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ANOTHER DAY in the slammer, another rumor. Take your choice: Gangs moving in, gangs moving out. Work details shuffled, work details up for bid. Library closing, library expanding. And on and on.

None of it mattered, Mitch Souder thought, because after all this time he’d become an optimist and saw the virtue of three hots and a cot. He got fed, had a place to sleep, did the jobs he was told to do, said yes sir at appropriate times and never had to pay the rent or write a résumé.

True, he had no career anymore, no wife, no family that even acknowledged him and no friends. That’s what happened when they gave you twenty-five years for murder two, even if you were innocent, which he knew he was. Those two college degrees and glowing annual evaluations were worthless now. He was a felon, and changing that seemed about as likely as his black skin turning white.

So when the latest rumor came down, Souder thought so what, it’ll never happen, they’ll never close this place. Sure, they’d had to shut down the south wing after last year’s 6.5 earthquake broke the foundation, crashed down ceilings and turned the plumbing into water fountains. But the odds were against seeing another big shaker like that in the next hundred years.

With that rumor dispatched, Mitch Souder went back to cutting hair because that’s what his job had been for the past two years and what it probably would be the next two years before he got a new assignment.

At first Souder thought it was beyond stupid that Bellwood State Penitentiary had decided that cutting hair would be the highest use of the talents of a science teacher with a master’s degree. Later, he came to appreciate his job and new skills because he realized that in five years of college he’d never learned a single thing about being a barber. Not many people needed to know the phylum of hammerhead sharks, but just about everyone needed a haircut.

Even if the warden didn’t see fit to provide Souder a lab with formaldehyde and Bunsen burners, a lot of the inmates were more than happy to use his ability to read and write. That’s what happened when the big rumor became real.

One sunny June day they came back inside after their exercise hour out in the yard and saw new notices posted in the common area. The message wasn’t long, just the basics, and Souder read it in seconds. He hadn’t come to grips with the news yet, but he’d taken it in.

Then as he turned away, another prisoner said, “Is it true? Read it, Souder. Read it out loud.”

Mitch Souder read the notice so everyone around him could hear, and when he was done, they all knew that Bellwood State Penitentiary would be closing in ninety days.

The buildings needed major upgrades to satisfy court-ordered standards, but the cost would have been prohibitive. To prepare for the closure, Bellwood would systematically shut down and send prisoners elsewhere starting in two weeks.

More rumors flew, but Souder ignored them and went back to his cell knowing one thing: He didn’t like what was happening. He’d found some respect and a reasonably comfortable niche at Bellwood, as comfortable as any prison could be, and he didn’t want to go to any other lockup.

When it was almost time to relocate, prisoners would get one day notice to pack up. Their names would be posted on a list, and the guards would also tell them in person. They could take two bags maximum, only what they themselves could carry. Anything else had to be left behind. No exceptions.

Souder saw the wisdom of that. Big boxes of trinkets and books and who knows would be unmanageable. Then he started thinking about health aspects of the prison closure.

The court order that had set everything off had to be looking at asbestos as a major problem. Inmates weren’t allowed to read the full order, but he’d heard that last year’s earthquake had spilled enough asbestos in the south wing to kill them all, and now it was obvious that asbestos was surrounding them in the remaining old buildings.

Souder didn’t want to dwell on it, but he found it ironic that the state cared so much about the welfare of the prisoners while maintaining a system that squeezed the life out of them day by day. If there was any fight left in him, he thought it would take an electron microscope to find it.

In two weeks as promised, the state started shipping inmates to other prisons. When their scheduled departure day came, prisoners boarded buses with blacked out windows and were on the road by 8 a.m. Some of them traveled only a couple of hours, and some of them went to the other side of the state. The warden, the driver and the main guards knew the destinations, but the prisoners didn’t know until they arrived.

The word was that each prisoner was chained to his seat and that the buses had one armed guard for every three inmates. These were rumors, of course, and hardly surprising, so Mitch Souder didn’t spend any energy thinking about them.

Despite his desire to hunker down at Bellwood, when his time to leave came, he would just do what he was told and not make trouble. Trying to escape was the last thing on his mind. His sentence had been a quarter of a century, not death by trying to run away. For some reason he wanted to keep on living. He just wasn’t sure what that was.

The systematic closure of the prison continued on schedule, and six weeks from shutdown the inmate population had noticeably dwindled. Almost everyone thought they saw patterns in the departures, but if there was one, Souder couldn’t figure it out. As a scientist, he’d been trained to study how a system evolved or fell apart, but this time the decisions seemed about as random as lottery balls popping to the surface.

When the final week arrived, Mitch Souder was still an inmate at Bellwood State Penitentiary. He still didn’t want to start all over at another prison, but he was resigned to the change. First bus or last, it simply didn’t matter.

He wasn’t cutting hair anymore. They’d closed the barber shop a week before. Anyone else who needed a haircut would have to get it someplace else.

Since he didn’t have a job assignment now, he had more free time and spent a lot of it in the library. He’d look at travel books, scanning the photos and descriptions, and wonder what it was truly like out in the world these days. And he wondered whether he’d actually go anywhere if he had a chance.

As the inmate population waned, Souder felt the emptiness and it was good. He was surprised to discover how little he cared about the other inmates, but the new truth didn’t bother him. It was just a fact. He didn’t judge himself on the matter because that would have meant having an opinion about a data point and he knew that wasn’t the way good science worked.

His mind roamed as he considered the possibility of being the last prisoner at Bellwood, of being forgotten entirely. He imagined being in the library, studying photos of castles in Europe while the final bus loaded. The guards would overlook him and shut out the lights. But when everyone else had left, he’d turn the lights back on and look at more books.

Eventually he’d have to eat, and that would be a problem once the kitchen had been shut down. But he’d figure out a way. He could hire himself as a security guard for the empty prison and maybe even order pizza and Chinese takeout, and then he’d never have to go to another prison.

Of course, Souder realized all that was nonsense. In a few days they’d close the library and in a few days he’d be gone, hauled away like an animal.
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MORE BUSES loaded without Mitch Souder, and then on Thursday of the last week his name went on the list for departures. Only ten prisoners were left, and he was one of them. They’d leave on Friday, for somewhere, and at last all the cells would be empty.

Thursday afternoon a guard came around and told Souder that Warden Ruffard wanted to see him. When Souder got to Ruffard’s big paneled office, a younger white guy in a fancy gray suit was there. Ruffard introduced him as Carl Givens and said he was from the state. Then they all sat down to talk.

“Souder, I’ve been reviewing your record,” Ruffard said while smoothing his silvery hair and looking down at an open folder of papers on his broad cherry wood desk. “You’ve come up for parole twice, but the notes here indicate you put up a rather weak case both times. Your counsel failed to speak of any remorse on your part and only mentioned that you were still maintaining your innocence.”

Souder hardly knew what to say, but the warden was looking him in the eye, clearly waiting for a response. “Sir, I’m not sure those lawyers tried very hard. They were volunteers, as the notes might show. Beyond the possibility of parole, my appeal has gone nowhere, and it seems as if they just went through the motions.”

“Could be,” Ruffard said. “The Parole Board wants to know a good reason why you should walk, and if they don’t hear it, well, you see how it turns out.”

The warden cleared his throat, glanced at Givens, then went on. “On the other hand, you’ve shown exemplary behavior here at the prison, and so perhaps the Bellwood administration, including myself, did not speak up enough on your behalf, if we spoke up at all.”

Souder didn’t know what to make of this, nor of the presence of the state man Givens, but something was different about Sam Ruffard today. The warden’s voice carried an unusual whisper of kindness, and his ears seemed more open than normal.

It was strange to think that a longtime prison administrator and a man convicted of killing a high school girl could even come close to being on equal footing, but this was the feeling Souder had. So maybe it would be best to keep the conversation going.

“That’s very interesting, Warden, but I’m not sure how this helps me now. In eighteen months when I might have another chance for parole, I’ll be someplace else and you’ll probably have forgotten all about me. Pardon me if I’m speaking out of turn, sir, but the word on the cellblock is that you’re retiring.”

Ruffard allowed a half smile, then stood up and walked by Givens, pausing long enough to draw a deep breath before coming around to rest his hips on the front of his desk.

“This is true, Souder. Your first name, is it Mitch they call you?”

“Yes, sir, sometimes anyway. Short for Mitchell.”

Warden Ruffard nodded. “Well, Mitch, with the closure of Bellwood I am retiring. Yes indeed. My wife and I will be traveling to Europe this fall to do the usual tourist stuff—you know, museums and castles and parks and operas and God knows what else a woman think she needs to do over there. Tomorrow is my last day here at the prison, just as it’s your last day at Bellwood.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And someone else far more important than me will be retiring in January.”

Now Souder was intrigued. This had to be the craziest conversation he’d ever had with a prison official. “I don’t follow, Warden.”

“No, of course not. I’ll try not to talk in riddles, Mitch. The person I’m referring to is Governor Kelden. Term limits won’t let him run for governor again, and he’s about my age, so like me, he wants to tie up loose ends before he steps down and returns to private life.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And it turns out that you, Mitchell Souder, are one of those loose ends—for me and the governor.”

Now what was going on? It was clear to Souder that the warden and the governor had something in mind for him, but he was clueless about what that could be and could only offer a blank expression in return.

“I’m going to let Mr. Givens explain,” Ruffard said. “Carl is Governor Kelden’s chief of staff. He’s here on full authority of the governor so listen carefully, Mitch.”

While Warden Ruffard went back to sit behind his desk, Carl Givens began talking.

“The governor has looked at your case with great interest, Mr. Souder. Thanks to your volunteer counsel, he’s reviewed your trial record and found some disturbing shortcomings on the part of both the prosecution and the defense. Of course, he’s not a judge so can’t grant you a new trial, but as you may know he is a former district attorney and has great insight into the state’s legal system.”

Mitch Souder sat up straight. This sounded promising. And now he was Mr. Souder. Other than his trial, no one had called him Mr. Souder since the last time he’d taught a chemistry class.

Givens went on.

“In June of last year you even wrote a letter to Governor Kelden about your case.”

Warden Ruffard spoke up. “You wrote the governor? I didn’t know that.”

“I’d almost forgotten,” Souder said. “I never got an answer.” Was it only fifteen months back? Being in prison must have warped his sense of time. The letter seemed so long ago.

“Well,” Givens said, “you’re getting an answer today. May I read some of what your wrote?”

“By all means,” Souder said, amazed that the governor’s chief of staff was asking his permission. What was going on? They were treating him almost like a normal person.

“I’ll just read part of the letter,” Givens said. “You wrote: Governor Kelden, I know you’re a man of the law. So can you explain how a citizen of your state can be arrested and convicted for a murder he didn’t commit? Who is this citizen? I am. Or was. Now that I’m a prisoner in Bellwood I’m hardly even human. I may move and speak like a man, but my life is evaporating day by day. How can anyone speak of justice when the crime of imprisoning me festers like an old wound, a wound so vile and repulsive that no one but me is willing to acknowledge it?”

For a few seconds all three men in the room were silent.

Finally the warden looked at Souder. “You actually wrote that?”

Souder waited a little before answering. “Yeah.” Then he took a deep breath and exhaled. “I wrote that.”

“I knew you went to college but, Jesus, I’ve never heard anything like that.”

Souder looked Warden Ruffard in the eye but didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure whether the warden liked his writing or was reacting to his audacity. Either way, Souder didn’t see any benefit in starting a discussion.

When it was obvious Souder wasn’t going to respond, Ruffard said, “Sorry to interrupt, Carl. Please go on.”

“Thank you, Warden.” Givens held his expression of calm control and gave no hint that the warden’s outburst had bothered him in the least.

“Mr. Souder, I won’t dwell on the letter, but you should know that Governor Kelden read it himself and took it seriously. Along with the other matters I’ve shared, your letter has had an effect.”

Givens paused, apparently allowing a moment for comment, only Souder didn’t know what to say at first. Almost everything he was hearing was such a revelation that he had a hard time absorbing the news. Souder wanted it all repeated, but he wasn’t going to be the dimwit who asked Givens to do it.

And then there was the man’s careful phrasing. No wonder Givens was in politics, Souder decided. The governor’s right-hand man was obviously a master of feeding his audience bits of information that said nothing more than what he intended.

In the end, Souder just uttered the words “Thank you,” and then Givens continued his well-studied buildup to something that remained a mystery to Souder.

“In this state, Mr. Souder, the governor has powers that most people don’t usually think about. Some of those powers are official, granted by the Legislature or the State Constitution, and some are quite unofficial. One of the latter I’m thinking about is the power of persuasion. Sometimes the governor can make something important happen with only a short phone call.”

“I see,” Souder said. “And you’re saying that I was the subject of such a call?”

“Very astute, Mr. Souder. The governor wants to do something good for you before he leaves office in three months. The closure of this prison seems like the ideal juncture, so let me tell you exactly what has happened and what will happen—with your approval, of course.”

With his approval? Souder tried to remember but he knew it had been years since anyone had asked for his approval about anything at all. He turned to Sam Ruffard in question, and the warden smiled and nodded back toward Givens as if to say this was an opportunity Souder shouldn’t pass up.

“Mr. Souder,” Givens said, “the governor can’t directly order your parole but he has gone to bat with the Parole Board and made it happen. The board doesn’t usually operate this way, but it does have the authority. So with your consent, the paperwork for your parole will be here in Warden Ruffard’s office for you to sign tomorrow morning.”

Souder’s mouth fell open but he recovered to say what was needed. “That’s amazing, Mr. Givens. Thank you, and thank Governor Kelden. I’m very grateful.”

“You perhaps should thank Warden Ruffard as well. He endorsed this course of action. And I believe he might have planted a seed with the governor some time ago.”

Souder shook his head disbelief. “I don’t know what to say except thank you again. Thank you, Warden Ruffard.”

“That will be sufficient, Souder. And since you’re so tongue tied, you should have no difficulty saying absolutely nothing to anyone about the matter until you return to this office tomorrow.”

“Of course, sir. My lips are sealed.”

“Good, because there’s more. Carl?”

“Yes, there is more, Mr. Souder. And it’s unusual, so please follow closely. The term of your parole is short, only ninety days.”

Souder’s heart fell. “Ninety days?” Why bother at all? He’d never heard of such a thing. “That seems, well, almost cruel.”

“It would be—if you were going back to prison.”

“I don’t understand. Not going back?” Souder felt as if his head was on a yo-yo string.

“Governor Kelden is prepared to grant you unconditional freedom, Mr. Souder, but he wants to make sure he’s not making a mistake. So the timing is very important. The term of your parole will be ninety days, and the governor will be leaving office in ninety-five days. As long as you remain in the Bellwood area and keep your nose clean in those ninety days, one of the governor’s final official acts will be to commute your sentence to time already served.”

“Commute my sentence?”

“Yes,” Givens said. “Report to your parole officer once a week and stay out of trouble with the law for ninety days and you won’t have to go back to prison. You’ll be a free man.”

“A free man,” Souder said in a daze.

“Mr. Souder,” Givens said, “I want to make sure you understand what the offer is and what it isn’t. Governor Kelden isn’t comfortable with granting you a full pardon, but he has decided to do the next best thing by commuting your sentence under the terms I’ve laid out. The next best thing is my personal opinion, of course, but I don’t believe a reasonable person could see it any other way.”

Even though Souder was struggling to stay on top of the situation, he managed to say something halfway intelligent. “I understand. Absolutely. Please tell Governor Kelden that I’m on board. And very grateful.”

“Good.” Givens stood and started moving toward the door. “I need to get on the road to the capital now, but I’ll be back first thing tomorrow with the paperwork. Warden Ruffard will fill you in on how things will work out between now and then.”

And with a quick wave he was gone. Souder thought he should have shaken hands with Givens, but apparently the governor’s chief of staff didn’t shake hands with convicts.

Souder looked back at Warden Ruffard, who said, “Stay where you are, Souder. I have a few important things to go over, things you’ll want to know. And after that, I’ll have a few questions about castles. The word from the library is that you probably know more about that than anyone else in this prison.”
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MITCH Souder worried that night.

He worried that he’d misheard and misinterpreted everything Carl Givens had told him in the warden’s office. He worried that Warden Ruffard was playing him for a fool. He worried that he’d been hallucinating. He worried that he’d had a psychotic break and that the only reason he was leaving prison was to be shackled and dragged off to a hospital for the criminally insane.

Still, he packed his bag for a morning departure. Getting ready couldn’t hurt, could it? If he wasn’t really leaving Bellwood State Penitentiary, someone would tell him. And if he wasn’t really going on parole, he’d know that in short order. If they put him on a bus with blacked out windows, he’d get the message.

Souder wasn’t sure he could even sleep, but he did. For a few hours anyhow.

Early in the morning he dreamed of running, circling a rust-red track with hundreds of competitors in brightly colored shorts and singlets, and then flowing out onto a city street like championship marathon racers. He didn’t know why he was running, but his legs kept moving.

Gradually, the other runners fell back. He hadn’t given any thought to winning the race, but now he was in the lead. Was there a prize? A medal? Money?

In time, dogs started following him, big happy dogs, loping labs and boxers in multiple colors. Their jowls bounced and spittle flew as they kept pace with ease and apparent delight. It was like a party, a triumph of grace and muscle.

After that, came a wave of small dogs, and they didn’t seem content at all. Dozens of pesky terriers nipped at his heels, but he shouted at them and kicked away until they stopped and gave up.

For a while he ran in the open, pumping his arms and breathing deeply with a clear head as he made one effortless stride after another. He was free, free, free—free to run like the wind, free to do and think whatever he pleased.

Then he heard sounds, ragged huffs of breath and quick, light clicking steps on the pavement at his back. He had a bad feeling, and when he turned to look he knew why.

Three angry pit bulls trailed by only ten feet, and just behind them five long-toothed police dogs were gaining fast. The shepherds’ eyes shone with a searing red that could only mean an intense hunger for human flesh.

Mitch Souder knew he couldn’t outlast these dogs. He tried to speed up but the effort only tore at his lungs and tightened his hamstrings. The dogs were closing the gap now. It wouldn’t be long. But at least the pit bulls wouldn’t kill him. That’s because the police dogs were too fast and would take him first. They would bite his legs to the bone, and after he’d stumbled to the ground, they’d go for his neck. The pit bulls would be shut out as the police dogs feasted on...

“No, no, stop...”

Souder woke up sweating. His legs were flailing, but he was still in his bunk. As the surroundings of his cell came into register, he leaned up on one elbow, then threw his feet to the floor and snapped to a sitting position.

He rubbed the stubble on his face as he struggled to become alert. It was a dream, right? A nightmare. Just a lousy dream, the kind that made him wish he’d never need to sleep again.

Out past the bars of his second-floor cell the lights were low. It was still sleep time in the prison, but there was no way he could go back to bed. The dreaded asbestos insulation above the lights might have been asleep in its cocoon of ceiling tiles, but he couldn’t nod off and fall back into another minute of this nightmare. The dogs, so real, so...he didn’t have words for his fear.

Souder stood up and peered out at the quiet cellblock. He saw only two guards on duty down on the main floor, and they were sitting still, not moving at all. The graveyard shift was its own kind of killer, so maybe the guards had dozed off themselves.

Did the guards have nightmares? Probably, he decided, and thought it was one mixed up world that gave a man hour after hour of daytime disappointment only to be followed by a horror show of creatures chasing him through the night.
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BREAKFAST was small: coffee, one boiled egg and a single piece of barely buttered toast. The prison was running out of food. Just in time, Mitch Souder thought. Everything in its time.

He sat on his cot and waited. Where would we be in four hours? Eight hours? Twenty-four hours? Warden Ruffard had told him there might be a job for him on the outside, but he hadn’t given details.

About a quarter after seven, two guards came and unlocked his cell.

“Ready, Souder?” the little one asked.

“Ready.”

“Only one bag?” the big one asked.

“Yeah. Only one.”

“I have to search it.”

“Sure. Nothing exciting there, just a few clothes.”

The guard zipped open the bag and pawed through the socks and underwear and extra shirt and jeans Souder had packed. He felt violated, but that was no different from any other day he’d been in prison.

He raised no objection to the guards—they were just doing their jobs— but if he were actually going on parole, why did they have to search his bag? It made no sense. Was he going to pack a shiv so he could kill the first guy he met on the outside?

That was so stupid. Didn’t they think he could stroll into a hardware store and turn a screwdriver or claw hammer into a murder weapon? That would take only minutes—if he were a killer. But he wasn’t. He was innocent, and now maybe even the governor thought that was possible.

On the way to Warden Ruffard’s office, Souder noticed a few other prisoners in their cells yet. So he wasn’t going to be the last prisoner. Well, it was only an idea. He was still a last-day prisoner. He’d still have a story to tell.

When he arrived at the warden’s outer office, another uniformed guard met him and steered him into a room with office supplies and filing cabinets. Souder didn’t know what was going on until the guard explained.

“The warden wants to make sure you leave here in decent clothes. So we put together a few items we thought were your size.” The guard handed him a blue sports bag with yellow trim. “Here, try something on.”

Souder waited a moment for the guard to leave or close the door, but when it was obvious the guard was going to stay and watch, Souder reached into the bag and found a long-sleeved blue shirt and khakis. The items were much better than what he was wearing so he took off his outer prison garb and tried them on.

The clothes didn’t look quite new, but they were in good shape and fit reasonably well. The shirt was too long in the sleeves, but it would work. The pants were the right length, though a size too large in the waist. When Souder cinched up the leather belt, he thought he could make do.

“Should work,” he said, realizing it was the first time in years that he’d touched a belt. The little things, he thought. Old, but so new again. He’d have to get used to a lot more little things that just about everyone but prisoners took for granted.

“OK,” the guard said. “There’re more pants and shirts in the blue bag, plus a jacket. September, it’s starting to get cool now. So what you do is take your socks and underwear and personal items out of the bag you brought and put them in the new bag. Then leave the rest.”

Souder got it. It was probably official policy, but he hadn’t even thought about it. When he left Bellwood, he was supposed to look more like an ordinary guy, not a convict on the run. More little things. He wondered what was next.

After he’d followed instructions with the new bag, the guard took him into the warden’s office.

“Ah, Souder, there you are. Givens will be here with the paperwork about eight, so that gives us a few minutes to take care of other matters.”

“Yes, sir.”

“OK, you’ll probably want this.” Ruffard handed him an envelope.

Mitch Souder looked inside the envelope. The only thing there was his old black leather wallet. He took it out and glanced at the contents: photos of people who didn’t want to see him again, his old library card, a couple of business cards from people he’d forgotten about and his long-expired driver’s license. But money? Not a chance.

“You’ll need some cash to put in there,” Ruffard said. “State policy gives you three hundred dollars when you get out on parole, so here you go. Oh, and there’s the balance from your commissary account, uh, twelve twenty-five it says here.”

Souder took another envelope from the warden and was amazed to see so much cash.

“The state money’s all in twenties,” Ruffard said. “Go ahead and count it. Then sign this receipt.”

Souder counted the money, fifteen Andrew Jacksons plus his measly canteen account. He dropped the single coin into a front pocket then slid the bills into his old wallet and pushed it into his back pocket. More little things, maybe even big things. A wallet, money—he was starting to feel like a real person.

“There’s more,” the warden said. “Since you’re a special kind of parolee, Mitch, you’re going to be favored with some unusual treatment, which by the way you shouldn’t talk about. The prison has a little discretionary fund the governor advised me to tap into, so that’s what I’ve done. I should say we because I’m not the only one involved here.”

The more Warden Ruffard said, the less Mitch Souder felt like a prisoner. The warden was setting up him with a checking account and debit card and had already put five hundred into it. All Souder had to do was complete the signature card.

“Have you thought about where you’ll live?” Ruffard asked.

“No, sir. All this has been coming at me so fast I haven’t figured that out.”

“Well, don’t worry. Another perk for you. We’ve set you up with a little studio apartment in town. It’s not fancy at all—the discretionary fund wouldn’t allow for that—but you’ll have a place to sleep and fix your meals while you get back on your feet.”

“An apartment, sir? That’s great but can I afford that? The money, I don’t know, it’s, it’s...”

“Well, the rent’s not much but we understand that it would still stretch you in the beginning. That’s why you have a month paid in advance.”

Warden Ruffard handed Souder a piece of paper that showed the address and the monthly cost. “Of course, you’re free to move elsewhere in the county after you get going. Just notify your parole officer. But the governor and I want you to have a running start out there. We want you to succeed.”

“Yes, sir.” Souder folded the apartment paper and put it into his shirt pocket.

“Now, Mitch, we come to the big item on my agenda with you this morning.”

Big item? Souder was almost dizzy with what had happened in the past thirty minutes: clothes, money, apartment. What else was there? Oh. Something in his brain clicked, and he said, “A job? I probably can’t teach again. I don’t know. I don’t have a clue.”

The warden leaned his elbows on his desk and grinned. “You’re going to cut hair, Mitch.”

“I’m going to be a barber?”

“You already are, Mitch. And we’ve found a position for you.”

“Wouldn’t I need a license? I don’t know...”

“Don’t worry. We’ve set you up with a provisional certificate, good for six months. In the meantime, you can study and take the exam.”

“Wow. OK. But I’m curious, Warden, why am I going to be a barber?”

“Simple. Two things really. You already know how to cut hair, and pretty well I’m told. And there’s a demand.”

At last Souder got it. “You mean for a black barber.”

“Exactly,” Ruffard said. “There’s a shop in town, not far from your new apartment, that could use you. It’s in a mixed neighborhood—blacks, whites, Asians, what have you. It’s a one-man shop with two chairs right now, and the owner wants to grow his business. You have skills he doesn’t.”

“And he wants me? A convict?”

“Look, Mitch. He understands your situation and he’s offering something that’ll help both of you. It isn’t easy for the state to find work for parolees, so you don’t want to pass this up.”

Souder brushed the stubble on his whiskered chin. “I have a choice?”

“Technically speaking, yes. But the thing is that you have to check in with your parole officer and report what you’re doing. If you’re just spending the state’s money and not trying to make a go of it, then you could be back behind bars in no time. So it would be damn foolish if you didn’t give this a try. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir. You have the address, sir?”

“I’m glad you asked, Mitch. Smart move.” Ruffard handed him another piece of paper with the shop name, address, phone number and owner’s name.

“Any details on how this will work, sir? I mean the pay and all that.”

“I don’t have that right here, Mitch, but my people went over this stuff with him and didn’t hear anything troublesome. Anyway, the owner will fill you in when you get there this afternoon. Of course, if this isn’t what’s advertised, you tell the parole officer.”

“I’m sorry, Warden. You said this afternoon?”

“Sure. No need to rush. You’ll need this morning to get into town and check into the apartment. Then there’s lunch and maybe you’ll want to find a drugstore and buy some shaving supplies. Make a good impression for your interview.”

Interview? Souder wasn’t going to ask. “Yes, sir. I’ll do that.”

“Excellent. Now, just one more thing before Givens arrives with your parole papers. You’ll need to be in contact, you know, with the barber shop and your parole officer. So you’re going to get a cellphone with a few minutes and a small data plan to get you started. It’ll let you do texting and other things, more than I wanted frankly. I asked for something basic, but either there’s been a screw-up, possibly mine, or basic isn’t what it used to be.”

Souder had run out of meaningful replies. “Thank you. I appreciate this.”

Ruffard stood up. “I need to see to a few other matters right now, so someone else will come in with the phone and explain what you need to know.”

The warden called in an assistant, then left the office. The assistant was a woman, and Souder realized this was another little thing. Even though the prison workforce wasn’t entirely male, he hadn’t seen many women lately.

A guard stood watch, of course, because that’s what guards did. But Souder soon forgot about him. The woman wasn’t at all attractive, so he had no interest in her as such. But her perfume was another matter. It was the kind of fragrance that got men interested when they should have been directing their attention elsewhere.

As the woman went over the phone information Souder tried to block out the perfume. When he thought he’d accomplished that, another wave of awareness hit him the face. He’d almost forgotten how to use a cellphone.

Maybe inmates on TV shows were able to acquire phones, but Bellwood State Penitentiary wasn’t a place that allowed such danger. At this prison, you could do two weeks in the hole for contraband like that. And that would have been just the first violation. The second time, it would have been two months.

A third time—well, Mitch Souder had never heard of a third time. All he knew now was the prison was handing him a cellphone and this was the opposite of isolation. Ready or not, he was going out into the world.

Warden Ruffard reappeared, and the female assistant went away.

Only minutes later the governor’s chief of staff arrived. Givens laid out the parole paperwork on the warden’s big wooden desk and had Mitch Souder read a few sections highlighted in yellow. Souder didn’t understand every word of the legalese, but it was clear that he would be on a short leash. One misstep out in the world, and he’d be worse off than before.

Well, Souder thought, he’d been on a short leash so long that he’d probably be like the circus elephant in the old story. The elephant was trained over time to feel limited by a short little rope attached to a stake in the ground even though the rope was so thin that it would have barely restrained a Chihuahua.

Souder signed the documents, and then Warden Ruffard explained that the
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