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​Chapter 1

​The Man with Brown on the Paper
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Jason Brown hated the color in his own name.

It sat there in blue ink on the top line of the intake sheet, clean and official, like somebody else had written a joke and made him sign beneath it. The woman behind the scratched plastic window slid the clipboard toward him with two fingers. She had nails the color of bubblegum and tired eyes that moved over his paperwork faster than they moved over him.

“Sign here, initial here, date here,” she said. “Then print your full legal name on the bottom line.”

Jason stared at the sheet too long. Behind him, the front door buzzed and clacked shut, locking another man inside. Somewhere deeper in the building a microwave beeped three times. A television laughed canned laughter from a common room Jason could not see yet. The hallway smelled like old carpet, floor cleaner, sweat, and something fried in grease too many hours ago.

He bent over the clipboard. His wrist looked too thin in the fluorescent light. Bone and tendon. Pale skin stretched tight over prison muscle that had never really become muscle, just wire. His fingers wrapped around the pen like he meant to break it. He signed his name sharp and fast.

Jason Brown.

The woman took the clipboard back and checked the signature. “Brown,” she said.

The word came out ordinary. Nothing in her voice. No smirk. No pause. Just another name in a stack of names, another released man with a file.

Jason’s jaw tightened anyway. “Yeah,” he said.

She looked up. “You got a problem?”

“No, ma’am.”

The ma’am tasted wrong in his mouth, but he knew how to say it. Federal prison had taught him when to lower his voice, when to keep his eyes level, when to make obedience sound like respect. Men who could not do that stayed in trouble. Men who did it too well got called soft. Jason had lived somewhere in the middle, stiff-backed and silent, measuring every room for danger.

The woman stamped his paperwork. The stamp landed with a heavy rubber thud.

“Welcome to Topeka Residential Reentry,” she said, like she had said it ten thousand times and meant it none of them. “Sit in that chair until staff calls you.”

Jason turned. The lobby was smaller than it should have been. Four plastic chairs lined the wall, bolted together by a metal frame. A bulletin board held curling flyers about job readiness, anger management, substance abuse meetings, bus schedules, and a faded poster that said REENTRY STARTS WITH ACCOUNTABILITY in big blue letters.

Jason hated posters. Every institution had them. Prison had posters. Probation had posters. Hospitals had posters. Places put words on walls when they knew the people inside them had run out of choices.

He sat at the end chair and stretched his legs in front of him. Six-foot-three folded badly into cheap furniture. His knees rose too high. His arms hung long beside him, wrists sticking out of his sleeves. The clothes they had released him in were his, technically, but after years in prison they felt borrowed from a dead man. Loose jeans. White T-shirt. Gray hoodie. State-issued shoes with stiff soles that squeaked faintly when he moved.

A Black man sat two chairs down, flipping through a stack of papers. He was heavier than Jason, not fat, just solid. Clean beard. Close haircut. Dark sweatshirt. He glanced up once, took Jason in, then went back to his papers.

Jason looked away first, and that bothered him. Not because he wanted to stare the man down. That would have been stupid in intake, with cameras tucked into the ceiling corners and staff behind glass. It bothered him because looking away felt like retreat. Jason Brown had built a whole life around never letting anybody see him retreat.

His scalp prickled. He felt the tattoo on the back of his head without touching it. He always felt it in places like this. Not pain exactly. The ink had healed years ago. But awareness lived there, crawling beneath the skin whenever somebody stood behind him.

FUCK YOU.

Two words, blocky and crude, punched into the back of his shaved skull by a man in prison who had used a rig made from a motor, a pen barrel, and a sharpened guitar string. The letters were not clean. One side dipped lower than the other. The K had bled too thick. But from a few feet away, the message was clear.

Jason used to like that. He used to like knowing people saw it before he turned around. Used to like the way it made cashiers nervous, the way it made guards sigh, the way it made strangers decide not to speak. Now, sitting under halfway house lights with release papers still warm from the printer, it felt less like armor and more like evidence.

A door opened.

“Brown.”

Jason stood.

A man with a gray goatee and a staff badge held a folder against his chest. He had the tired patience of somebody who had seen every version of defiance and had outlasted most of them.

“Bring your bag.”

Jason grabbed the clear plastic property bag from beside his chair. Inside were folded clothes, a packet of paperwork, a Bible he had taken because it was free, and two paperback books with cracked spines. Everything he owned made a thin sound when it shifted.

The staff member led him through a locked door and down a hallway. The building got louder as they moved. Men talking. A chair scraping. Someone coughing deep. A washing machine thumping out of balance. The hum of vending machines. Keys jingling from the staff member’s belt.

“My name’s Mr. Haskins,” the man said. “I’m case staff. You listen, you follow the rules, you’ll be fine. You lie, sneak, threaten, fail to report, miss curfew, tamper with tests, bring anything in here you’re not supposed to have, or put hands on anybody, you’ll have problems. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Federal?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How long?”

“Eight years.”

Haskins looked back at him. Not surprised. Just filing it away.

“You did all eight?”

“Most.”

“Supervised release?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Any substance history?”

“No.”

“Any gang history?”

Jason felt the hallway narrow around him. He kept his face still.

“No, sir.”

Haskins stopped walking. The staff member turned slowly, eyes dropping to Jason’s wrists, his neck, his knuckles, then settling somewhere above Jason’s shoulder. Not quite on his face. Not quite behind his head.

“Take your hoodie off.”

Jason’s stomach tightened. “Sir?”

“You heard me.”

For half a second, something hot moved behind Jason’s ribs. It rose old and familiar, looking for a place to go. His hands wanted to curl. His mouth wanted to answer in a way that would make the air change. Instead, he pulled the hoodie over his head.

The hallway air touched his scalp. Haskins stepped around him. Jason stared straight ahead at the cinderblock wall. Painted beige. Chipped at the corner. A dead fly trapped in the light fixture above.

Behind him, Haskins exhaled through his nose.

“Interesting choice.”

Jason said nothing.

“You planning on causing trouble here?”

“No, sir.”

“That tattoo says different.”

“It’s old.”

“So am I. Still works.”

Jason turned his head slightly, then stopped himself.

Haskins came back into view. “Here’s what you need to understand, Brown. I don’t care what you were in prison. I don’t care who you knew, what yard you walked, what table you sat at, what paperwork followed you, or what you think people owe you for surviving. In this building, you are a resident. That’s it. You follow the same rules as everybody else.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You got an issue living with men who don’t look like you?”

Jason’s throat clicked when he swallowed.

“No, sir.”

The lie came out clean.

Haskins watched him long enough to let Jason know he had heard the lie underneath it. “Good,” Haskins said. “Because this ain’t a private suite.”

They moved again. At the end of the hall, Haskins opened a door into a common area. Jason stepped in and felt every conversation tilt toward him for half a beat.

Six or seven men sat scattered around the room. Two at a table playing dominoes. One leaned against the wall near the vending machines. Another sat under the television with his arms crossed, half asleep. The TV showed some daytime court show with the volume low. A woman on-screen pointed at a man while subtitles crawled underneath.

Most of the men were Black.

Jason felt it before he thought it. A tightening in his chest. A recoil behind his eyes. Not fear, he told himself. Never fear. Irritation. Disgust. The old reflex. The one he had fed for so long it had started feeding itself.

But his face stayed empty. That was the trick. Face empty. Voice low. Hands visible. No politics. No jokes. No reactions. He had told himself this on the transport ride from the federal holding facility to Topeka. Thirty days, sixty days, maybe more if they played games with him. Keep quiet. Get a job. Sign out. Sign in. Get home to Springfield. Get back around his own people. Get back to where his name meant something besides a color he hated.

One of the domino players slapped a tile down.

“Five,” the man said.

“You can’t count,” the other one answered.

The room laughed.

Jason did not.

Haskins led him past them. “This is Brown,” Haskins said to nobody and everybody. “New intake. He’ll be in Room Three.”

A tall Black man near the vending machines looked Jason over. Calm eyes. Gray thermal shirt. House shoes. He held a Styrofoam cup in one hand and stirred it with a plastic spoon. He was maybe in his late thirties, maybe early forties. Old enough to have stopped proving everything. Young enough to still be dangerous if he needed to be.

“What’s up, Brown?” the man said.

Jason nodded once.

“Jason,” Haskins corrected, not kindly. “Y’all use first names unless somebody tells you different.”

The man smiled faintly. “My bad. What’s up, Jason?”

The room got quiet enough for Jason to hear the vending machine buzzing.

“Nothing,” Jason said.

The smile stayed on the man’s face, but something behind it sharpened.

Haskins pointed down another short hallway. “Room Three.”

The
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