered before the question had been fully asked. Her child’s face, and there it was, offered with the confidence of something she had seen herself. The years after it had been taken were not visible in the image. Knowing they existed did not make them appear.

She had missed more than changes in height or hair.

Those were things she could imagine in principle. A body grew. A face altered. Clothes ceased to fit. But a person’s way of looking at someone could change without leaving any feature she knew how to predict. The old expression might not be available to her anymore. It might exist only in the photograph and in the part of her that kept reaching for it.

Her chest tightened.

She looked down at the floor between her shoes.

There was a faint pale line in the concrete, not quite a crack, perhaps an old scrape. She had seen it before from the bunk without paying attention. Now she followed its course for the few inches the light allowed. It thinned, disappeared, and resumed nearer the bed.

She did not want to think of a reunion as a test.

The thought had the structure of one anyway.

Would she recognize them quickly enough? Would her face do the right thing before surprise or uncertainty crossed it? She could imagine saying something that revealed the age of her knowledge, asking after a preference that had ended years ago. A small mistake, harmless in another family on an ordinary day. She did not know whether there would be anything ordinary or harmless about her first mistakes.

She curled her fingers toward her palms and then released them.

She had no right to make the children responsible for disguising how much she did not know.

That much she could decide before seeing them.

Deciding it did not tell her how to behave.

A letter had arrived years ago mentioning a birthday. Not a recent birthday. An earlier one, when there had still been an expectation that the details of the day should be placed before her, when missing it had been new enough to name.

She remembered the page more as an arrangement than as a text. The birthday had appeared partway down, not at the opening. There had been something else first, ordinary information she could no longer retrieve. Then the day she had missed, set into sentences as though the right order of words could carry an event across the gap.

She had read that section repeatedly.

She remembered reading it better than she remembered the birthday. Finding the same passage. Going back to its beginning. Making her eyes move through it again. She had thought that would preserve the day.

There had been directness in it.

The birthday had happened, many of them. Robin had not been there.

No elaborate accusation had been necessary. An account of an ordinary day could establish absence perfectly well. Whatever had been eaten, whatever had been said, the day had acquired its shape without her.

She could no longer remember every detail the letter had given.

That failure troubled her almost as much as the original absence. Someone had done the work of telling her. For a while she had possessed the information. It had not all stayed.

She pressed her elbows more firmly into her knees.

The pressure gave her hands a slight tremor. She eased back until they stopped.

A date was not a morning. It could not tell her what her children had done or whether the day had pleased them. She knew when they had been born. Of course she knew. She had kept the facts that stayed unchanged, and life had proceeded through all the others.

She could imagine explaining that.

She could not imagine an explanation making it less true.

From somewhere along the tier came a brief movement, a scrape too faint to place. Her eyes lifted toward the door. She listened, waited, and looked back down.

The reflex had not left her because she was thinking about her family. It entered the thought and made a space for itself there. She wondered how long she would keep doing that outside—how long a closing door would interrupt whatever someone was saying to her.

She did not finish the question.

There were too many questions that assumed she would leave.

For most of the night she had used that uncertainty as protection. Nothing was confirmed; therefore, nothing beyond confirmation needed to be faced. But her thoughts had begun slipping past the condition. Her body had already made room for a future her mind still tried to put under restriction.

What did the children eat for breakfast?

The question arrived with no dignity at all.

She stared at the floor.

She knew what they had eaten before. Or she knew several things, a range of old mornings she could have described once with an impatience born of repetition. She had known who wanted food immediately and who took longer to become interested. There had been preferences that seemed fixed because she encountered them every day.

She did not know which had survived.

If she were standing in a kitchen now, she would have to ask.

Not necessarily a terrible thing. Parents asked questions. People changed their minds about food. She understood the reasonable answers and found they did not reach the place in her chest where the question had landed.

It was not breakfast alone.

It was whether they woke easily. Whether they needed quiet before anyone spoke to them. Whether they ate sitting down or standing, whether they left something unfinished, whether there was a usual order to the day that everyone else followed without discussing it.

She would enter after the order had been established.

Her presence would have to find a place in it.

She bent her head farther. Her neck began to pull.

She could still recall the confidence of knowing what happened next in her children’s day. One thing led to another; if a task took too long, she knew what it delayed. That knowledge had not felt valuable enough to name while she had it. It had felt like being tired, or hurried, or called upon again before she had finished what she was doing.

Now there were gaps at each transition.

Waking.

Then nothing she could be sure of.

Breakfast.

Then another blank.

Leaving, returning, the small decisions around meals, the approach to sleep. She could fill the sequence with plausible actions, but plausibility was what she would have offered for strangers. She had no reason to think her guesses acquired accuracy because the people in them were her children.

Her hands turned slightly, palms upward.

She looked at them without interest.

They had liked something. They had always done something. Whenever she reached for certainty, it came back as an old habit. There were things she still knew; not knowing a breakfast had not made her a stranger. She should have taken comfort in that. But every sentence stopped short of now.

Did they still do the things they used to do?

She did not like the question. The word still made her remembered version the fixed point, their lives afterward a departure from it. They had been living, not moving away from an image she kept. The distinction should have been simple.

It hurt anyway.

Seven and a half years contained an enormous number of mornings. She would not calculate them. A total would make no useful difference, and she suspected she would continue doing the arithmetic after the number was found, looking for another unit in which the loss might be stated more accurately.

Birthdays were too few.

Days were too many to hold.

The small repeated acts seemed closest, and those were exactly what she could not count.

She remembered the letter again, the passage where the birthday had been described directly. She could feel the old effort to be fair to it. The person writing had had to choose what to include, how much of an ordinary event could be sent into a cell without becoming either an injury or a kindness that sounded false.

Robin had wanted details.

Sometimes the details had been the hardest part to read.

That contradiction had belonged to her, not to whoever wrote. She knew that. It had not made opening letters simple.

She flexed her fingers once and let them hang.

She wondered whether, if she saw the children soon, she would listen properly. Not merely hear the words, but let them tell her who they were without searching every sentence for evidence that she still belonged to them.

The possibility of failing at that frightened her.

She did not want to give them another task. Yet she could imagine missing their words because she was so grateful to hear their voices, or missing where they wanted the conversation to go because she was watching how they looked at her. Reassuring her. Translating themselves. Making her return easier to bear.

Her throat began to close.

She swallowed carefully.

No tears came, but the prospect of them altered her breathing. She held her mouth still and looked harder at the pale line on the floor. It was only a mark in concrete. She made herself attend to its broken middle, to the darker patch where it passed beyond the available light.

She did not tell herself there was nothing to cry about.

She was tired of statements that had to be false in order to be useful.

Instead she kept her elbows on her knees and waited for the pressure in her throat to change. She had done that before. It was a physical event as well as anything else: the tightening, the heat behind her eyes, the need to breathe without letting the breath break. If she did not add movement to it, sometimes it receded.

The cell remained dark.

She heard no footsteps near her door.

After a while she swallowed again, and the second swallow hurt less.

She had imagined leaving often enough. There was no honesty in pretending otherwise. But those imaginings had generally stopped at an edge: the last door, the first unrestricted step, the fact of not returning to the bunk that night. They had concerned subtraction. No count. No locked cell. No one else deciding when she could pass from one place to another.

Beyond the subtraction, a day still required living.

So did the next one.

Her children had already been doing that.

She would not be returning to the moment she had left. There was no moment held open for her, no household waiting with its routines suspended. She knew this so plainly that she wondered why thinking it now felt like learning it.

Perhaps because tomorrow—or the morning already approaching—had become something other than a distant location for wishes.

It might ask her to stand inside what she had missed.

She shifted her weight on the mattress. The bed gave its small uneven response. Her body knew how to settle there immediately.

She hated the ease of it for a moment.

Then it passed. She had lived where she had been put. Her body had learned what it needed to survive: the mattress, the blanket, the door. None of them was responsible for becoming familiar. She could hate what that familiarity revealed without pretending she would have survived better by refusing to learn it.

She raised one heel and lowered it.

The shoe beside her foot remained empty.

If she put it on now, would anything change? No. She would only be sitting in shoes instead of beside them. Yet she left it untouched, preserving that small unfinished action as though the night needed one more thing she had not conceded to it.

She thought of her child’s face again.

This time she did not try to repair the photograph in memory. She let it be old. The cheek held its light, the expression stayed where it had been caught, and the child who existed now remained beyond it, unavailable to her imagination.

She would have to look.

If the chance came, she would have to see what was there rather than search for what she recognized.

It sounded simple because it contained so few words.

She let the thought rest without asking it to become a promise.

Her hands were loose again. She had not noticed releasing them. One thumb lay against the side of a forefinger, not pressing, merely touching. Above them, the blanket remained where she had folded it away from her legs. She could reach for it.

She did not.

The night had grown thin in some way she could not attach to a particular minute. The building’s low mechanical noise seemed more exposed. Perhaps that was only the consequence of fewer distinct sounds. Perhaps her hearing had become tired. She remained bent forward, watching the floor, while the absence of activity accumulated around her.

Then something clattered at a distance.

Her head did not lift immediately. She waited for the sound to declare itself.

It came again: a brief hard rattle followed by a rolling noise, then another uneven contact. A cart wheel on concrete. Not keys. Not a door. The rhythm advanced in small jolts, one wheel finding a roughness and complaining each time it crossed.

Robin raised her head.

Kitchen or laundry. She could not tell which from here. It did not matter yet. The cart belonged to work that began before most people were required to be awake, to the first practical movements by which the institution brought another day into use.

This sound belonged to morning.

She sat a little more evenly on the bunk without straightening her back. Her elbows remained on her knees. The pressure in her chest did not ease; it changed, becoming alert to the same thing as the rest of her.

The cart rolled farther.

She listened to its rough wheel catch, recover, and catch again. Someone was moving it, but she heard no voice and could distinguish no footsteps beneath the rolling. The unseen task continued. Whatever the guards knew or did not know about her, the day had already started for someone.

Under the door, the light looked different.

She studied it to make certain she was not supplying the change. The strip had not widened. It reached no farther across the concrete than before. But the yellow had thinned into something grayer, a slight loss of warmth that showed most clearly where the light faded at the edges.

She could not see daylight from the bunk.

Still, something beyond her room had changed enough to reach it.

The cart noise diminished. Its last rattle came faintly, separated from the earlier ones by a longer interval, or perhaps by distance that hid what happened between. Then she could no longer hear it.

Robin stayed seated.

She did not lift the blanket or smooth the mattress. She did not reach for her shoes. They remained on the floor beside her feet, one a little closer than the other, just as she had arranged them in the night.

Her back no longer touched the wall.

The place between her shoulders still remembered its cold, but there was air behind her now. She could feel the pull of remaining bent forward, the weight of her head, the ordinary fatigue of a body that had not slept.

She could no longer see the seam of the door.

If a shadow crossed it, she would miss that too.

The guards’ words had brought her this far and no farther. Her family remained beyond what she knew. Morning had begun without settling either matter.

She did not stand.

Robin lowered herself from the bunk onto her knees. She asked God for a miracle. When the guards arrived that morning, she was still praying. They had come to start processing her out of the prison.

Chapter Two
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Fred Wright, Her Saving Grace
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Freedom came with a cost. Fred rose from his knees, took his phone from the desk, opened the door, and slipped his car keys into his pocket. Before he started the engine, he glanced once toward the Ebenezer Baptist Church, where people were already preparing a welcome-home celebration for his wife. Then he and the children set out. He had not asked permission for this trip; he had asked forgiveness, though he doubted he could ever convince himself that he had truly received it. Some people called the congregation a cult. To Fred, it was simply the price he had paid for the right to drive to the Ennis Unit and bring his wife home after seven and a half years.

❖
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The Ennis Unit, Huntsville, Texas
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On the Tuesday morning she was released, the officer slid Robin’s property envelope across the counter with two fingers and stopped short of the edge, so she had to reach for it. Seven and a half years had passed, yet the gesture was familiar: the practiced indifference of a transaction that could have happened on any day.

The envelope was brown manila, worn soft at the corners. Inside were a watch, a wallet, and a folded photograph. Someone whose handwriting she did not recognize had printed her name across the front. She checked each item against the form.

The watch had stopped. Its narrow band still held the curve of her wrist, or of the wrist she once had; she could not tell whether the shape belonged to the leather or memory. She set it beside the wallet and left the photograph folded.

The officer pointed to a line, and Robin signed it.

Her release had come sooner than her sentence had led her to expect. After seven and a half years of bracing for more time, the order to leave felt like a clerical error; she kept waiting for them to catch the mistake at the last minute and return her to captivity instead of the freedom that she yearned for. She had spent years praying for a miracle that she received out of nowhere and the only explanation she could assign it to was God's grace. Behind these fences and walls, non-believers prayed for miracles that they never believed would happen. Somewhere, strangers had weighed things she could not see—a file, a number, a checked box—and judged them sufficient. Here at the counter, there was only a pen on a cord and an officer waiting to have it back. She had once understood how little an institution owed the person on the other side of its counter.

The pen tugged against its cord as she finished the last letter, and she returned it with care. Her signature looked smaller than she remembered. She fought the urge to sign again.

She took the papers that she needed to take with her; they held out the conditions that extended beyond the fence, and instructions for the ankle monitor that would track her movements. She read them without moving her lips while the officer looked at the counter. Neither rushed to the other, though Robin knew which of them was free to be impatient.

She slid the stopped watch and the empty wallet back into the envelope. The folded family photograph snagged at the opening. She pressed both clasps shut with her thumb. She did not need to rehash memories of the day she entered; this was a new day.

The clothes she wore had come from Goodwill, donated to newly released inmates. They had been folded too long and smelled of mothballs. A seam pressed into her shoulder, and the waistband sat where she did not expect it. No number appeared anywhere on them. She had searched for one while dressing, an automatic inspection that left her briefly furious with herself.

The smell of bleach lingered. It had soaked into fabric and hair and into her private sense of what clean air should smell like. Beneath it she caught something dry and closed in from the envelope: paper that had waited; its contents held in suspension.

When the officer opened the next door, Robin stayed put until the instructions came. Then she hated herself for the instinct, which was one more habit from inside.

The corridor had been mopped recently, and a wet strip along one wall caught the overhead light. She stepped around it to keep her shoes from squeaking on the damp floor, then realized she was still trying to leave no trace of her passing.

There had been years when people changed courses at the sound of her approach. She remembered the simple physics of the authority she had once held. Doors opened. Conversations stopped. People watched her hands to anticipate her needs, not to decide what she was allowed. That work had since been replaced by constant, exhausting assessments. Safety had always been a different calculation; one she had learned from both sides of the door.

Ahead, daylight lay in a hard-edged shape across the floor. She had imagined this walk too often to trust it now. Her cellmate, Francine, had tried to prepare her for release after so many years locked away. Francine had served in the Navy, and she said prison was like a long deployment; release was simply pulling into home port. By that measure, Robin had pictured herself striding quickly, almost defiantly, down the gangplank without looking back, with Fred and the children waiting on the pier beyond the final barrier. Then she turned the corner into the reality of prison life.

The real passage smelled of hot metal, and it fell well short of the walk to freedom she had imagined. Walls and fences could confine a body, she thought, but the mind had always roamed free.

The sally port admitted her, held her, and released her. She stood through the sequence without looking at the machinery. The delay was routine, but her pulse did not treat it that way. Then she was outside.

The white East Texas sky offered no relief. Light glared off the pale road, the roofs of parked cars, and the gravel where weeds had staked narrow, stubborn claims. Beyond the perimeter, Farm-to-Market Road 980 baked in the morning heat. A car passed without slowing, its tires raising a faint drift of red dust from the shoulder.

The scent of pine resin reached her first, sharp, and unexpectedly intimate. Then came the smell of warm earth. She had forgotten how far a smell could travel when no wall stopped it.

For a moment, she looked beyond everything. Here was the distance with no assignment attached. No painted line told her where to stop. The realization did not free her; it only left her unsure where to step next. She tightened her grip on the envelope.

Fred stood near the chain-link fence, talking on his phone. He ended the call the moment he saw her. The guard escorting her traded a look with him—a nod, a small gesture—that hinted at a familiarity older than this morning, the easy recognition a pastor received in his own town.

She recognized his posture before his face: weight balanced evenly, broad shoulders under a work jacket too warm for the morning. A chain with a decorative medallion rested against his collar, something he must have bought during her seven and a half years inside. He had probably left home before the heat set in and had not needed the jacket. She had no proof of either thought, only her long knowledge of him, which those years had not entirely erased.

His hands hung at his sides, calloused and open. She could not say exactly how he had changed, but she had changed too.

Amelia stood at his left, her hair pulled back to reveal the firm set of her jaw. She studied Robin so intently that Robin had the irrational sense of being inspected for damage. Amelia’s stillness was new. It took effort, a discipline Robin did not recognize in the restless child she remembered.

Fred Jr. stood slightly apart. He touched the cross at his throat, let it go, and touched it again. His shoulders had broadened since she had last taken clear stock of them. Visits had shown her the changes in increments; seeing him outside revealed the sum.

They had arranged themselves with space between them, and no one waved. She walked toward them.

Her shoes gathered dust almost at once. She noticed because they had been clean, because she had wanted them clean, because part of her still believed a first impression might decide everything that followed.

She did not run. Running was for emergencies and pursuit, for people who had lost control of their own pace. She walked with her back straight and her chin level, the envelope pressed tight to her side. The heat crept beneath her collar, and her shirt began to cling between her shoulder blades.

Halfway there, she saw Fred’s mouth change. It was not a smile; it was the collapse of the expression he had prepared.

She looked toward the road for a single step, offering him privacy he could not use with everyone watching.

Amelia moved first, but she took only half a step before checking herself. Her father turned slightly, not to hold her back, only to acknowledge the movement. Fred Jr.’s hand closed around his cross.

Robin stopped within arm’s reach. For a moment, the four of them stood absurdly formal, as if she had arrived late for a conversation already under way.

“Robin,” Fred said. He said nothing more.

His voice was deeper than it had sounded through the visitation phones. Now there was no background noise to compete with
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