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Prologue

 


Sorry for what?

A perplexed frown clouded Barry’s features as
he looked down at his cell phone which was displaying a rather
short text message from Nikki, his woman.

Nikki: I’m sorry…

The question roamed his mind for a few
seconds as he surveyed the two words in the message. He couldn’t
imagine what she was sorry for, so he decided to reply with the
question in his head. Before he could press the button to reply
however, something caught his eye – the swish of auburn hair on the
head of a thin, beautiful girl that he’d noticed at the party just
minutes before.

In fact, she was the reason why he had come
outside in the first place. She had passed by him in the thick
crowd and her plush bosom had accidentally brushed his arm. It was
the first time he was seeing her and she had barely mumbled an
apology before continuing on her merry way, but the brief contact
had triggered a massively involuntary reaction below his belt. He
had gotten so uncomfortable that he felt the need for fresh air and
also to escape any possible embarrassment, if his friends standing
nearby were to notice just how excited she had made him.

Seeing her now, he paused with the cell phone
in his hand, watching her walk from the house and across the yard,
strutting like a model. The urge to find out her name was
unbearable and he tried to conjure up enough courage to call out to
her, but he couldn’t seem to muster it.

The young woman was bronzed beautifully from
a summer tan and her green eyes made her look like a Greek goddess.
She had amazing statistics, which constituted of a tiny waist,
curvy hips, and a plump rack, all wrapped up in a stretchy, thigh
high, skin tight white party dress with strategic cut-outs that
offered peek-a-boo glimpses of her cleavage and navel. As she
passed close to where he was standing, Barry couldn’t help but
notice how his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. His brain was
surely short-circuited by her presence and he began to feel
uncomfortable all over again. He had always thought of himself as a
lady’s man, but girls like this one often made him feel stupid.

She was almost past him now, on her way to
the row of cars on the front lawn of his friend’s house. Realizing
that she was getting away, he opened his mouth to say something,
but just then his brain reminded him of the fact that he already
had a girlfriend…and he was happy with her.

Nikki.

His girlfriend was quite a piece of work, but
he loved the way she made him feel, and he had started to fall for
her although he had not yet told her. He met Nikki a few months
before at a party similar to the one he was at and they had hit it
off almost immediately. He couldn’t believe his luck when she told
him she was twenty-five, just a few years younger than him, and had
only been with one guy before. At first, he didn’t even believe the
part about having been with only one man before him, not until they
had sex for the first time a few days later. She had felt so tight
that if she had said she was a virgin, he probably would have
believed that too.

Nikki was warmer, friendlier, and more
supportive than any other woman he had been with. On top of that,
she was a madwoman in bed, and in a few short weeks, her status had
changed from his regular jump off to the woman of his dreams.
Sometimes he wondered if it was just the sex, as she was quite
eager to do anything he asked her to do. Barry, in turn, enjoyed
making love to her as she was somewhat inexperienced for her age,
and made him feel like a kid with a new toy. It came easy for him
to mold her supple body like clay in his hands, especially since
she had conceded that the guy before him did not have a clue about
how to please her. As such, he pulled out all the stops every time
to make sure she was pleased, including giving her oral love,
something he reserved for women he was really into.

Yes, he was really taken with Nikki. He was
sure that she was meant for him and was beginning to harbor
thoughts of making her his wife in the not-too-distant future. But
even though the need for monogamy was starting to seem like an
ideal, he was still a man at his very core, and still felt the urge
to sow his seed whenever confronted by the occasional beautiful
specimen. Not managing to take his eyes off her, he decided that he
wanted to sow his seed in the garden of this Greek goddess.

Without thinking, he took several long, quick
strides, just managing to place himself in her path before she got
to her car.

“Hello…hi there,” he said, a little too
hurriedly.

To his amazement, she flashed him a rather
friendly smile, exposing near-perfect white teeth.

“Hi.”

“I…I um…I didn’t mean to block your way,”
Barry stuttered a lie while extending his right arm to her. “I’m
Barry by the way.”

“Nice to meet you Barry, but I’m not sure
whether to shake your hand or the phone you’re holding,” replied
the young woman in a slightly amused tone.

It was only then that Barry realized that he
was still holding the cell phone with Nikki’s message and hurriedly
slipped it into his shirt pocket.

“I…I’m so sorry…silly me. Can we start
over?”

“No need to, really,” the young woman replied
with a wave of her jeweled right hand. “You said you were Barry,
well I am Bailey.”

She took his limp hand and squeezed it, the
silky feel of her skin on his causing the hairs on the back of his
neck to stand up. He surveyed her wordlessly for a few seconds,
wondering about just how friendly she was. He knew he was rather
handsome with wavy brown hair, even teeth and a reasonably
well-built physique, but couldn’t remember getting such a warm
reception to any of his previous advances on similar women. Not
even with Nikki. When some time had passed and he still hadn’t said
anything, Bailey spoke up.

“So…Barry, what’s up? Is there a reason why
you’re blocking me from entering my car?”

“Yes…I mean no…I mean…well, I noticed you
inside a few moments ago and decided that I had to get to know
you,” he managed to explain.

“Is that so?” asked Bailey, folding her hands
and cocking her head to one side.

She had a teasing, slightly alluring look in
her eyes and a smile which made Barry even more uncomfortable.

“Yeah, that’s so,” he said, trying to sound
more confident than he felt.

“Well, why do you think you should get a
chance to know me?”

“Because, I’m the man of your dreams.”

Barry wanted to kick himself as the response
rolled off his tongue. Deep down he knew he could do better than
which such a lame response, and he forced a laugh to try and play
it off. To his surprise, Bailey started laughing as well and he
suddenly felt relieved. He seemed to have broken the ice. He
thought about asking her for her contact details while the going
was good, but before he could do so, he picked up someone in his
peripheral vision.

Looking up, he realized that two men in dark
suits were walking toward them and the smile was quickly wiped from
his face. Bailey noticed and spun around. She quickly backed into
Barry, shaking slightly as the men were almost upon them.

“Are you Mr. Barry Hemsworth?” one of the men
asked before either of them could say anything.

“That’s me,” Barry answered confidently.
“Why…what’s this about and who’s asking?”

“FBI.”

Barry’s heart sank as both men produced
badges from their jacket pockets. He wasn’t worried that he was in
trouble because he couldn’t think of anything that he had done
wrong. However, he had never been approached by law officers in
such a manner before, so he was slightly alarmed.

“I’m outta here,” Bailey said quickly and
stepped past Barry to get to her car.

“Wait…” Barry said desperately as he realized
that the girl who had gotten under his skin was getting away.

“Probably next time, Barry,” she said as she
quickly got in the car and slammed the door. “You clearly have some
issues to sort out.”

Barry was about to protest that it must be a
misunderstanding, but she was already driving away.

“This better be good,” he said in slight
annoyance as he turned back to the officers.

“Do you know a Miss Nicole Stewart?”

Barry frowned at first, and then suddenly
looked worried as he recognized the name.

“Nikki..? Why..? Has something happened to
her?”

“Answer the question, Mr. Hemsworth.”

“Yes, of course I know Nikki,” he blurted out
in mild exasperation. “She’s my girlfriend.”

The FBI agent took out a pair of handcuffs
while the other came and took Barry’s wrists. Barry froze for a few
seconds as it slowly dawned on him what was happening.

“Barry Hemsworth, you’re under arrest for
statutory rape.”

A deluge of thoughts ran through his mind
before the words sank in, and it was then that he tried to pull
away from the men who were about to cuff him.

“What are you talking about? Rape? I didn’t
rape anyone!”

“You had sex with a minor, Mr. Hemsworth,”
the officer holding his hands said sternly, “Nicole Stewart is only
sixteen years old. Now calm down before we have to use force.”

Barry calmed down, but it was not because he
wanted to obey the officer, it was because his heart nearly
stopped. Actually, he was sure it did for a few moments as the
officer’s words hit home.

“Sixteen? That’s impossible!” he shouted as
he felt the handcuffs closing around his wrists.

“Tell that to her parents, you freak.”

The agent’s tone was cold and devoid of
feeling. Barry knew that there was no way he could reason with
them, so he didn’t bother to protest any further. As alarmed as he
was about getting arrested, he was somewhat confident that it was
all a misunderstanding and he would be out in no time. His feelings
were crushed, however, as he noticed that almost everyone who had
been inside enjoying the party, had poured out of the house and
were now looking at him suspiciously.

“This is all a big mistake,” he managed to
say as he passed a few of his friends.

He didn’t get to say anything more as he was
quickly stuffed into the back of a black SUV which drove off a few
seconds later.

Barry tried to calm himself as it struck him
that he was on his way to jail, but as the cold night air struck
his face and ruffled his hair, a sobering feeling came over
him.

What if Nikki is in fact sixteen?

The thought caused a chill to run down his
spine. He shook his head to try and get the thought out of his
head. As far as he was concerned, there was no way she could be
sixteen. She was just too developed, plus he remembered how his
sister had looked when she was sixteen years old, and she certainly
didn’t look half as mature then as Nikki did now. Still, he
couldn’t shake the feeling creeping up on him that maybe there were
signs that she wasn’t twenty-five as she had told him.

For one, he was starting to remember days
when he couldn’t get in touch with her, and when he did, she gave
vague excuses as to why she couldn’t answer her phone or text him
back. As for work, she claimed to be a freelance writer who worked
from home, yet he had never seen any of the work she did because he
had never been at her place. She had told him that she lived with
her parents and they were not yet ready to meet him.

As the long journey to downtown Dewhill Town
continued, he began to think about other signs that showed up in
their short relationship which may have been red flags; her chirpy
spirit and liveliness, the flawlessness of her skin, perkiness of
her breasts, not to mention the tightness of her womanhood when
they made love. The sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach sank
even further, and he tried to swallow as the possibility that he
might have been tricked became clearer.

He felt even sicker when he remembered
Nikki’s cryptic text message to which he had failed to reply
to.

What if this was what she was saying sorry
for?

Barry suddenly felt guilty and stupid at the
same time. If his growing suspicions were true, then he was looking
at some serious prison time. A part of him wanted to curl up and
die as it appeared that life might have thrown him a curve ball.
That was ironic, since he didn’t even like baseball.

 



Chapter 1

 


Barry flipped his Bible closed and leaned
against the wall, reading the strip of paper he had plucked from
the plastic pages. He scoffed at the stupidity of the book – a
waterproof Bible? Who thinks of creating such things? He imagined
that the prisoners probably went through a lot of them; he had seen
men using the pages for their smokes, and hiding contraband
substances under their armpits.

It was funny, really, that the Book of God
could be so useful for heathens such as imprisoned men. He had
heard stories about prisoners who were converted while being behind
bars, but he put that down to one of two things. It was either that
they wanted to be discharged early for good behavior or their
guilty consciences made them think that they could be forgiven for
their atrocities just by reading the Bible and getting baptized. He
didn’t believe that any of them were sincere and he had reason to
feel that way because he had also heard stories of many who had
been converted while in prison, but returned to a life of crime
once they got out.

Feeling restless, Barry tossed the Holy Book
across the room and closed his eyes, counting the minutes and
seconds until his release. It wouldn’t be much longer now before
he’d be out of this hellhole. Out of this place many called
inhabitable; out of the home for the criminally insane. He frowned,
remembering the first day he walked through the gates. He’d been so
sure of himself, cocky, without a care in the world.

But of course, this kind of place can strip a
man of all dignity and self-assurance and Barry was determined not
to become one of the statistics. His mind was something that he
treasured more than anything. His intellect and his ability to
reason was something that he refused to sacrifice. After all,
sacrificing common sense was what landed him there in the first
place.

Barry shook his head slowly as memories crept
back into his mind about the little lying bitch that had caused him
to run afoul of the law. When he just started his prison sentence,
he had been filled with thoughts of revenge, but somehow, he had
lost some of that bitterness he came in with. He wasn’t sure if it
was because of the Bible that he had been reading occasionally; he
didn’t want to believe that it was, but now all he thought about
was just getting out and restarting his life. As it related to
women, he vowed never to be that stupid ever again.

Six years behind bars had not been totally
wasted. He’d finally figured out who he was and what he wanted.
Instead of being angry and bitter, he felt ready to put all the
hurt and humiliation behind and get on with his life. One thing he
was sure of though, was that he would be far more cautious if and
when he got involved with another woman. At first he had told
himself that he was through with the fairer sex, but as time passed
and his body ached for the presence of soft female flesh, he
altered his stance, deciding that he missed the feel of having
women, and he would get himself some as soon as he got out.

Besides, after having such a long time to
think about what happened, he realized that he was a fool for
believing that Nikki was above the age of consent. All the signs
had been there that she was much younger than twenty-five, but he
had allowed himself to be distracted with the perfectness of her
goodies and abandoned his usual good judgment.

“Still messing around with the old guy
upstairs?”

Tony B tapped on the bars that separated his
cell from the hallway, and grinned. He was so thin the guards
blamed him for stealing their cigarettes, saying he slipped through
his bars like a thief in the night. However, Tony B was one of the
nicest men Barry had ever met; especially when compared to his
so-called friends on the outside that had abandoned him upon his
arrest. Barry still didn’t know why Tony B had been imprisoned even
though he had known him for five of the six years he’d been locked
up. Tony never told him and whenever Barry asked, he always made
some vague philosophical statement before changing the subject.
Eventually he stopped asking because from reading between the lines
of Tony B’s vague comments, he figured that if he found out what he
was in there for, their friendship might end. He needed a friend
and was grateful for Tony B, so he didn’t push it.

On top of that, he sometimes got the
impression that Tony B was a teddy bear gangster of some sort; soft
on the outside, but stone cold killer on the inside. Having a
friend like him was actually very mentally stimulating, but at the
same time, Tony B scared the crap out of him. No, he really didn’t
want to know what Tony B did.

Barry grinned as his friend eyed the Bible
that he had tossed aside.

“The guy’s gotta answer one day, man. Until
then, I’ll keep pestering him until he does.”

“I know you’ve never prayed a day in your
life. What do you do with that Bible of yours apart from tossing it
around?” asked Tony B, after rolling his eyes.

Barry wriggled his eyebrows and smiled before
answering. He really didn’t have a proper answer.

“That’s my business, my friend. Besides, when
I do read it, I find that I feel a bit calmer, even if I don’t
believe everything it says,” he eventually answered.

He then got up from his bed and walked out
into the hallway. Their cells wouldn’t be locked for another half
hour, but he liked to settle himself down early before his neighbor
returned.

He disliked spending a lot of time outside
the cell because the environment outside was hostile…very hostile.
When Barry first came in, he’d had nightmares about things
happening to him. These nightmares were spiked by the horror
stories he heard from other prisoners and the occasional stabbing,
buggery, and other vicious acts that were meted out by warring
factions within the prison walls. Horrible things popped into his
mind all the time for the first six months or so, and he had been
constantly on the edge.

Sometimes he would dream that the guards
would beat him up, or even that they’d exact their own justice on
him, thinking he was really guilty of statutory rape. The thoughts
had him waking up in cold sweats almost every night. After a while,
however, the nightmares ceased and he became less fearful, but he
still tried to remain sharp and he didn’t trust anyone. Even Tony B
didn’t get all of his trust despite the fact that he considered him
a true friend.

The only thing he really trusted was the
comfort of his cell. He’d grown quite accustomed to the warm stale
air of the small room, so whenever he went outside, the wind on his
face made him bitter. It always reminded him of the freedom which
lurked beyond the walls of the penitentiary; freedom which he
wasn’t privy to, but longed for. Moreover, he felt the wind
belonged to and represented the very people who had put him in
prison, something he didn’t think he deserved despite his
stupidity.

“Well, that’s good bro. At the very least,
you’ve gotten some kind of peace of mind. I have no doubt that it
has helped you to get through all these years,” said Tony B as they
knocked fists in the narrow hallway.

“Oh come on, if it had lessened my sentence
then that would be helping me, but I’ve still had to endure six,
long years no matter how much I read it.”

“Ah…but you did endure it, right?” Tony B
pointed out with an air of enlightenment, “After all, in less than
two days you’ll be outta here.”

It was true. Barry was slated to be released
in about thirty-six hours, and he had actually started to count
down the hours, minutes and seconds. Although he had been looking
forward to that day ever since his conviction, he was somehow not
enthused. For one, he didn’t know what to expect and he wasn’t sure
if he would be able to blend back into society, especially since he
would be branded as a sex offender.

“Maybe you’re right, Tony. But I still don’t
think I deserved to spend six years for being tricked.”

Barry’s voice was tinged with some amount of
bitter harshness, and he cleared his throat as he realized how
upset he sounded.

“Take it easy, man,” Tony B said after a
brief pause, “life may seem unfair, but who knows, maybe you ended
up in here for a reason. Maybe there is something you learned that
you may not realize now, but may help you out later in life. Maybe
your purpose here is to help somebody who you couldn’t have helped
before on the outside. The universe is more connected than you
think, you just never know man.”

“Help somebody? No, I’m not here to help
anybody. Besides, no one helped me so I would never even think
about helping another soul in this hellhole,” Barry scoffed.

Tony B frowned, looking slightly offended. He
crossed his tattooed arms and winced before pacing a few times.

“Don’t you think you’re being a bit selfish?”
he asked.

“Selfish?” Barry responded in an almost
surprised tone. “Are you my conscience now? Look, let’s just drop
this pointless conversation. I just want the remaining hours to
quickly pass by so I can get out of here.”

Tony B held his stare for a few seconds
before one of his mysterious smiles spread across his face.

“Yeah, let’s drop it. I’m glad that you’re
getting out, Barry. If anyone deserves to get out, it’s you. Just
make sure you don’t forget me as soon as you go through the gate,
and if you ever start to pray, remember me in your prayers.”

“I’ll never forget you man, you know that. As
for the praying part, I can’t give you a promise on that one,”
Barry replied in a humorous tone.

“You don’t have to. I just think that one day
you’ll come to a place where you have an understanding with the Big
Guy and actually communicate with him,” Tony B answered.

Barry was about to add a comment, but the
sound of guards approaching changed his mind.

“Well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” he
said before knocking fists with Tony B again.

They then proceeded to their respective cells
as they heard the doors of other cells being closed. The next day
whizzed by and Barry hardly came out. He was somehow afraid that if
he did, something could happen which could cause him to not leave.
After all, he had seen it happen. A few years before, an inmate was
less than a week away from being discharged when he got into a
fight. He ended up stabbing another inmate and although it was
self-defense, another couple more years was added to his sentence
to prolong his misery. Barry decided he could not take any such
chance and avoided coming out unless he was told to do so. As a
result, he did not see much of Tony B.

Bright and early the following morning, Barry
was up and ready. In fact, he hadn’t slept much the night before.
He had been up, racking his brain about what the outside world
would be like. His sister was taking him in temporarily so he
wasn’t worried about where he would be staying, but he wondered if
he would run into any of his old friends and how they would respond
to him. He also wondered how difficult or how easy it would be for
him to get a job. Before he went to prison, he had been working as
a computer lab technician and had just finished up two courses in
business and networking at the nearby community college. He had
been a college dropout, and after his parents decided to show him
some tough love, had decided to go back to school on his own.

“Barry Hemsworth, it’s your lucky day.”

Barry barely acknowledged the comments as the
guard who managed his block came up to his cell and proceeded to
open it. He hesitated and looked around at the small space before
smiling faintly, and then walking out.

“Can I go say goodbye to a friend?” he asked
the guard as he stood out in the hallway.

The guard smiled and pointed for him to take
the lead, already knowing who he was referring to. Barry had been
humble for most of the time he had been locked up, so the guards
were usually nice to him.

“Hey man, I just wanted to come let you know
that I’m leaving now and I hope I see you on the outside soon,”
said Barry as he caught sight of Tony B reading a book in his
cell.

Tony B, who was always reading or writing
something, quickly jumped up and walked to the bars separating
them, a wide smile spread across his face.

“As much as I would love to say ‘me too,’ we
both know that the only way I’m getting out of here is in a body
bag,” he said nonchalantly.

Barry smiled at him and hung his head, not
sure what to say. He knew Tony B was serving a life sentence of
sorts, but felt he was a good enough person to be given a second
chance.

“Well, I can still hope, right?”

“Nah, don’t waste your time doing that,” Tony
B countered with a wave of his hand, “Just live your life, be good,
and remember what I said about the praying thing.”

Barry chuckled and placed his right hand
through the bars to grip Tony B’s hand.

“I will definitely try, man. Gonna miss
you…take care of yourself,” he said as they held hands in a tight,
macho grip.

“Hey, all the best, man and I don’t ever want
to see your face in these parts again unless you’re visiting,” Tony
B replied.

As Barry turned to walk away, he could swear
he saw a tear in the corner of Tony B’s eye, but couldn’t
acknowledge it as the guard was already ushering him out.

It was about eight a.m. when he was ready to
leave. Strangely and most disturbingly, he felt a sense of sadness;
somehow longing for the security of his cell that had been his
cloister for several years. He mused on the fact that he was a mere
few minutes away from walking through the big gate, never to
return…he hoped. He would be let loose on the world once more, but
realized he wouldn’t have the security of the bars that could at
least keep a hostile attacker away. Now he was going to be freed
into a world that was as uncertain as the next day, and this made
him feel slightly uneasy and scared.

He collected his possessions that he had come
in with: his clothes, shoes, wallet, keys, an expired stick of
Hubba Bubba, a bus ticket, and a bottle cap. He’d forgotten about
the bottle cap. It was a memento from a card game he’d won a few
weeks before his incarceration, and he’d kept it for good luck.
It’d worked…until he was arrested.

A few minutes later after he had gotten
dressed, he was being shown through the gate. He set off on foot to
the bus stop a few minutes away and did not look back. His whole
departure reminded him of a scene out of a movie he’d seen as a
teen and he smiled wryly as he began to walk. Although the thought
of leaving still lingered over his head, he knew he couldn’t go
back. He couldn’t even look back. Looking back meant longing for
those days of confinement. But he had to be true with himself,
longing for the security of his bars sure beat the hell out of the
unknown.

The morning sun beat down on his back, and
the jacket he had worn to court six years ago when he was found
guilty, became soaked with sweat within a few minutes. In addition
to the heat, he felt uncomfortable due to the clothes not fitting
properly. He had built up quite a bit of muscle during his time in
prison so the pants, shirt, and jacket all felt tight. Eventually,
he pulled off the jacket and threw it over his shoulder as he got
to the bus stop to wait for his ride. A few cars passed, but none
of the drivers looked like who he was waiting on.

Where was she?

Hannah, his sister, should have been there by
now. She had sent him a letter a week ago saying she’d be there at
eight, waiting for him to come out, yet as it got closer to
eight-thirty, she still hadn’t showed. Barry became agitated and
started biting his nails, pacing around and hesitantly glancing up
at clock on the bus stop wall. Then finally, at a few minutes to
nine, he saw the outline of a black Impala speeding down the road,
with dust kicking behind the wheels.

His sister prided herself on being able to
take care of her possessions, so he wasn’t surprised to see that
she still had the same car she had gotten for her eighteenth
birthday. He was more surprised to see that she was not the one
driving as the vehicle came closer, and wasn’t sure how to react
when he saw a tall, unfamiliar man behind the wheel.

He smiled and waved nonetheless as the car
pulled over, and he saw Hannah flashing a smile at him from the
passenger’s side. Barry was relieved that his ride had finally
come, but was more curious as to whom this fellow was. His first
impression of the stranger was that he was a gentleman as he got
out and went around the other side to get the door for Hannah. His
sister gracefully stepped out and rushed to hug Barry.

“Oh Barry, I’m so glad to see you. I can’t
believe you’re finally out…sorry I’m late.”

Barry smiled and squeezed his younger sister.
He had already forgiven and forgotten her lateness, grateful to be
in the presence of someone whom he longed to see. Hannah had come
to visit him a few times, but those visits were supervised so they
didn’t feel the same.

“It’s all good, little sis. I’m just glad
you’re here now,” he said as they broke the prolonged embrace, then
turned to the man who drove Hannah’s car.

“By the way…who is this?”

His sister smiled and used a manicured hand
to sweep a blonde lock out of her face. “This is Paul. He’s my
boyfriend.”

Barry nodded and held out his hand. The man
took it hesitantly, but when he did, shook it firmly.

“I’m not a killer, you know.”

Paul laughed and shook his head. “Well,
that’s good to know. I’m a banker, so that’s just as bad. Paul
Ruddings, mate. It’s nice to meet you.”

“And you too,” Barry said turning to Hannah
and smiling. “You found this one in the Outback, I see?”

Hannah giggled girlishly, and winked at
him.

“Don’t complain, big brother. I could have
found a Mandingo, you know?”

All three of them laughed and Barry suddenly
felt relaxed. He needed that laugh to release the tension of the
past six years. He inhaled, breathing in a deep breath of freedom
and allowing it to fill his lungs and permeate his soul as Hannah
held out the back door for him. Barry hesitated, looked around and
took another deep breath, beginning to like the way freedom felt.
Freedom’s air was clear, and crisp. What he had grown to fear and
hate while confined to his stifling cell, was proving to be
refreshing and liberating now and he liked it.

 



Chapter 2

 


“Have you any plans about what you’re going
to do? Did they do that thing with you? You know…where they go over
some kind of five-step process thing?”

Barry shook his head to his sister’s question
as he stared out the car window. She was turned sideways in the
front passenger seat and had engaged him in conversation ever since
they left the bus stop. He kind of wished that she wasn’t asking
him so many questions as he was happy just enjoying the relaxing
car ride. As the wind whipped through his hair, he felt like a dog
that stuck his head out of the window. Now he could see why dogs
did that, it was a great feeling to have the wind blowing in his
face. Apart from that, he didn’t have any answers to his sister’s
questions.

“I completed a computer course and read some
business management books, although I’m not sure how that would get
me a job. I’m not exactly a saint,” he answered when he realized
she was still looking at him expectantly.

“Another computer course? Isn’t that what you
were doing before..,” Hannah started to say before her voice
trailed off.

“It’s okay, you can say it, Hannah,” Barry
said, turning his head to look directly at her, “Yes, I did a
computer course at the community college before I went to
prison, but what I did at the penitentiary was different. I did
some web design and graphics stuff. They said they would send me a
certificate in a few weeks.”

Paul, who had been silent for most of the
journey as he drove, suddenly coughed awkwardly and looked up at
the rearview mirror to meet Barry’s eyes.

“I might be able to get you a job with me,
mate,” he said in his diminishing Australian accent. “I’m a manager
at the bank where I work and from time to time, and we have
openings for tech savvy people to maintain our websites and do some
graphics. Who knows, I could check if we need an extra pair of
hands. It might not be much to start with, but it could help you
to…you know…blend back in, so to speak.”

Barry forced a smile and held Paul’s stare in
the mirror before the Aussie looked away to keep his eyes on the
road.

“Thanks, man. That’s nice of you to
offer.”

He couldn’t manage to say anything else,
feeling a little awkward about the offer from his sister’s
boyfriend whom he had just met. Barry never liked handouts from
anyone, and six years behind bars had not dampened his pride much.
As a matter of fact, his pride had gotten even more acute from the
experience. As he stole another glance at Paul’s features, he
fought to resist the urge to recant his “thanks” because God knows
he didn’t need anyone to help him get back on his feet. He just
didn’t trust anyone.

“Hey, any friend of Hannah’s is a friend of
mine. I would be happy to help,” Paul said, his tone indicating
that he sensed the reservation in Barry’s response.

Barry was about to reply, but realized that
they were pulling into a driveway. It was Hannah’s, and he peered
out the window as the car came to a halt. He felt proud of his
sister as he sized up the house. When he had entered prison, she
had just left college and had told him she was going to find a job
and buy herself a house. Clearly, she had succeeded in fulfilling
her goal. She’d done well as a journalist with a local radio
station. It was a nice two-story house in a nice neighborhood, with
a fence and sizeable driveway. An old blue Cadillac parked on the
front lawn told him that his parents were waiting inside, but he
wasn’t surprised, although Hannah had not mentioned that they would
be there. He somehow expected it.

It was about ten o’ clock in the morning and
the sun felt even hotter than it did when Barry had left. As he got
out of the car and stood in front of the house, he felt a twinge of
nervousness claw at his stomach. He had not seen his parents in
many years, even before he had gone to prison, and he was
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