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CHAPTER ONE
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"No."

The man's face went blank.

"I don't think a place like this rehabilitates you,” he said. 

The people on the committee looked up at him from their notes.  An oversized man to the left and a slim and unattractive woman to the right kept their heads down a beat longer, then looked up as well.  The heavyset man had a face that was cleanshaven and sported heavy wattles below the jawline.  The woman had a face that can only described as homely.  They were both surprised by the answer.

The man in the center kept his expression neutral.  He had a high forehead and smooth, almost featureless skin.  His mouth was a thin line above his weak chin.

"During my entire time here, not once did anyone do anything to rehabilitate me," the prisoner continued.

The woman to the left looked at the man in the center.

The chair under Thomas Baker McNeill was hard.  It was exactly like the kind used in schools across the nation.  The seat had contours that never fit anyone who sat on it.  The frame was stainless steel, and the back had two slats that were as uncomfortable as the seat.  The chair was made to take years of abuse from children and still make anyone wish they could sit on something else.

"I've had no sessions with a psychologist.  I've learned a new trade, which involves the laundry, and that might be considered a marketable skill."  Tom huffed a small laugh.  "I can tell you several things that I have learned.  Am I sorry for what happened?  Definitely, yes.  I know that you know that I have always maintained my innocence.  And I still believe that it was self defense, perhaps even an accident.  But I've had a chance to think about the whole . . .incident.  Something you have here is long hours to wallow in your own thoughts.  And I believe, ultimately, that I'm getting what I deserve."

Tom's voice was quiet and thoughtful even though it echoed.  The floor was covered in the kind of hard tile that was off-white with flecks in various shades of blue.  The twelve inch squares fit perfectly together over the steel-reinforced concrete.  The walls were cinderblock painted over with a gloss white that had grayed with age.  The doors were solid-core steel.  The ceiling was suspended acoustic tiles.  The decor has all the warmth of a prison.  Which was, of course, where Tom had been since his conviction.

The homely woman gave Tom the kind of look that told him she was happy with his answer. 

"If the gun hadn't gone off when it did,” Tom continued, “and had I been able to wrestle it from him, I would have killed him.  In the heat of the moment, as angry as I was, having walked in on my wife in the middle of enthusiastic, bed-wrecking sex with my best friend and business partner, and to watch him literally jump out of bed stark naked and pull a pistol from his pile of clothing on the floor and point it at me, well . . .  I went for the gun without a second thought.  In the scuffle, I head-butted him, twisted his fingers into knots, and spit in his face.  He found a way to drive his knee into my groin, bite my shoulder and draw blood, and shout a stream of curses that would make the proverbial longshoreman blush.  When the gun went off I was literally seeing red.  I was so blind with rage that I wanted to kill him.  And I would have."

Each of the six people at the table stared in stunned silence.  Although they had probably heard something like it before from other prisoners, perhaps it was the tone of Tom's voice that earned their undivided attention.

"So,” he concluded, “even if I would have been acquitted, I know in my heart that I would have killed Jim Franklin had the opportunity presented itself."

Tom sat back and realized that he had leaned too far forward.  He looked at his wrists and ankles and saw the chain that linked the shackles to the cuffs.  He noticed how the chrome reflected the fluorescent light from over his head.  He stared at nothing for a moment, then looked back up at the parole board.

"So I'm getting what I deserve.  I might be what you call a convicted killer, either of actual deed, or intent of heart."  He made eye contact with each of them in turn.  "I also have a great deal of regret.  I regret that I was such a terrible husband that my wife was driven to have an affair because she couldn't get enough attention from me.  I regret that I was such a buffoon that I didn't notice the warning signs.  I regret that I was such a terrible judge of character that I didn't see that my best friend was capable of something like that.  I regret that I didn't quit my job and divorce my wife and get the hell out of that situation before something bad happened."

A woman at the end of the table to the right sat back and nodded.  She was black, with a tight afro that formed a kind of halo around her face.  Her eyes, deep brown, showed that perhaps she knew a little something about the subject.  Her mouth, set in a flat line across her face, showed neither contempt nor disapproval but simple acknowledgment.

"One other thing I've learned," Tom said, "is that, should I ever be let out of here, I would never do anything to cause me to return to a place like this."

The man on the left looked down to his notebook and began to  scribble.  He had a bald pate, but covered it with some kind of a weave.  Anyone could see his pale skin beneath the thin veneer of hair.

"I'd like to go somewhere quiet,” Tom continued, “maybe into the mountains, where there are no guards or other inmates, and be by myself for awhile.  I've been in a very small cell, with a cellmate, and at times I've felt very crowded.  I would love some space to myself for once."

To the far left of the table was a man who had remained still,  with his arms folded across his chest.  He hadn’t moved through  the entire proceeding.  He had close-cut black hair, a tall forehead, thick eyebrows and piercing black eyes.  His jaw was square, and that gave him the classic "jarhead" appearance.  He was slim and possibly muscular, and was dressed in a conservative dark suit, starched white shirt and thin, dark tie.

"What would you do for a living?" he asked.

Without thinking Tom answered.  "I've always wanted to learn to fly."

The man didn't move, but his eyes showed surprise.

"Used to play an online game called SkyWarrior, and I flew a virtual P-38."  He chucked at the memory.  "My call sign was 'Convict'."

The man let his jaw drop ever so slightly, then recovered in an instant and closed his mouth.  He began to make notes of his own.

There was a moment of silence.  The people at the table glanced at each other.  The man at the center of the table said "Thank you" and began to making on the pad in front of him.  As he wrote, his face took on the kind of expression you might see in a stenographer.  It was an expression of concentration and certainty.

Tom got up from the chair and only then noticed how the back of his thighs had dug into the wood.  Blood flowed down into his feet and gave him a moment of dizziness.  His feet tingled for just a second.  He thought he knew how much the hearing meant to him, but only when the hearing was over did the full weight of it's importance fall onto his mental shoulders.

The parole board literally put their heads together and began to murmur amongst themselves.  Only the Jarheaded man didn't move.  He chose not to huddle with the others.  His dark eyes stared hard at the prisoner while thoughts churned on his face and  in his mind.

Tom turned and shuffled around the chair toward the door.  A guard came and took ahold of his right arm at the bicep.  Tom knew that the guard was supposed to do that, and was there to  help him motor along as escort him to the door, but Tom hated the shackles and hated being led around in that manner.  He also hated that there was nothing to be done about it and he'd better get used to it.  He knew he was going to be in prison for a very long time.

The grey steel door at the back of the room opened, and once again Tom could sense the noises and smells of the cell block.  He dreaded going back to his cell.  One of the other inmates, who called himself Lucky, had menaced him.  Lucky was well over six feet tall, and lifted weights with the fervor of any religious zealot.  He was mean and bald and in the joint for a particularly gruesome murder.  He knew he'd never get a parole hearing, much less ever be let out.  He was jealous of anyone who had even a ghost of a chance of leaving such a concrete and steel shangri-la.  Tom was just about five-ten and had an average physique.  In the fight he knew was coming he would be wildly outclassed.  Poland against the Blitzkrieg.

Tom passed through the door and stood to one side while he waited for the guard to lead him into an adjacent room to be unshackled and ushered back to his cell.  The guard, who's name Tom didn't know, hesitated a moment.  He looked into the room, listened for a moment, then nodded and closed the door.  He led Tom into the anteroom and unshackled him, then did something unexpected.

He nodded to a chair and said "siddown".  In the room were four hardwood chairs set around a rectangular hardwood table.  The walls and floor were the same as the interview room.  The door behind them was the same kind of grey steel as was the one leading to the corridor.  This door had a window with safety glass that was reinforced with steel mesh.  There was nothing else in the room.

Tom did as ordered.  He leaned his arm on the table, and crossed his legs.  One learns to wait in prison.  Wait for food.  Wait for exercise.  Wait to get out.  Minutes passed.  The guard stood, his back against the door, and stared into the middle distance as he clasped his hands in front of him.  In ten years, Tom had learned all the guards names and their personalities.  He had learned who would joke with him and who would just as soon pound him with their nightstick.  This one was young, perhaps not yet thirty, and had olive skin.  His black hair was pulled back from his widow's peak in waves that reminded Tom of ripples on a pond.  His uniform was the classic white shirt with epaulets, dark pants, black shoes.  He was cleanshaven, and did his best to appear stern if not mean.  He was of average height, and solidly built.  And he had the kind of look that told you he would be able to hold his own in a fight.  Tom knew he would have to be wary of this one. 

Prisoners learned not to make small talk.  It was too easy for a guard or inmate to misinterpret what was said and take umbrage.  With so many sociopaths and psychopaths hemmed in by thick walls and ugly bars, it was better to shut your mouth and remain unbruised.  It was one of the many things one learns in prison.  Shut up.  Be patient.  Keep your mind occupied.  Watch your back.  Tom called them his Prison Rules.  

He waited.

Carlos Antonio Rodriguez stood as still as he could.

Through the door he heard the parole board as they talked about McNeill's performance.  Was it acting?  Or was this one actually serious?  Carlos didn't bother making any judgements.  He had already decided that convicts will say anything to convince anyone to let them out.  They'll make promises they never intend to keep.  They'll use words they didn't know existed until they looked them up in the dictionary.  They'll try to find out as much as they could about the people on the board so that they can tailor their speech to their audience.

Carlos Rodriguez had only been on the job a year but thought he'd heard it all.

As he stood and stared, he heard music in his mind.  He was a big fan of another famous Carlos, with the last name of Santana, and over the years had bought most of the CD's the guitarist had released.  The music kept his mind occupied, distracted.  His first day on the job he was told by a fellow guard to refrain from caring about the prisoners.  He was told that each man in each cell was convicted by a court of law, and, as such, deserved to be there.  He was told that each prisoner had done something wrong, and was being punished.  Having been raised in the Catholic church, Rodriguez believed in devine retribution.  He'd read his bible, and had read all about the Vengeful God.  As he stood and regarded this prisoner, he believed that this man was just another sinner locked up to pay for his sins.

A knock on the door startled Rodriguez out of his reverie.

He turned and peered through the wire mesh that reinforced the glass.  The Jarheaded Anglo was there.  He nodded, then opened the door.  The cluster of keys made that flat jangling noise that was on Tom's  list of things he hated.  Jar Head came in, asked the guard to give them a few minutes, then took a seat at the chair at the table opposite the prisoner.  He looked at Tom with an expression that told the prisoner he was being appraised.  

The guard left the room and locked them in.

"So you're the Convict, huh?"  His voice was baritone, with an air of command.  He might have been an ex-drill sergeant, Tom thought.  His eyes were brown and his voice was clear.

The prisoner nodded.  "Feels like a lifetime ago."

"I'm sure it does."  He sat forward in the chair, his large hands clasped together on the table.  "I was known as 'Sarge'."

Tom stared at him.

"I started out flying a Spitfire, and thought I might do well in it.  And after you shot me down three or four times, I moved on to a P-47."

"Which didn't turn as well as my -38."

"Right,” he said, “so I moved on to a Zero."

"Which I could out-run and out-climb."

He nodded.  "You dusted me every time, no matter which mount I chose."

Tom couldn't believe it.

"You were the best natural pilot I met on that site."

The prisoner shrugged.  "My dad was a private pilot, had a Cessna 170 for awhile until his health failed." 

"He help you with your license?" he asked.

"I never got a pilot's license."

It was Jar Head's turn to stare.

"I just flew more or less on gut instinct,” Tom said.  “The more I flew, the more I learned.  Experience was the best flight school I could've had"

Jar Head gaped.

"You didn't fly against me on my first few sorties.  I got flamed more times than I can count."  It amazed him how easily the memories returned.  "I switched planes, like you, until I started flying the -38.  I stuck with it because I started racking up kills with it.  I remember how much I loved flying on that website, and how much I looked forward to it every day when I came home from the office.  It was my way of rewarding myself for a good day's work.  After dinner, and whatever home duties came up, I parked myself in front of my PC.  I had bought a flight control system, and it had cost me a bundle.  But the rudder pedals and joystick made me feel like a real pilot while I flew the simulation.  I'd fly for an hour or two, then try to calm down before I went to bed.  Next to making love to my wife, it was the best part of my day.”

"My name is Smith."  He held out his hand and they shook.  His grip was firm and dry.  "How would you like to fly the real thing?"

Tom let go of his hand and huffed a laugh.  "I think convicted felons are not allowed to get pilot's licenses."

"Who said anything about a license?" he asked.

Tom stared at him as he returned his hands to his lap.  Just what the hell is going on, he wondered.

"I have a project I'm working on, and I could use a man with your  . . . qualifications."

Inwardly, Tom was filled with disbelief.  He knew he dared not show it.  Was this a kind of job interview?  He wondered if the man had really seen his resume.  So tell me, young man, what kind of marketable skills have you learned in the slammer?  Well, survival skills for one.  Tom almost chuckled at his own joke.  He continued to stare at Smith.  The man seemed dead serious.  For the briefest of moments Tom let himself hope that he might find a way out of that Hell.

"What did you have in mind?"  The prisoner tried to keep his tone even.

"I can get the parole board to release you into my custody on a kind of work release program.”  He seemed very sure of himself.  “You'd still be officially in prison, but 'on loan' to me."

Anything to get me out of here, Tom thought.  "Sounds interesting."

He grinned.  "Yes, it will be."

This sounded like a big joke, but Tom knew he had nothing to lose by playing along.  It might not be James Bond, but who knows what could happen?  He grinned slightly himself, and said "But you can't tell me why right now?"

He shook his head.

"I'd love to get out of here, even if it's for a little while."

Smith nodded, then got up, went to the door and knocked.  Rodriguez unlocked the door and let him out, then resumed his stance inside the door.  More minutes passed.  More waiting.  Tom couldn't help but feel excited.  He had no idea what plans Smith had for him, but he was desperate to keep Lucky from pounding him into the hospital.  It's been said that hope can kill a man in prison, and Tom knew the meaning all too well.  It wasn't hope but what happens when hopes are never realized that kills a man.  Disappointment is the real cancer.  Tom had always told himself to let go of hope altogether, but that day he just couldn't help it.
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]


The sun felt good on his face.

Tom leaned out of the car window and let the wind blow through his hair.  He imitated the stereotypical dog as he enjoyed  the wind as it whip through its ears and hair, his tongue lolled to one side.

"Feels good, doesn't it."  Smith was driving.

It feels free, Tom thought.  He chuckled slightly and nodded.  Prison Rules dictate that you say as little as possible until you knew what was ahead of you.  There is a saying "it is better to be thought of as a fool than to speak and remove all doubt".  Tom lived by it.

He leaned back in the seat of the large SUV.  Compared to the chairs and bunks and stools inmates had been forced to use in prison, this was positively luxurious.  The urge to lean the seat back and nap was very strong but he managed to suppress it.  Even if Smith turned the car around at that moment, Tom didn't want to miss a second of freedom.  From the moment he walked out that heavy steel door and stepped up into the SUV, he felt like he had escaped.  Just like the movies about inmates who scam or tunnel or trick their way out, Tom felt like he wasn't supposed to be outside the walls.  As Smith drove out of the prison grounds, Tom looked at the high chain link fence topped with razor wire, and the wide expanse of level ground between it and the walls of the cell blocks.

“I hope I never see you again,” he murmured.  

“Sit back,” Smith said.  “Relax.”

This was sweet, delicious freedom that Tom thought perhaps he didn't deserve, and, dammit, he was going to enjoy every moment of it.

He didn't dare ask where they were going.  Smith drove down the prison road to the interstate, and turned west. 

No looking back for me, Tom thought.

As they rolled along at seventy miles an hour, Smith put the air conditioning on.  Tom rolled up the window.  Smith turned the system on full blast and his passenger aimed the vents directly at his own torso.  Convicted murders don't rate air conditioning.  It felt joyous and wrong at the same time.  Tom had learned to enjoy something good while it lasted because it never lasted very long.  Smith seemed to understand the feeling and let the system run for awhile.

It seemed like hours.  The scenery turned to desert, with less and less vegetation visible from the road.  Tom was entranced by the passing scenery.  They drove through a landscape that was largely sand and rock as the winding two-lane highway stretched out info infinity.  Desert was visible in all directions.  Tom completely lost track of time and miles.  At one time he had been able to sense such things, but the events of the past few years had changed him.  It had dulled some of his senses.  The sun went down.  Tom watched it sink into















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
PRISON RULES

THE MISSION

e

ENDICOTT ROAD





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





