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			PART I

			GETTING OUT

		

	
		
			ONE 

			⏠

			My given name is Larry Ingber—Laurence Allan Ingber—but some people may remember me as the Ivy League Killer from this supposedly sensational trial on Long Island back in the late Sixties, early Seventies.1 It caused quite a splash in the media for a while because it had all kinds of juicy elements: young love, young love gone wrong, a double murder, class conflict, two dead bodies in the trunk of a Cadillac, a car chase, Mafia connections, other people’s multiple tragedies. In other words, a little something for everyone. But that was a long time ago, and now most people don’t remember me at all. To tell you the truth, I sincerely hope no one recalls that sorry episode. Unfortunately, some people have extraordinary powers of memory, and the dead never forget a thing. I’m somewhere between the two. I don’t want my life to be defined by one very stupid thing that I did when I was nineteen, but I guess, to some extent, that’s what I’m stuck with.

			I truly don’t know why my name stayed in the public consciousness for so long. There are lots of murderers, more famous and much worse than me: Manson, Speck, Chapman, Berkowitz, Gacy, O.J., etc. And as I keep saying to everyone: I didn’t kill anyone. OK, I did witness two murders, did not do anything to stop them, and helped dispose of the bodies in a way that demonstrated a “reckless and depraved disregard for human dignity.” But forget about that (not that I can). The point is I didn’t actually kill anyone. That fact always seems to get lost in my story. 

			I think, finally, what touched people is that, despite all the violence and sensationalism, at the bottom of it all, they felt that The Girl and I were truly in love. We were just a couple of teenagers trying to make it in a hostile world when things got screwed up. Nothing all that special. It was like everyone’s love story…except for the double murder. 

			The reason I’m writing this down after all these years—with the full and absolute intention of sending it to “the authorities”—is that my life is now in danger. Funny, after almost forty years in some of the worst prisons in “the land of the free, the home of the brave,” after surviving with caged human animals, guarded by other animals, I’ve come out into the real world, into freedom, and now I fear for my life as much as I ever did in prison.

			No, it’s not funny.

			That’s why I’m getting this on the record, so that if I’m killed, the cops will know who did it, or, perhaps more precisely, who caused it. For several years in prison, I kept a diary—an extremely detailed, carefully documented journal of deliberate, systematic abuse—that I had smuggled out, but I got in big trouble for it. And before that, right after my trial, I wrote my version of what happened with The Girl and me and the whole Incident for my lawyer. He then tried to use it to influence the judge during the sentencing phase since I didn’t take the stand and testify in my own defense, to my eternal regret. But nothing ever came of that. Just a lot of writer’s cramp. 

			After my initial stretch at Sing Sing, when I had been sent upstate to Elmira, I tried to write a novel based on my case, but that got burned up in a cell fire started by some guys who wanted to kill me. Don’t worry: later, they got theirs. One thing you learn is how and when to protect yourself. The drive for survival is primal and inexorable, which is what I’m worried about right now.

			I stopped that kind of writing—two years up in smoke—and started writing for other inmates: letters to their lawyers or parole boards, doing research, and preparing briefs, things like that. I even wrote quite a few love letters to their wives, fiancées, and what are now called their baby mamas. Legally, you’re not allowed to run a business while you’re in prison, so I took payment in goods and services: better food, easier work assignments, new clothes, extra commissary, books and magazines, and, most importantly, protection.

			Protection. That’s a strange word. It means different things to different people. In prison, protection is a very physical thing: “Stay out of my space, stay out of my face, or I will hurt you.” When you are out, there’s not quite the same risk to your physical well-being at every moment. But I’ve discovered that you need other kinds of protection.

			When I first got to Sing Sing in 1970, I had an unusual form of protection. One of the people killed in the Incident that put me in prison was also the girlfriend of a certain Mr. Herb Perlov, a man I despise, even today. While he was alive, he did nothing but harm The Girl and me. I think he also might have abused her, but I’m not sure about that since I’m not sure about a lot of the things she said. But it turned out that Herb was no normal Harvard Law grad. He wasn’t a corporate lawyer or an investment banker; he was, in fact, “Herb the Hebe,” mouthpiece for a certain New York crime family. (I believe that is the technical term for a Mafia lawyer, and if you want to know which family, you can look it look it up yourself. “Google it,” as I have learned to say.)

			When I got to Sing Sing, being the Ivy League Killer, I was already a famous criminal and, as such, a big target for any of the assorted bored and violent maniacs who would love to knock off a “celebrity convict” like me. Just for the fun of it. But since I was also the Guy Who Killed Herb the Hebe’s Girlfriend (which was actually not true), I got good protection for as long as I was in that place from members of a New Jersey crime family that was the nemico mortale of Herb’s family. Although I was probably one of the most peaceful, rational people there, it was my reputation as the killer that made my imprisonment safe and semi-bearable. 

			At least in the beginning. I think I recall almost everything that’s happened to me, but I have a “trick memory.” Some years ago, I took a beating from two redneck hacks in an Oklahoma joint that left some holes in my past. Most things I remember with crystal clarity, as if they were happening right at this moment. But some things I don’t remember at all. That’s probably for the best.

			Anyway, prison is now in my past—forever, I hope. I am much better prepared than most convicts getting out. I earned three degrees in prison from correspondence courses—all of them associate degrees (in Psychology, Applied Business, and Sociology) because I couldn’t go for bachelor’s degrees at the institution I was in at the time. I also wanted to take some criminal justice courses, but the goon warden who ran that facility prevented me—even though I had worked my way up to his “honor block”—saying he didn’t want me “getting ideas” and becoming a “pain-in-the-ass jailhouse lawyer.”  Of course, they don’t equal the B.A. from Columbia that was once in my future, the Golden Passport to a Golden Career, but my future became a very different thing once I was convicted of double murder in the second degree.

			Thankfully, I was left a legacy by my father. I remember my very last phone conversation with him. I was in a noisy prison hallway and his voice was very weak, but I recall every word he said.

			“I saved for you,” he said, “so when you get out, you’ll have something.”

			(Notice how he said when I got out. He always believed in me.)

			“You’ll be able to have a life and do something,” he said. “I gave everything to Mantell, so you’ll get it from him. It’s my legacy to you.” 

			Those words have echoed in my mind many times. 

			The problem I had was Lester Mantell. Since my parole, I’d talked to Mantell exactly one time on the phone—very briefly—and that was after calling his office dozens of times. You’d think he’d be interested that his long-imprisoned client was getting out of jail after forty fucking years. Evidently he had moved on to other things. He mumbled something about my Dad’s legacy money still being in a trust account that he was in the process of moving because it had been “stuck in probate.” He said he’d be in touch with me when it cleared—and that was the last I heard from him.

			My parents got very close to Mantell during my trial and came to depend on him for legal and financial advice, and almost everything after that. Most convicts come out with five hundred dollars of gate money, a parole officer to hassle them, and nothing else. With my Dad’s legacy, I might have really had a chance to make his last wishes for me come true.

			Did I mention that both my parents are dead? My Mom died before my Dad, which, from what I understand, is unusual. Men usually go before their women—ground down by life and stress and general male idiocy (cigarette smoking, violence, anger, alcohol). To tell you the plain truth, it was my incarceration that killed my mother. She couldn’t take all the trips to see me, and when they moved me out of Elmira, after seven years, to a facility in Louisiana (a different hell), it was even more difficult for them. They could make only a couple of trips there. We all wrote a million letters trying to get me transferred someplace back East because of family hardship. No dice. 

			Mom wrote to me every day for six years. Every day, in this little, neat script, on this pretty paper (sometimes pink, sometimes blue). She had the best penmanship of anyone I ever knew. Her father—my grandpa Abe—was a CPA and made his kids practice their penmanship till their hands ached. At least that was the family legend. 

			My mother was always a somewhat nervous person, so when I got into trouble, she was not prepared. (Is any mother ever prepared to see her son charged with murder? Maybe Ma Barker, but that’s about it.) After all the tension of the trial—the pressure from the police and the DA’s office, the abuse she got from the press, the stares from our neighbors and “friends”—and then when I was found guilty, well, she was never really the same.

			But finally, it was her decision to stop living. I can semi-understand it; I was her only child and the light of her life. But still, she shouldn’t have stopped living. There should have been more to her life than just being the mother of a prisoner and trying to get him out. You see, she didn’t only write me letters; she also wrote letters to the governor and the Bureau of Prisons and the Department of Corrections and anyone else she could think of, trying to get me transferred or released, or get my sentence reduced. She even wrote to a couple of the wardens of the institutions I was in, which caused me lots of embarrassment until I told her to stop. 

			Probably the toughest thing about being in prison was not being let out to go to my parents’ funerals. Either of them. My Dad died about four years after my Mom. In a way, that wasn’t surprising either: he needed her, and when she was gone, it was as if he were suddenly missing some essential part of his being. He couldn’t live without his heart. They had been together since high school (Erasmus, in Brooklyn) and, except for the time my Dad spent in the Army in World War II, were never apart. They always said how lucky they were to have found each other so young.

			“I didn’t waste any time,” my Dad used to say. “First time I saw her in her gym bloomers cutting through the courtyard, that was it. From that moment on, she was mine.”

			I guess it was probably for the best that I wasn’t allowed to go to those funerals. I just would have embarrassed my few remaining relatives, and maybe some reporters would have shown up. You never know. 

			I thought I was old news when I made the mistake of talking to some snot-nosed young reporter from The New York Times who dug up my story on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Incident. I thought at the time it would help my upcoming parole hearing if I showed the world how “rehabilitated” and “remorseful” I was. Only the article didn’t quite come out that way, and a whole bunch of people got pissed off at me all over again. I guess it was my ego, wanting to be mentioned favorably in the holy Times, “The Paper of Record.” Or maybe it was the way the reporter egged me on, and I wanted to prove that I was just as smart as that pissant. 

			Anyway, I shot my mouth off during that interview and got myself in trouble. Still, that warden—whose name I won’t even write—should have let me out for the funerals. It wouldn’t have hurt anyone. I wouldn’t have hurt anyone.

			But I have to forget all about that now. I’m alive, and they’re dead. 

			When I was released in 2010 due to the hard work of some good people for many years, I was in surprisingly decent health, considering the hellish series of institutions (seven separate facilities in four decades, not counting innumerable short stays at various transit points), which have been my homes for most of my life. I use the word homes in the most ironic sense possible. 

			One thing about prison life: it gets you in shape. Either you get in shape, or you don’t last very long. You have to get strong because you are tested every day. The cruel seek out the weak for the pleasure of inflicting pain. But I refused to be weak. I’m not the biggest guy in the world, but I might be the most obsessed. I have the strongest will of anybody I’ve ever known. Never forget that. I don’t.

			For many years, I did push-ups and sit-ups by the hundreds every day until I ached. I did jumping jacks and shadowboxed, even in the dark. It all made me strong enough to protect myself. Even today I’m pretty lean, especially taking into account all the fatsos out here in the real world. I may have a little potbelly, but the muscles themselves are rock-solid, and there’s only a little layer of fat on me. Not much hair, not much height. But considering the kind of medical care I got in prison, I’m in remarkable shape.

			“Medical care.” I had this one cellmate in Oklahoma for three years, a guy with BO so rank that I was convinced it had to be microbial. I mean this guy stunk straight out of the shower! Later, it turned out he had advanced cancer of the intestines. He was rotting from the inside out. Of course, the prison doctor kept diagnosing his problem as “acute gas,” right up until the tumor was practically bulging out of his belly. He looked positively pregnant with cancer.

			The fact that I survived this kind of medical care and came out as well as I did is almost a miracle. Finally, I think I survived just to spite my tormentors and the System. To walk out of prison was to get the last laugh. And I think that, most remarkably, I am still fairly sane. Maybe that’s not for me to say. We’ll see what happens. But my willpower and personal drive to survive and not be destroyed by my circumstances remain intact and inviolable. As I said, I might be the most obsessed person who ever lived, but that’s only because I had to be. I don’t want to be obsessed anymore. More than anything, I want to be a normal person who lives a normal life…if I can figure out what that means. I’ll get the money from Mantell and I’ll have a chance to “have something” and “do something,” just like my Dad wanted.

			⏠

			The real crazy thing now is, even though I survived so many years of hell on Earth in prison and I’m out in the world now, I’m in danger of being murdered. It could come at any time, so I have to hurry. How I got myself into this situation, after the good fortune of my release and my Dad’s legacy, is a fairly twisted story. It’s twisting me right here, right now.

			I had been waiting for—and planning for—my release for many, many years. Yet when my dream came true, I confess that I was a little scared. It’s funny: most people would fear prison and want freedom. But the thing is, I knew prison. I didn’t know yet how I was going to do in the outside world.

			For the first three months, I lived at the Four Winds, a halfway house in Westchester County, in the suburbs just north of New York City. Inevitably and unforgettably, I was assigned a parole officer—Kenneth Fusco—to report to for five years, but basically, I was out, albeit with lots of restrictions. The Four Winds, a big, rundown split-level in New Rochelle, just south of 95 that cuts the city in half, is owned by some huge company and run by a retired cop, Nate Edwards. A very large, very black, very serious dude.

			“You know why this place is called the Four Winds?” he asked every guy who came through the house, including me. He would wait for you to say, “Why?” 

			“Because from here, you can go any which way the four winds blow. You can go up. You can go down. You can succeed, or you can go right back to the joint. It’s entirely up to you.”

			And it was. 

			Now that I was getting out from the clutches of the correctional system, what exactly did I want to do for the rest of my life? I was no longer a young man; I was sixty, if you can believe it. I still can’t. I didn’t have that much time left, so what did I really want to do? It was a question of focus. I had to live a whole life—my true life, whatever that was—in a very short time. I had to ask myself: what was really important?

			Survival. The first thing I had to learn was how to survive outside of prison.

			Fortunately, from the day I was paroled until I got my legacy money from Lester Mantell, I worked in the city of White Plains, right in the middle of Westchester, at the offices of Clemency USA, the group that worked for many years for my release. Clemency helped me adjust to life outside and deal with Lester Mantell. (More on him later. Much more.) 

			I commuted to and from Four Winds, in New Rochelle, by bus, until I got my own place. Clemency USA is a great organization. I say that not just because they helped me; they’re part of a renowned international charity—World Clemency, based in Geneva—advocating for prisoners around the world to get justice. Their work and faith kept me going for many years. They arranged my release with as little publicity as possible (keeping in mind my sincere desire to resume a normal life). It was the perfect place for me to be once I got out. 

			I was lucky enough to be hired to work in their Northwest Regional Office as a clerk and general office helper, which is a whole lot better than most ex-cons, who become burger flippers at McDonald’s if that. I’m also lucky in that Clemency has this young girl named Kelly Mott, who runs the Gateway Program, which helps the people they get released adjust to life outside prison. By young girl, I mean that she’s probably in her midthirties or something. I’m old now, so everyone younger than me is young.

			On Nate Edwards’s short leash at Four Winds, I was the perfect halfway-house resident. I went to work at Clemency in the morning and came back right after work—nothing else. I rode the buses and tried not to talk to anyone. I never broke curfew. I didn’t get into fights with the morons and jerks who were the house’s other residents. I kicked back the required 25 percent of my salary to Four Winds to pay for my upkeep, saved as much of the rest as I could, and kept strictly to myself. I tried hard to do nothing wrong. 

			One resident at Four Winds, a young, skinny, nervous mixed-race guy named Sammy Zambrano, made it clear he wanted to hang out and invited me to go out to this local bar.

			Once, when we were both in the kitchen getting something out of the refrigerator, I made myself clear: “I don’t want to be your friend.”

			He laughed at that. “I love you old guys!” he said. “You got the wisdom.”

			“Do me a favor,” I said, taking out an apple from my labeled bag. (Everything had to be labeled in the refrigerator or it got stolen. And even then…) “Leave me alone.”

			Zambrano loved that even more. 

			“Listen,” he whispered, leaning toward me, “I know someone who needs smart, old guys. White guys. Guys who know the ropes.” 

			“I don’t know anything about ropes,” I said and walked out of the kitchen, biting down hard on my apple.

			“There is money to be made,” he sang softly as I left him behind. 

			Zambrano really pissed me off. Here we were, just gotten out of the joint, and he was already scheming. I’m not really a criminal, but I’ve spent most of my life among them, and I know their ways. There are negative people in this world, and Zambrano was one of them. He definitely wanted something from me and kept after me.

			That’s why the time for me to leave Four Winds couldn’t have come soon enough. 

			Kelly found this small, nice studio apartment in the city of Yonkers, on the other side of Westchester, a short walk from the Hudson River and right near the No. 6 bus line, which could take me right to Clemency’s office in White Plains. I told Kelly that I had to live alone—I really had no friends, no one to live with—so a tiny studio apartment was all I could afford, and barely that. She found a place through Javier Flores, a nice young guy who worked at Clemency. There was a vacancy in his building, and the landlord was going to let me live there month to month, without a lease: perfect for me. And I could take the bus to work with Javier, so I’d have someone to commute with. I think she also wanted someone to keep an eye on me, but that was OK. Kelly thought of everything.

			To help me furnish it, she offered to take me to a place called Ikea. I’d never heard of it, but she said it was good and cheap. “Good” and “cheap” are things I can live with. I thought that maybe a thrift shop or a Salvation Army store would be a good place to start, but she said that Ikea was even cheaper. 

			One thing I’ve noticed since I’ve been out: things are so expensive now. When I went into the system in the late Sixties, a hundred thousand dollars could buy you, if not a mansion, certainly a big, big house. Now a hundred thousand dollars can’t even buy an apartment! The whole New York area is super expensive, but I really didn’t have anywhere else to go. Manhattan is way too expensive, and since Clemency’s offices were in White Plains—and I was essentially paroled into their shared custody with Four Winds since they assured the parole board that they’d give me a job—it made sense to try it up here in Westchester. After all, I did live here for about seven years: Sing Sing is in Westchester. 

			Of course, I couldn’t go back to Long Island: that place was poisoned for me long ago by the whole Incident and everything. It’s bad enough that we have the same damn initials—Larry Ingber and Long Island—following me around my whole life. In any case, I am much more likely to be anonymous here in Westchester. Anonymous and normal: my twin goals.

			I can’t tell you how much help Kelly has been to me. She helped me get my driver’s license. She helped me buy a cheap “smart” phone and showed me how to use it, sort of. I’m still getting used to it. She showed me how to use an ATM for the first time. I called it an “AMT” a couple of times, but she didn’t laugh at me once. She just, very sweetly, corrected me.

			She got Ed Nyquist, Clemency’s head of legal affairs in the White Plains office, involved with helping me find Lester Mantell. Nyquist was supposedly this very high-powered lawyer and a big deal around the office, so this was good for me. He hadn’t gotten any results yet, but I was hopeful.

			Kelly also helped me deal with both Edwards and Fusco. Edwards wasn’t so bad, but Fusco was a real hard case, and the one I’m saddled with my whole parole, which was sitll more than four and a half years. I started my parole hoping Fusco wasn’t going to give me an extra hard time. I understand that part of his job as parole officer is to give me a hard time so that I obey all the rules and don’t kill anyone else, etc. But one thing I’ve learned in life is that some people really like to make things harder for guys who are already in tough circumstances, as if to pass on their pain, their inner unhappiness. I think Fusco is one of those guys.

			Kelly was coming over to take me to Ikea. She has long dark hair like The Girl. I’m just saying that out of an obligation to notice these things. Kelly’s young enough to be my daughter, if I had ever had a daughter. 

			All my life I’ve always said—with fingers crossed—that Luck evens out. Well, now that I was finally-finally-finally out of prison, maybe the good luck that I was owed would have a chance to kick in. It felt good to be out. Then why was I so nervous? Believe me, nothing could be worse than life in prison. This had to be better. But in prison, life was simple: survive—today. Out here, it was more complicated than that.

			But I had no more excuses. For so long I wanted to be free. And since I was on the threshold of real freedom (no Four Winds, no Nate Edwards to sign in and out with), what was next? I had this fire within me, this drive to live. Why was I so scared? All my life, I faced down stone killers in dark passageways: why was I now so scared of life, and other people, and the strange, unfriendly country I returned to?

			I remember my last night at Four Winds, the night before I was going to move into my own apartment in Yonkers and real, unsupervised freedom at last. I was so excited yet so anxious that I couldn’t fall sleep. I lay there in my bed in the dark, practically vibrating with awareness and nerves. It reminded me of all the nights in prison when I couldn’t get to sleep, especially when I was younger. That’s when The Girl and everything that happened returned to me. During the day, I could stay busy enough to forget about her, but at night, everything came back. Visions from a past I couldn’t escape.

			In some ways, the purest thing I ever did was love The Girl, even if it wound up ruining my life. She was the best thing that ever happened to me, and then she wasn’t. 

			During the day, I could keep our tragedy out of my mind, but at night sometimes, like that night, I couldn’t help it. Thoughts of her—or were they dreams?—came over me like a fever. 

			We met in summer. That’s when it had to be. We were so ripe for love, teenagers in  1968. Love and revolution were in the air, in the music, everywhere—even at that summer camp for rich kids. I was a poor working counselor, but it didn’t matter to her. For some reason, she—this clever, wild, beautiful girl—loved me. I was warned about her, but I didn’t listen. Maybe people weren’t meant to love as deeply as we loved. Maybe love that deep is somehow unhealthy, but we couldn’t help ourselves. It was so right, before it went wrong. All that passion got twisted. What started out as pure love became something else. One moment, she was in my arms. In the tall grass. In the shadows. In the sand. In the dark. And then there was all this blood.

			I woke up in a sweat. Was I ever asleep?

			I threw off my covers, staggered to the window, and opened it. It took me a moment to reclaim my senses. I cursed myself: if I’m going to deal with the future, I couldn’t stay stuck in the past.

			I took a few deep breaths and recovered my sense of reality. Despite everything that was still spinning in my head, I was lucky, and I knew it. I was out of prison, something I thought might never happen. And whenever I need to, I could open the window—a window without bars!—and look up at the open sky and breathe fresh air, with nothing between the world and me. For years, that was something that was denied to me. Now, anytime I want, night or day, I can look up at the open sky—my sky!— and have a Moment of Grace and Thanks. All I have to do is look up at the sky, and I’m a new man—at least, for the moment—free from my past and ready for the demands of “normal” life in this complicated, stressful, relentless new world. 

			How could I have known then that, a short time later, from a most unexpected source, my life would again be in jeopardy, just as it had been all those years behind bars?

			

			
				
					1 On March 17, 1970, the Supreme Court of Nassau County, in Mineola, New York, convicted Laurence Allan Ingber of two counts of second-degree homicide.

				

			

		

	
		
			TWO

			⏠

			I went to an Ikea, and it was fantastic! Kelly picked me up from Four Winds at nine o’clock sharp on a Saturday morning in a big, new-looking silver pickup truck that she borrowed from her brother and took me to, if you can believe it, New Jersey. Evidently, it was the closest Ikea store, and they have a lower sales tax there or something. At least it gives people a reason to go to Jersey. She had to get permission from Ken Fusco for me to leave New York State. Isn’t that ridiculous? OK, it’s part of the terms of parole, to notify your Field Officer whenever you leave the state, but still: can you believe it? And Fusco gave her a hard time. 

			“He said, ‘Whut? He’s too good to buy furniture in New Yawk?’” Kelly said, in a perfect imitation of Fusco’s humorless grumble.

			“But you convinced him,” I said, watching the scenery go by, listening to the piercing hum of the truck’s engine. I had been taking the bus to my job in White Plains, and I hadn’t been in many cars since my release, especially a nice new truck like this one. It still had that “new car” smell; some things hadn’t changed.

			“It wasn’t easy,” she said, checking traffic both ways as she turned onto Boston Post Road. “He does like his rules.”

			“Yes, he does,” I said, thinking of how Fusco enjoyed making people squirm and beg. “But who could resist you?” I concluded, watching Kelly change lanes and speed up.

			“Plenty of people!” She scoffed with a short laugh, tucking her hair behind her ear with a quick gesture. “You should have heard what it took me to convince my brother to lend me his truck today.”

			I was still getting used to being around females. Girls. Women. For so many years, the only women I ever had contact with were prison workers: nurses and clerks, the occasional psychologist, even guards sometimes, especially toward the end of my time. But they were workers, usually in uniform, and they were protected from (and usually scared of) people like me. But now women were just women, in regular clothes. In all these colors and soft-looking fabrics. Right there, in front of me, or next to me. Smelling like distant flowers. It’s not easy for a convict like me, who spent a good part of the last forty years fantasizing about women, to get used to being around the real thing. But I’m learning, slowly.

			“You must be pretty excited, Larry,” she said. “Moving day, finally. Your first real place since you’ve been out.”

			“Excited?” I said. “Nah!”

			That got a laugh out of her, as I hoped it would.

			“I was up at five thirty,” I said. “I’ve been jumping out of my skin since Tuesday. I did all my paperwork with Edwards and checked in with Fusco yesterday. I really can’t wait to get out of there.”

			“Have you heard anything from Ed Nyquist?” she asked.

			“Nothing,” I shot back. “Zilch. So far.”

			Kelly didn’t say anything. This was a sore spot, for sure. I greatly appreciated Clemency for helping to get me out. I just wish I hadn’t entrusted Nyquist and his legal department with getting my Mantell money back. But I didn’t want to change things and risk offending Clemency; they were being so good to me. 

			Once I even asked Fusco to try to get in touch with Mantell for me so that I could fire his ass after I got the money. “You’re my parole officer—you’re supposed to help me adjust to the outside world, right?” I think he tried, once. In any case, the next time I saw him, Fusco said, “Get yourself another lawyer.”

			Why I stayed with Mantell for so many years is a tough question. I think it was because my parents were so involved with him and depended on him so much, for legal and financial advice. They always said how he was working on different “appeals” for me. But nothing ever happened, not until Clemency got involved. But even without my money, I couldn’t wait any longer to move out of Four Winds. My time was up, and I was being kicked out. Besides, the situation was getting more uncomfortable for me by the day.

			Sammy Zambrano made a couple of other advances on me. “There’s money to be made,” he said with the sleazy confidence that I dismissed at first as typical bullshit convict talk. But I really didn’t like when he hissed in my ear, “I know who you are, Larry.” After that, I stayed out of the crappy television room in Four Winds for good and kept my head down until I could get the hell out of there.

			I changed the subject with Kelly. “Nice truck!” I said, feeling the smooth, fake leather on the dashboard. 

			“Jimmy’s in total love with it,” said Kelly as she shifted in her seat and pulled at her tight jeans. “It’s a hybrid.”

			“Oh,” I said noncommittally.

			“That’s a kind of engine that uses less gas,” she explained. “And electricity, somehow.”

			“I know what a hybrid is,” I lied. Now that I’m out, I keep running into Things I Missed While I Was Inside, and this was one of them. But I covered up pretty well, I think. I have to do quite a bit of that.

			“And you know you have to wear your seat belt now,” she said, “or they’ll practically throw you in jail. There are laws against all kinds of things now. Legally, you can’t sell a big soda in New York City, but you can smoke pot in the state of Colorado.”

			“Well then, let’s move to Colorado,” I cracked. 

			“Don’t talk like that!” she said, giggling. “You’re on parole.”

			“I know,” I said. “I was only kidding. And don’t tell Fusco. His favorite thing in the world is testing people’s pee.” 

			“Nice job,” she said as she stepped down on the gas or the electricity, or whatever it was that made her hybrid go. 

			“This is so cool,” I said as we made good time on the Cross-Bronx Expressway, on our way to the George Washington Bridge.

			“What’s cool?” she said.

			“Everything,” I answered. “There’s a map on your dashboard that moves. We’re going to buy furniture for my new apartment. I can’t even believe those words—‘my new apartment’—and I never had a girl pick me up in a truck…or in any car at all, for that matter.” 

			But that last part was a lie: The Girl picked me up a bunch of times in that bad-luck red Mustang of hers.

			“I’ll pay the toll,” I said, starting to reach for my wallet, which was only fair since we were going to buy stuff for me.

			“Don’t worry,” she said, putting out her hand. “The toll is on the other side, coming back.”

			“Oh,” I said, sitting back. “I’ll get it then. How much is it?”

			“Twelve dollars.”

			“Twelve dollars!”

			My head almost hit the roof of the truck. OK, not really; I’m not that tall.

			“Twelve bucks?” I repeated. “Shit…sorry…I don’t remember what it was when I went away, but it wasn’t any twelve bucks!”

			“I bet,” she said. “And I bet there wasn’t any E-ZPass either.”

			“What’s that?”

			She explained how it worked as we started to cross the bridge. It was another Thing I Had Missed. Then she complained about the new email system the office was breaking in, and the IT consultant that Clemency used. As she talked, I looked through the passenger window, up the Hudson, to see if I could spot Sing Sing. It was hard to see through the traffic and the metal girders of the bridge that flashed by. There was still a mist clinging to the shoreline that hid the land. And I don’t think you can see that far north anyway. But I could imagine Sing Sing there, imagine my “home” for those first years, imagine the two thousand guys wishing they were where I was. Wishing they were anywhere else.

			“Jersey!” she said as we crossed the bridge. “Sopranos country!” 

			“I hate to keep saying this,” I said, “but what’s that?”

			Kelly tsked and said, “Sorry. It’s was a TV show. About the Mafia in north Jersey.”

			“Oh,” I said neutrally. “Yeah, I’ve heard of that one.” Another Thing I Had Missed. For many years, I didn’t have access to a TV or any outside media, only books. It was how I was penalized by one particular warden whose name I refuse to write. So I missed a lot of TV shows and movies. Some I know, but most I don’t. The show with the sopranos was just one of them. I could have kept a list.

			“Oh, it was the best show ever,” she went on. “I’m originally from Paterson. Eastside High. So, I grew up with those guys. Or, at least, their sons. Some very scary people. Of course, now it’s all African American and immigrants from all over. But, hey, everything’s different nowadays.”

			I snorted in agreement and said, “It sure is,” and didn’t say anything else when she kept talking about the Mafia. Nothing about Herb the Hebe, etc. One thing about prison: you learn to keep your mouth shut.

			⏠

			The Ikea parking lot was packed, and so we had to park a long way from the enormous box of a store. I guess Saturday is still a big shopping day, and everyone wants cheap furniture: families with strollers, couples holding hands. 

			“Very blue and yellow,” I said, looking up at the huge storefront, which seemed to get bigger as we approached. I almost felt as if Kelly wanted to take my arm, but she had her purse on the side closer to me.

			“It’s from Sweden,” she said.

			“Of course!” I said. “What a dummy.” I don’t know why I didn’t make the obvious connection. I guess I assumed that Ikea was, from the name—I don’t know—Japanese.

			We were barely into the lobby before we got caught in a jam of parents and kids. I admit that I was still a little uneasy in crowds. I didn’t like being bumped. All my life, being bumped could be someone’s hostile, provocative act. My negative reaction to contact from other people is a very hard reflex to break. 

			“C’mon,” she said, leading me toward the escalator. “Do you have the list?” 

			“Yes, I do,” I said, patting the pocket on my shirt. “Absolutely!” 

			I gave it to her as we rode up the escalator. We had printed it out in the office on Friday on “Clemency USA” paper with its red, white, and blue wings, and had the headings Bedroom, Kitchen, Living Room, Bathroom, and Miscellaneous. Even though it was a small studio, it still had “areas.”

			“The first thing you need is the bed,” she said as I followed her off the escalator onto the main floor.

			Everything looked bright, clean, and colorful. There were lots of sample rooms, some with their actual square footage listed so you could compare your room: very smart. I saw walls full of chairs, three rows high; entire closet systems; very big, super thin TVs; and a whole area for media storage. There were all different kinds of kitchens, with counters of granite and wood, and huge steel appliances. You could pick out your own cabinets and choose different styles of doors and handles and finishes. They even had free pencils and tape measures made of paper by the cash registers.

			“Wow,” I said. “This is unbelievable. My father was a salesman in a furniture store but nothing remotely like this.” I thought of the dingy store on Old Country Road, where my Dad used to work and where I worked for a couple of vacations. A store like that, with a few dark, cluttered rooms, couldn’t compare to something like this. 

			“Their prices are really good,” Kelly said, “because they sell a bajillion of them, all over the world. But you have to put everything together yourself.”

			“Everything? Wow,” I said. “And people do it?”

			“If you want to save money,” she said. “I mean, look at everybody!”

			Did I mention the place was extremely crowded? 

			“What kind of a bed do you like?” she asked as we entered a whole giant room of them. Bed after bed after bed, with different kinds of mattresses and covers and headboards.

			“A new one,” I said. 

			I spent almost a half hour testing beds, but for a long while I just gazed at the mattresses—so clean, so white, so pure. I thought of all the foul places where I’d had to sleep over the years: the hard surfaces, the disgustingly used and abused mattresses that smelled like other men’s fluids. I’ve slept chained up. I’ve slept standing up. I’ve slept while insects crawled all over me—that was almost impossible. But struggling not to sleep because you think someone is going to kill you if you do fall asleep—that’s the toughest.

			“Get what you like,” said Kelly.

			“That’s very good advice,” I said. “In life too.”

			We spent the good next hour buying and crossing things off the list. I got a big shopping cart, and we gradually filled it with dishes and glasses and silverware and utensils —four of each, Kelly advised. All nice and plain and clean and Swedish.

			There was a huge section of knives of all sizes. I picked up one chef’s knife, with a wide gleaming blade, and turned to Kelly.

			“You have no idea how much trouble I would have gotten into for having one of these,” I said, looking at the shining steel and the sharp point. “Prison knives are actually smaller,” I continued. “Easier to conceal.”

			“I bet,” she said.

			I could tell by the uncertain flicker in her eyes that I had mentioned prison once too often. Kelly was very understanding, but I had to remind myself that people didn’t want to constantly hear about my prison experiences. Of course, that’s almost everything I know, except what I’ve read in books. Still, I can’t keep advertising it so much if I want to be “normal.” Which I very much do.

			We got into a huge line at the checkout. They must have had ten lines open, but all of them were long and slow. We waited there long enough for me to also get a lamp for twelve dollars and a complete tool kit for eight. I couldn’t help but notice that the enclosed hammer, wrench, and pliers made excellent weapons, but I remembered to keep my mouth shut.

			I paid with a debit card, which Kelly help me set up at the Bank of America near the Clemency office, but was a little surprised to have to pay for a bunch of big blue bags and have to pack the stuff myself.

			“That’s how they save money,” said Kelly to me as she showed me how to wrap glasses in paper, one at a time. “You do the work. They save on everything.” It was a lot of packing into a lot of big blue bags, but we did it.

			“We gotta get going,” she said, rolling up all the silverware in tissue paper, one piece at a time. “I promised Jimmy that I’d have his truck back by four, and we still have to drop all this off at your apartment.”

			“Whenever you say,” I responded, wrapping right along with her. “I am ready.”

			⏠

			I waited with the two carts in the outside loading area while she got the truck from the parking lot. As I guarded my purchases, I watched other groups loading their Ikea booty: excited families and groups of students and young couples fitting their packages into their cars and vans. Everyone seemed so happy and busy, putting down rear seats and tying down car trunks. No one seemed interested in stealing my stuff, but I was so used to watching my things like a hawk, from decades of living among predators and thieves, that I stayed on guard against these cheerful, innocent people involved with their giant plants and framed posters. They didn’t even notice me.

			I started to think about how I was going to arrange the furniture in my new apartment. My new apartment! I just can’t get enough of those words. There was a big window in the longest wall, and I could put my new chair right next to it so that I could see the sky anytime I wanted to. I wouldn’t let Kelly talk me into curtains because I told her that I would never not want to see the sky. I think she understood.

			We started loading the stuff in, putting the heaviest things in first. Good ol’ brother Jimmy had some thick packing straps in the big compartment behind the front seats in the cab, and Kelly got busy tying everything down. As I emptied the two carts, I watched Kelly out of the corner of my eye, tying knots and cranking on the clamps to tighten the straps. She knew what she was doing.

			She caught me watching her.

			“Jersey girl!” she said proudly, explaining her expertise.

			We got everything in, and after one final check of the carts and surrounding area and an extra retightening of everything in the flatbed, we climbed into the truck.

			“Do you know that song?” she asked me as she put the keys in the ignition.

			“What song?” I asked.

			“‘Jersey Girl,’” she said, buckling her seat belt.

			“No,” I said, buckling my belt too.

			“Bruce does it,” she said. “The Boss…Bruce Springsteen. But I think it’s a Tom Waits song.”

			I wish that I knew the song, but I didn’t.

			“Sorry,” I said, “I missed a lot of music. I went from teenager to golden oldie, with very little in-between. I do know what rap is. I heard a lot of rap inside. And hip-hop, whatever they call it. I still like the Beatles.”

			“Everyone likes the Beatles. Even my kids like the Beatles,” she said. “I’d disown them if they didn’t.”

			“Good parenting!”

			We laughed, and I felt good being with her. Being with any woman. It felt so good and natural that it made me feel a little nervous. It wasn’t easy, this being normal. I was getting better, but it was still hard for me to completely…unclench.

			By now, we were back on Route 17, heading back to the George Washington Bridge. Traffic was heavier now.

			“Oh, would you look at this!” Kelly fretted as we came to a near halt behind a long line of cars. 

			We were sitting for a few minutes in the stopped traffic when Kelly broke the silence.

			“Larry,” she said, “can I ask you something?”

			“Sure,” I said. I wondered what she was going to ask me, especially when I saw her hesitate to begin.

			“Why did you take all those pencils and tape measures from the store?”

			“What?”

			“Why did you take so many of those little yellow pencils and tape measures from the Ikea?”

			OK, she caught me. I didn’t think anyone saw. 

			“They were free, weren’t they?” I defended myself. “What if want to measure a lot of things?”

			“I’m just asking,” she said.

			“I know, I know,” I said, blanking with embarrassment. “What can I say? I’m crazy. It was a crazy thing to do. I saw something that was free, and I just took it. Because I could. It was…it was, y’know, my Prison Mind working, not me. …I really had no good reason, Kelly. None at all.” 

			I felt so stupid. Inside me was my Prison Mind, still working as if I were in the joint. I fight it every day, but it’s long-established and very strong. After all those years, prison became part of the DNA in every cell in my body.

			“What can I say?” I sighed. I have to tell myself, over and over: only do things when there’s a good, logical reason to do them.

			Why did I take those pencils and tape measures? Sure, I spent a lot of money at that store, more than half of my whole bank account, but why did I feel the need to take so many stupid little yellow pencils, and so many worthless paper tape measures, just because they were free? Once I got my money from Mantell, I could buy a million little pencils. Maybe I still am crazy from prison. Permanently damaged goods. The best thing I could do was just sit there, have the money ready to pay the toll back across the Hudson to New York, and work on not being so crazy. 

			“We’ll drop this stuff off fast,” I offered, “so you can get this beautiful truck back to brother Jimmy. And you gotta thank him for me. You saved my life—again.”

			Which made Kelly flinch a little and take her foot off the gas.

			“You and Clemency, I mean,” I continued. “And Jimmy too. The whole…enterprise.”

			“I know what you mean, Larry,” she said, in an understanding voice. It was as if she were talking to a child. I felt like such a jerk. One thing I found: in the outside world, people treat old people as if they were children, talking down to you as if you are stupid or deaf. At least in prison, a convict is just a convict. Age doesn’t matter; we’re all equal dogshit. 

			In any case, I was saying too many wrong things. I should just shut up for a while and not screw up a good day any further.

			“Thank God for MapQuest,” she said as she turned the truck skillfully off the Saw Mill at the Yonkers Avenue exit. “We’re real close now.”

			“Javier showed me MapQuest at the office,” I said. “And Yelp. They’re very cool.” 

			“There are lots of cool things these days,” she said. “Except they all tend to cost a lot of money.”

			“Not all,” I corrected her. I didn’t mean anything by my comment, but instantly I realized it could be seen as a romantic comment. Which it was. Only I didn’t mean it that way. At least at that time. And I didn’t want to say anything else to make Kelly feel uncomfortable; I had done enough of that already today.

			“Here we go!” she said, sparing me any further embarrassment. “Home sweet Yonkers.”

			I was lucky to get this apartment right near the No. 6 bus that will drop me almost directly in front of the office. When I got my legacy money from Mantell, I’d get a car, but this arrangement would do for now.

			The funny thing is that I had mentioned just once to Kelly that I’d like to live someplace with a view of the Hudson. I always had this thing about the Hudson River. When I was at Columbia (very briefly), I used to like to walk down to where I could see the river. There’s something about the sight of water when you’re trying to walk off your troubles. It doesn’t actually work. It doesn’t solve anything. But it makes you feel vaguely better, and walking is good for your overall health. When I was at Sing Sing (for a much longer time), the rare sight of the Hudson lifted my heart, even if any thoughts of floating away from that particular hell were completely futile. So, the idea of living near the Hudson now, as a free man, was extremely appealing. I couldn’t afford an actual river view—yet—but this apartment was very close to Trevor Park, which was right on the water, so I could go down to the Hudson anytime I wanted. “Anytime I want.” Can you believe that? Talk about Grace and Thanks.

			“What’s the building number again?” she asked.

			“Seventeen thirty,” I said, leaning forward in my seat eagerly. “It’s on the second floor, and there’s an elevator, so it shouldn’t be too hard to carry the stuff up.”

			Famous last words. I almost gave myself a hernia carrying those giant Ikea boxes. Kelly helped, but she’s—if you’ll pardon the expression—“a girl” and has no real muscle mass. She tried and tried, pushing as best she could, but a twelve-year-old Boy Scout would have been better. 

			But I shouldn’t complain about anything. It was a great moment when we stood the first big box up against the wall outside the front door of my apartment, and I took out my new set of keys.

			“You have your keys on a paper clip?” she asked jokingly.

			“As long as it works,” I replied coolly. 

			I didn’t tell her all the things I could do with a paper clip, how I could weaponize it in a matter of seconds. More thoughts to drive out of my head.

			By the time we were finished unpacking the truck and getting everything into the apartment, I was pretty sweaty, and so was Kelly. Except that I looked grungy, I’m sure, and she looked wonderful. Her hair was a little messy, her cheeks flushed with vitality. 

			“That’s everything from the truck,” I said.

			“Yeah,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Look at all this stuff.”

			“Wow,” I said, looking at the piles of boxes on the floor and the big blue bags in the corner. “I guess I bought out Sweden.”

			On an impulse, I said, “Hey! Let’s order a pizza!”

			I understood immediately from the frozen look on her face that I had said the wrong thing.

			Then I tried to save myself, instantly remembering: “Sorry, I forgot: you’ve gotta get the truck back. Only kidding about the pizza. It’s enough that you gave up your Saturday to help an old guy. I should listen to myself and learn to keep my mouth shut.”

			“Thank you, Larry” was her response. Finally, I had said the right thing.

			“You’re the best, Kelly.”

			“I gotta go,” she said walking over to a chair to pick up her purse. “Jimmy’s already texted me twice.” 

			After a moment of hesitation, she came across to me and gave me a peck on the cheek. “See you Monday.”

			She turned and practically ran out of the apartment. She looked good, even going away. I had said so many stupid things, and still she gave me a little kiss.

			She slammed the door, and I was alone.

			Alone. 

			By myself. With no one to supervise me. 

			I took a deep breath and stood there, in my own apartment, surrounded by boxes of stuff I bought with my own money, money that I earned.

			No sign-in sheet at the front desk. No curfew. No one to watch me. No one to lock me in. For the first time in a very long time, I was my own jailer. It was a strange and wonderful feeling. From now on and forever more, I would lock myself in.

			⏠

			I spent most of the next forty-one hours putting Ikea furniture together. Sleeping, cursing, occasionally eating something, and putting more Ikea furniture together. I wish I knew how to curse in Swedish; maybe the furniture would have put itself together. I quickly learned to hate those stupid little L-shaped wrenches. I hated the little wooden pegs that held the cheap composite boards together. I hated the little cleats that tightened everything. I hated the little diagrams that supposedly told me—without words, of course—how to do everything easily. Sure. I wonder if Ingmar Bergman ever made a movie about putting together Ikea furniture. Nah, way too bleak.

			The best moment of all? Maybe it was the easiest, when I took the plastic off my new mattress on the first night. I hadn’t had a new mattress of my own since, I think, 1959. I’m not kidding. 

			And I did order in a pizza that night. All for myself. Half mushroom, half pepperoni, just like we used to order from Jerry’s, where I grew up on the Island. I should have asked if they had any cheese sticks. Next time. I even had to buzz the delivery guy through the front door of the building. Javier said that it had good security, and he was right. And I tipped the guy, just like a normal person.

			I also had a six-pack delivered with the pizza, which might have impaired my Ikea-assembling ability. OK, which definitely impaired my Ikea-assembling ability. I apologize to the entire Swedish nation.

			After my third piece of pizza and third can of beer, I realized that I wasn’t going to be able to put everything together that first night. Not even close. The last thing I did was make up the bed. I opened the package of nice, clean white sheets and spread them out on the nice, clean white mattress. As I pulled the fitted sheet over the four corners of the mattress, one at a time, I felt a twinge from my trick memory, recalling something about some kids at that summer camp, hiding candy in the corners of their bed sheets. That was such a long time ago, to come back to me now. Funny, those kids are all adults now, probably with kids of their own. I wonder whatever happened to them.

			I took a shower, a long hot-cold shower like James Bond. There was excellent water pressure, which I had tested before when Kelly and I looked the place over. Here there was no one banging on the wall, telling me to hurry up. There was no one threatening to attack me or beat me up around the corner when the bulls weren’t watching. I figured if I showered long enough and if the water was hot enough, someday I could wash the prison off me.

			I used one of my nice, soft, new white towels to dry myself. I couldn’t believe that I had more than one towel. For many years, I had just one towel: one gray, practically see-through towel. And now I have Q-tips. Unlimited Q-tips. I’ve rediscovered that you don’t really feel dry until you Q-tip your ears. Twice.

			Before I went to sleep, I got out of bed and double-checked to make sure my front door was double locked, and the windows too. Javier said that this was a pretty safe neighborhood, but different people have different ideas of safety. 

			I left a light on in the bathroom. If I got up at night to pee, I didn’t want to trip and break my neck in the unfamiliar dark. That would be perfect on the first night in my new apartment.

			Then I just lay there in the semi-dark, on my clean, smooth white sheets, thinking how far I’d come to get here. The nightmare I had lived for so many years was becoming a dream come true. It’s late in the game, to say the least, but now I could maybe live some of the life I was always meant to live, whatever that was.

			I spoke bravely to no one: “Hello?”

			“Hello?” I shouted.

			As I fell asleep, I felt cautiously optimistic about the future. Was there any other way to be? I realized that this was one of the best days I’d had in a long, long time…maybe since those golden days with The Girl, walking together on Jones Beach or lying on the grass in some quiet, hidden place or in an actual bed before all hell broke loose. 

			When I turned over and stretched out on my super clean, super new sheets, my body’s bone-tiredness finally hit me. I’m not as young as I used to be, or maybe I’m losing a little of my prison toughness. Either way, what I needed was sleep. A long time ago, I slept on sheets this sweet smelling…at The Girl’s house, the weekend when her mother was away. As I fell asleep, drifting on Ikea whiteness, dreams from long ago came back to me. 

			People said, “Summer things never last.” But they were wrong. We fought for our love—a losing battle, as it turned out. Her parents hated me. I suppose that was to be expected. They hated that I made her happy, that I gave her the love that they were incapable of giving. No matter what they say in books and movies, the world hates lovers. The world is jealous of love and tries to destroy it. Lovers must be strong, and we were just not strong enough. It was going to be so beautiful, so good, when I started my freshman year at Columbia. It seems like a million years ago. My parents were so proud of me. Letting them down was perhaps my deepest shame, but then again, I have so many. Maybe if I had spent less time on frustrating phone calls with The Girl and more time in Butler Library, I might not have flunked geology. But she was so beautiful, with those blue-blue eyes and long dark hair. And she was smart—wicked smart. We had this Zone of love that was supposed to protect us…. So why did things turn so ugly? There were so many pure, perfect moments—at the beach, in the grass, in cramped backseats, in each other’s arms—until everything ended suddenly.

			I woke up, drenched in sweat, not knowing where I was, twisted in my perfect new sheets. Someday I had to learn to let go of what I couldn’t change. 

		

	
		
			THREE

			⏠

			On that next Monday morning, I got up bright and early in my own apartment and went to work, just like a normal person, like any regular American. (You have no idea what it means for me to say that.) I had jobs before I went to prison, but they were summer jobs when I was a teenager, like at that camp where I met The Girl or in the store where my father worked. I had jobs in prison—library, laundry, grounds keeping, food service, etc.—but that’s a different thing. It’s not the same when there’s someone with a gun watching you do your job. Sure, I went from Four Winds to Clemency for three months, but that was under strict, sign-in-and-out supervision, with big Ned Edwards breathing down my neck. Now I was going from my own place, on my own time. With zero supervision, except for checking in with Fusco every three weeks and the possibility of his dropping in on me unannounced, I’m flying completely solo. For the first time in just about forever. 

			No question I’m extremely lucky that Clemency USA gave me this job. Lots of guys who get out of the joint are lucky to get some job scrubbing floors someplace. Once an employer finds out that you’re a convicted felon, well, would you want to hire a guy who has been in jail for a long time, even if it’s only to flip burgers? And that’s if you can get that job. 

			Honestly, I would have been happy for any job at all, but I was working for an important organization that actually tried to do good in this world. (It helped get me out of prison, didn’t it? That’s only half a joke.) The office in White Plains is just one branch, the Northeast branch, of Clemency USA, which is headquartered in Washington, D.C. And Clemency USA is just one branch of World Clemency, an international organization headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland. At various times, our branch gets pressure from Washington to do things. And if something is really important, we get pressure from Geneva. Everyone gets really agitated when Geneva wants something. It was exciting to be part of something that big, doing good all around the world. Even if I was only delivering packages, answering phones, making coffee, or entering contributors’ phone numbers and addresses—regular mail and email—into the database. I was OK with that. I used to have big dreams. But I was happy with this little dream: my own little place, a little job, and a little life.

			Almost every morning since I moved in, I met Javier at the bus stop a couple of blocks from the apartment a little after eight, and we’d take the 8:15 bus together. I bought a Metrocard at the bodega on the corner to pay for my bus rides. I could even use it on the subway. Kelly showed me how when I first started commuting to Clemency. Another Thing I Had Missed. But I was lucky that I had people who were willing to help me. 

			I took pleasure in the simplest things. I liked standing in line for the bus because I knew that people in line with me almost certainly didn’t have knives or shanks they might stick me with. I still didn’t like being bumped or run into. But I was getting used to the accidental nudge, the inadvertent touch. 

			I used to hate taking buses. The city buses, the bus out of Jamaica down Merrick Boulevard, those camp buses, all the prison transfer buses I was shackled and chained into, over the years—all of them. Their diesel fumes and their rough rides. 

			But this one, the No. 6, wasn’t so bad. I even became friendly with the driver, Jaynelle, a large black woman. I developed a nodding relationship with some of the other commuters. There were two older women: nurses, who always nodded back and returned my smile. Also, there were a few teenage boys with full backpacks who went to Archbishop Stepinac High School in White Plains, looking good in their chinos and blue vests with a red S. They all had little earphones in, listening to music, and were constantly looking down at their phones, which seem to have taken over everybody’s lives. 

			“How was your weekend, man?” asked Javier after we settled into one of the rear seats of the big Bee-Line bus.

			“Great,” I said. “I spent the whole weekend putting Ikea furniture together. How about you?” 

			“Busy too,” he said. “I had a big exam on data management, and then I had to work all day Sunday in my cousin’s liquor store.”

			Javier was going for his B.S. in Information Systems and carried an old-fashioned black leather briefcase. He was in his midtwenties, kind of heavy-set, and still living at home with his family. I’d been thinking about going back to school, but I decided to put it off for a while, to make sure I did well at my job and got accustomed to living alone, etc., before I took on too much. As I said, I was trying to be careful with everything I did. It only made sense: I didn’t want to make any mistakes that would put me back in prison. That much was clear. 

			“At least Rosemary gives me time off to study, when I need it,” he said.

			“She would,” I said with a chuckle. Rosemary Dandridge was the office manager at Clemency and my direct supervisor. She was a substantial, middle-aged black woman and one of the down-deep nicest people I’ve ever met. I’m not saying this because she gave me an old laptop and some other equipment that her department was throwing away. She was strictly no-nonsense, and I had to stay in her good graces to grease things with Kelly and the Gateway Program and not get in any trouble that could be reported to Fusco. Even though I was wary of her, I liked that she was calm, had a good sense of humor, and was the same way to everybody. I tried to listen carefully to everything she said.

			“You should go back to school,” said Javier, moving closer to me as the bus was filling up with passengers, constricting my personal space. “You could do it,” he encouraged me. “I’ve seen you, man. You can work. You have a ton of energy.”

			“You mean ‘for an old man.’” I laughed nervously.

			“No!” he protested. “For anyone.”

			“No, you’re right. I am pretty obsessed,” I admitted, patting his arm lightly, telling him to relax. “But in a good way. I’m not just some crazy old con—”

			I stopped myself before I said anything else, but he flinched a little and resettled in his seat, as I realized what I had let slip out. Javier, like everyone at Clemency, knew about my background, but I had to be careful with what I said and how I behaved. When you’re an ex-convict, especially a “famous killer,” you have to be extra careful. People think you’re prone to violence, and that is not true. I am not prone to violence, but I have been exposed to a lot of it. I know what it is and how to deal with it. But people are sensitive, so I had to be watchful—over myself. I wanted these people—the people at Clemency—to like me. No, I needed them to like me.

			“A crazy old guy from Long Island who likes living in Westchester now,” I concluded. “In fact, who likes it quite a lot!”

			I also liked getting to the office early. So did Javier. What I didn’t like was that a cup of coffee cost four dollars. At first, I resisted it. I mean, isn’t that ridiculous? Four dollars for some hot water and ground-up beans. OK, there’s the money for the rent of the store and paying the kids who make the coffee. But still: four dollars? For a cup of coffee? I sound like my old man.

			There are lots of office buildings in White Plains. It’s not Manhattan or anything, but it’s quite a collection of tall steel-and-glass buildings. We’re in one of the tallest towers on Martine Street, right in their downtown. I must say that, although I miss the city, I don’t mind the shorter commute to White Plains. Manhattan wasn’t so good to me the last time I lived there, my freshman year at Columbia. I was a bridge-and-tunnel kid who never really fit in. Besides, Manhattan is now ridiculously expensive, or so I hear, even more expensive than Westchester. As it is, White Plains is busy enough for me; everybody seems to be in that Manhattan I’m-a-very-important-person-and-I’m-five-minutes-late rush anyway.

			I know that email and texting is the big thing now, but we still get regular mail at Clemency USA, and I’m responsible for distributing it to people’s desks. This is after all our mail has been screened by an outside security company. You might ask, “Why?” and “Screened for what?” The answer is that everybody seems to require extra security these days because of terrorism, but especially Clemency because we’re a do-gooder organization. We sometimes criticize governments, corporations, and other groups. (That includes the United States government. Is that surprising? It shouldn’t be.) We stand up for human rights. So sometimes we are harassed and threatened by bad people. Crazy people send crazy stuff in the mail. A few years ago, someone sent some white powder to the head of the Washington office after someone called for a reinstitution of the assault weapons ban. The powder turned out to be nothing very harmful (not anthrax or any other poison), but there were also lots of phone threats. Clemency has a lot of enemies—tyrannical governments, out-of-control state and local prison systems, the private corporations that run prisons, the prison guard unions, hate groups both in and out of the system, multinational corporations that corrupt small countries, union busters, gun nuts, neo-Nazis, white supremacists, religious extremists of all kinds, and on and on. No one was ever charged in the white powder incident, but they decided to have all the mail screened before it comes to us in White Plains. I guess I’m happy about that; I don’t want to sort the mail someday and have it blow up in my face or give me the plague. There are a lot of crazy, angry people out here, I’m finding out. I understood it in prison, but all this anger out here in the outside world is a whole other thing I can’t quite comprehend yet. But I’m working on it.

			Thanks largely to Rosemary, I’m getting much better on the computer. I think that’s the biggest “thing” I missed in all my years of incarceration: computers. And phones! They’ve really taken over the world. Everyone, or almost everyone, is either carrying one or working on one. By the time I left prison, the phones had fully infiltrated the system. To put it bluntly, once guys could “keester” a small phone, the guards couldn’t keep them out. Now guys keep running their drug rings and their women from prison on their phones. Hell, you can transfer funds, make movies, whatever the hell you want with these phones. Boundaries are nonexistent. I didn’t have one when I was inside; I had no need and didn’t want to get in trouble and jeopardize my release at the end, if and when it came. But now I can see that they are pretty much a necessity, a fact of life.

			Another of my regular jobs is updating the computer list of contributors. Clemency depends mostly on contributions from regular people. They get some matching funds from some foundations and, now and then, a big donation from a left-leaning billionaire, but a lot of it is fund-raisers and mailings to individuals. Doing good isn’t cheap. So, I enter the new names in the database. I have a security code and everything. They trust me.

			I had very restricted access to some old computers in a couple of the prison libraries, but nothing like these sleek machines out here. I wish I’d had one of these, with a fast search engine and internet access, in my cell while I was in prison. Who knows what I could have accomplished. 

			⏠

			It was Monday, and I was burning to talk to Ed Nyquist. Now that I was out of Four Winds and in my apartment, I could really concentrate on getting on this Mantell thing. But I knew enough not to bother Nyquist on a Monday morning. People at Clemency were super busy on Monday morning, so maybe it was like that in other places. I knew it would be better if I waited until the afternoon. Truthfully, from the beginning, Nyquist seemed to treat my Mantell issue as a lesser problem compared to the capital punishment and big-time international humanitarian issues they deal with. And because they were handling my case pro bono—I had no funds to pay a lawyer—I kept my mouth shut…most of the time.

			Nyquist was one of those guys who radiated self-importance: you could see it in his perfect suit and perfect hair. Rosemary defended Nyquist, saying that he was “a very well-respected man,” hinting that he came from old money, though she didn’t use that term. But later I overheard her complain to someone about Nyquist: “He think his shit don’t stink.”

			So I waited to approach him and reported to Rosemary instead, as I did every day, for my assignment.

			“I want you to go out and get this,” she said, handing me a piece of paper that had just been disgorged from her printer on the floor next to her desk. “I already emailed Sheila in business affairs. She’ll give you the party card.”

			I glanced down the list of things. It was Naomi’s, a secretary in business affairs, last day before her maternity leave, and there was going to be a party for her that afternoon. The list wasn’t complicated: red wine, white wine, some food, paper plates, plastic forks and spoons, and a cake that Rosemary had ordered, with a copy of the receipt attached: nothing unusual.

			“Cool,” I said, folding up the papers and putting them in my shirt pocket. One of the first things I did when I got this job was buy a whole bunch of nice, new white dress shirts (on sale). That way, even if I’m wearing jeans or chinos, I still look kind of sharp and neat. And when I put a sports jacket over it, I’m good anyplace.

			I thought of one slight problem.

			“One thing, Rosemary,” I said. “I don’t have a car to—”

			“That’s OK,” she said. “Derek will take you wherever you need to go.” 

			“Great!”

			⏠

			Derek Ellison was a student intern who was working at Clemency for the semester. When I was young, an intern was a doctor in his first year after medical school. Now apparently there are all kinds of interns working in various businesses. But instead of money, they get college credit and practical experience in whatever field they’re interested in. 

			After I had gotten the credit card from Sheila, I approached Derek, waiting outside his cubicle. “You ready?” I asked.

			“Yeah,” he said, rummaging around on his messy desktop, “let me get all my stuff first.”

			“Take your time,” I said, amused at his semi-frantic searching.

			Derek was a good-looking kid, no doubt about it. He was like me when I was young, except he was taller, had more hair, handsomer features, big brown puppy-dog eyes, and a straighter nose. He dressed well but casually, in chinos, sports jacket, and blue Oxford shirt. He had that eternal messy-but-cool, privileged prep-school manner. But he seemed nice enough and eager to please.

			“Let me just get my keys and my phone,” he said, “and we’re outta here.”

			I had to step quickly to keep up with the kid’s long stride as we walked to the parking structure a block down from the office.

			“Parking this far away’s a pain,” he said. “They should have their own lot.”

			He dashed across the street to beat a yellow light, and I stayed with him.

			“So, Derek,” I said, “what college you go to?”

			“Dartmouth,” he said. 

			“Good school!” I said. “You must be a good student.”

			“Well, that’s one way to look at it,” he non-answered me. “It’s this way.”

			He turned into the parking structure’s first stairwell, and I followed.

			“So if you’re an intern,” I said. “Does that mean you’re going to be a doctor someday?”

			“Not even close,” he said with a snort. “But it’s their way of dignifying a lot of unpaid labor with a nice title.”

			“But you get college credit for it, right?” I asked, walking with him while I dodged another pedestrian coming the other way.

			“Yeah,” he said, starting up the metal staircase.

			“So let me get this straight,” I said as we trudged upwards. “Your parents are paying tuition at Dartmouth, so that you can come here and work for free, doing basically the same stuff I do for money.”

			“That’s one way to look at it,” he said.

			“Wow,” I said. “This job with Clemency must be a real plum. You must be a really good student.”

			He let out a gassy laugh. “Well,” he said, “if you really want to know, I got a couple of incompletes last term.”

			“Too much partying?”

			“It depends on your definition of ‘too much.’”

			“Partying happens,” I sympathized with him. “Especially at Dartmouth, right?”

			“And unfortunately I’m living back home, but just for this semester. I grew up right near here in Scarsdale.”

			“So how is that?” I asked. 

			“Need you ask?” he croaked.

			“Don’t worry, kid. Everybody smart fucks up some time or another.”

			He liked that and laughed as we walked off on level three. He took his keys out of his pocket. I followed him down the aisle.

			“Nice wheels,” I said when I saw the lights blink on the sleek, silver sedan he had opened with a beep of his key.

			“Eh,” he sniffed. “It used to be my mother’s.”

			“I used to drive my mother’s car too,” I said. “Only it wasn’t a—a—what is this?”

			“It’s a BMW,” he mumbled, getting into the driver’s side.

			“Oh,” I said, getting in on the passenger side, “a Beemer!”

			“Please don’t call it that,” said Derek with a pained expression as he turned on the engine.

			“Hey, it beats my mother’s Ford Falcon that I used to drive. By a long shot.”

			“Ford Falcon?” he mused, putting the car into gear and turning around to back out of the space. “That sounds like the name of an old movie star.”

			Which got a laugh out of me. The kid was sharp.

			“You know where we’re going?” I asked him, as I buckled my seat belt, like Kelly taught me.

			“Oh, yeah,” he said, expertly whipping the car backward out of the parking space. “Party store, liquor store, supermarket.”

			We were down two ramps and out on the road in a flash. Derek liked to drive fast.

			“So,” I said, “how do you like Dartmouth?”

			“It’s OK.  My father and his father went there, so….”

			“Dartmouth,” I mused. “A minor Ivy.”

			That made him snicker. 

			“What?” I said. “I figure if it’s not Harvard, Yale, or Princeton, it’s not worth bragging about, right?”

			“You went to Columbia, right?” 

			Briefly, I froze. Of course, he knew that. Everyone at Clemency knew my background and who I was; they were the ones who got me out. But I was surprised that this kid, this intern, knew my history. 

			“Right,” I answered. “Another very minor Ivy. Turn here.”

			We got all the stuff from Rosemary’s party store list. I pushed the cart, and Derek threw everything in. Paper tablecloth, napkins, paper plates, plastic forks, little candles, streamers—all in blue baby colors; Naomi was having a boy.

			I paid with the credit card, no problem. They asked to see my ID, and I had my employee badge and these business cards from Clemency with my name on them that Kelly had made up for me. (I was really touched.) Derek and I walked out of there with three giant shopping bags of goodies.

			Next was the liquor store on Mamaroneck Avenue. I grabbed an empty shopping cart and pulled it from the rack.

			“Do you know anything about wine?” I asked Derek.

			“A little,” he said as he led the way down the aisle toward the wine.

			“Yeah, I figured. Dartmouth always was a big drinking school.”

			“Besides that!” He laughed. “My father collects wine. Many, many bottles of wine.”

			“That’s nice,” I said, noting his ambivalence. “Rosemary said four bottles of white, four bottles of red.”

			I pushed the cart down the aisle while Derek slowly scanned the rows of bottles. Bottle after bottle after bottle.

			“I have a friend, a serious wine fanatic,” he said, putting two kinds of white into the cart. “Wants to get his Ph.D. in—what’s the word—viticulture at UC Davis. His father runs some big investment firm, but he just wants to make his own wine. They say it’s very satisfying to make your own wine.”

			“Pruno.” I couldn’t stop myself from saying it.

			“What?” asked Derek, pivoting to face me. “What’s pruno?”

			I hesitated, but I had to tell him. 

			“It’s the hooch you make in prison,” I said. “Homemade wine. You put stuff in a plastic bag like apples or bread—whatever you have—with some sugar, and you let it ferment in the tank of your toilet for a week, and presto! You’ve got wine. Or something like it.”

			“Pruno,” Derek repeated with a slow-growing smile. “Sounds like a great name for a winery: Chateau de Pruno. What do you think of this red?” 

			⏠

			At the bakery counter at the supermarket, it was the same easy thing.

			The skinny clerk read from a computer screen while he pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose with his index finger. “You ordered gluten-free?”

			“Did we?” I asked Derek.

			Derek took the receipt out of my hand and scanned it. “Yes,” he said crisply so that the clerk could hear, “we did.”

			I paid for everything. Again, no problem with my ID and the plastic from Clemency.

			“It’s a business card,” said Derek as we went out to the parking lot. “They shouldn’t give you any trouble.”

			I didn’t want to tell him that I was accustomed to being suspected for everything I did, every move I made. But I could tell that Derek was a child of wealth and privilege and was extremely comfortable with life and all the advantages and prerogatives of freedom, mobility, and money. I mean, c’mon: Scarsdale! I was raised lower-middle class, but I went to Columbia (briefly) and know something about rich boys. 

			“What’s wrong with gluten?” I asked Derek as I pushed the shopping cart full of snack food, cheese, cute little raw vegetables, and a big platter of cut-up fruit through the parking lot. He very carefully carried the cake himself.

			“Don’t ask. Gluten is evil,” he said. “And forget about peanuts.”

			“What’s wrong with peanuts?” I exclaimed.

			“Hey,” he said, getting the car unlocked, “a peanut can kill a kid these days.”

			⏠

			“Good work, Larry,” said Rosemary, taking the cake from me and giving it directly to Svetlana, her small, roundish secretary with a Russian accent.

			“Take this to the kitchen,” she told Svetlana, “and put it on the side.”

			“We got everything on your list, Rosemary,” I said. “Derek is parking the car, and I’m gonna give the card right back to Sheila.”

			“Good,” she said. “Then take anything cold and put it in the refrigerator, and after lunch, you can help me set up the conference room.”

			“Derek’s a good kid,” I said.

			“I’m glad you like him,” she said. “His father’s on the board of Clemency.”

			“Oh!” I said. “That explains everything.” 

			I hadn’t been to a party in a very long time. There had been a couple of going-away get-togethers with punch and Twinkies at the Four Winds if a guy was getting his FR, his final release—I told Edwards to forget about mine, and he gladly complied—but this was an actual party with real people, not convicts. It meant circulating and talking to people, even to some people I didn’t really know. Clemency was a pretty big place. I wasn’t nervous, but I wanted to make a good impression. So I guess it kind of did make me nervous.

			At first, I concentrated on helping Svetlana set up the refreshments and keeping them neat, making sure the ice bucket was full, the drinks were cold (all the cans of soda fully submerged in ice water), and the plastic glasses lined up exactly. It wasn’t long before the conference room was filled with happy, chatty Clemency workers, drinking wine and eating snacks. I watched with pride as people came by and took cheese and crackers or little plates of the fruit salad that Derek and I had bought.

			“Lots of people,” I muttered to myself, looking out at the room full of secretaries and researchers and department heads and IT guys and media people.

			“Everybody like Naomi,” pronounced Svetlana.

			“Who doesn’t like a nice young, pregnant girl?” I said, looking across the room at Naomi in the corner, surrounded by well-wishers. Naomi was usually a quiet girl, always very nice to me when I went into her cubicle to put her mail on top of her in-box. But now, big-bellied and bubbly, she was talking a mile a minute to the women, mostly, who were her audience. She was dressed up on her last day before her maternity leave, in some kind of small, lacey, yellow circus tent.

			Rosemary came up next to me, checking to see how the refreshments were going.

			“Doesn’t she look pretty?” I said.

			Rosemary tsked me. “The word I’d use is fat. She’d better watch herself or she’s gonna have trouble when the time comes to push.”

			She put her hand on my back. “Now you get out from behind this table and go circulate. Talk to some people. They won’t bite you.” And she gave me a gentle shove. 

			I took a plastic cup of Coke off the table and walked out among the partygoers. I saw that Nyquist was by the window, talking to Sylvia Lemaire, executive assistant to Geoffrey Blackburn, who was the head of the whole White Plains office. Nyquist had a glass of wine, my wine, in his hand. He didn’t seem to be as prissy and irritable as usual, but I wasn’t sure if I should approach him now. Was it better to do it in a social setting like this, or during regular business hours? I just wasn’t sure. 

			I looked around for Kelly, but she wasn’t there. Not seeing anyone to talk to, I walked over to the longest wall of the room and started to look at the many framed newspaper and magazine clippings about various prisoners around the world who were freed with the help of World Clemency, Clemency USA, and the other international branches. Some were labor leaders or anti-government or human rights crusaders. Some were just regular people like me who got caught up in some horrible prison system somewhere. There was one tiny, framed clipping from Newsday, the only newspaper left on Long Island, about my release. I was glad that during Clemency’s push to have me freed that I didn’t have to open myself to any interviews or publicity. I was finished with that, especially after that kid from the Times humiliated me. 

			Fortunately, Derek came along to save me. “Nice wall,” he said, standing next to me.

			“Yes,” I said, “it is, isn’t it?”

			“I guess it’s OK that they have these parties,” he said, sipping his red wine. (I had never heard of Malbec before.) “Even though this is a charity and all, and the money could go directly to the prisoners. And their families.”

			“These people work hard,” I countered, turning with him to look out on the room.

			“They have a right to have parties when something like this happens.”

			“Something like this?” Derek repeated archly.

			“You know what I mean,” I protested.

			He laughed and bumped against my shoulder, just as a friend would. I didn’t have any real friends when I was in prison. It’s not a good idea to get too close to anyone in prison. In fact, it’s dangerous. But I do, in fact, remember friendship.

			“Hey!” said Derek, bolting away from me. “I gotta see Linda!”

			And he walked straight across the room, directly toward Linda Pirroux, the very attractive young blonde who was the main public relations and social media person in our branch, and immediately engaged her in bright conversation. As I said, Derek wasn’t stupid. But I was left alone.

			I saw Kelly at the snack table and made a beeline for her. She was taking a bite just as I approached her.

			“You like the cheese?” I asked her. “I picked it out.” 

			“It’s very good,” she said, dabbing her mouth with a little napkin.

			“Actually,” I said, “it was on Rosemary’s list.” 

			I made sure that I got into her line of vision and, lowering my voice, asked her, “You think this is a good time to ask Nyquist about, you know, Mantell and everything?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine,” she said as we looked over at Nyquist by the window. “Why not? He has a glass of wine in his hand. Maybe it is a good time.”

			“All I want to do is ask him a simple question,” I said, reasoning with myself.

			“That is very good cheese,” said Kelly, turning back to the snack table. “Maybe you should go talk to him.”

			I started to walk across the room toward Nyquist. But just then, he was hijacked by Blackburn, the Big Man himself, who I hadn’t seen come into the room. Geoffrey Blackburn was tall, frail, silvery, and scholarly—not the kind of guy you’d think of as the head of anything, at least at first glance. But his résumé was solid: from Yale to Oxford to Yale Law School to Supreme Court Clerkship and finally the State Department, along with a bloodline that went back to the Mayflower voyage of 1629, the second Mayflower. When he was a baby, his diapers probably came from Brooks Brothers. But from what everybody said, he knew where the big charity donors were and how to get them to open their wallets for unpopular causes, such as helping jailbirds like me. 

			Just then, Rosemary started the cake-cutting ceremony. Naomi made a little speech, thanking us all, saying how much this meant to her, and ending with “And don’t you dare give my job away! I’m not kidding!” which got a big laugh from everybody.

			I got in line along the edge of the conference table and shuffled forward, inch by inch, until I got a piece of the cake from Rosemary, who was wielding a mean cake slicer.

			I stood in the middle of the floor, taking the first bite when I saw that Nyquist was free. At least Blackburn was gone. Now was my chance to catch him. I walked over to him with a confident stride and a smile.

			“Excuse me, Mr. Nyquist!” I called. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” 

			Nyquist turned to look at me, pulling back at the same time.

			“Yes?” he said, with a measured tone. His suit and tie and shirt and haircut were absolutely perfect.

			“Hi,” I said, trying to sound casual and friendly. “I was wondering if you’ve heard anything about Lester Mantell—”

			“You asked me about this last week, Mr. Ingber,” he said, cutting me off. “Didn’t I tell you that I was working on it? We’re doing the best we can. We’re in touch with the FBI and the SEC. I was in Washington over the weekend. The board of directors meeting is coming up, and I’m afraid that, for now, you’re going to have to find a wee bit more patience.”

			My first instinct was to smash the piece of cake into his face and shout, “Patience? Do you have any idea what patience means to a person who’s been in prison for thirty-nine years, ten months, seventeen days, fifteen hours, and sixteen minutes? Do you have any concept of the meaning of the word, you self-righteous, silk-tied, supercilious asshole!” 

			But I didn’t say any of that. I kept it all in, even as I flushed inside with white rage—my Prison Mind—that almost blinded me with its force. Instead, I controlled myself, just as I was instructed to do in a million group therapy sessions.

			“...OK,” I said, exhaling, keeping my balance. “OK. But when you hear something —” 

			“You’ll be the first to know,” he curtly finished my sentence for me.

			I turned and walked away, still dizzy with anger. It happened so fast. I had planned the conversation for so long, and it was over so quickly. And I didn’t learn anything other than that Nyquist was a nasty, rude, condescending person, which I sort of already knew. But the way he dismissed me, barely treating me like a person… On the one hand, I was used to it from prison. But on the other hand, I didn’t expect to find that attitude out here, in the real world, especially in this organization of do-gooders. Some things are different out here, but some things are the same: certain human beings, wherever they are, are simply assholes.

			After the party, I stayed for a while to help Rosemary and Naomi’s friends clean up until Rosemary sent me home.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked me.

			“Nothing,” I lied, replaying my encounter with Nyquist over and over again, each time finding something unsatisfying about it. The FBI? The SEC?

			Going home on the bus alone, I was better. The toughest part was balancing the little plastic bag with a piece of the party cake in a little box that Rosemary made up for me and trying to keep it level all the way home so the cake didn’t get smashed. It was a relief after a difficult day not to have to make small talk with Javier. I spent the whole bus ride that morning convincing him not to drop out of the computer program at Pace. He said it was too much work, and his girlfriend wanted him to be with her more. I told him to tell his girlfriend that he was going to school for her: to improve their future together. I threw a good scare into him, about the need to work hard while he was young, to safeguard the future for both of them. Then I was all out of small talk and advice. (Who was I, anyway, to give anyone advice about anything?)

			But, in a way, it was a good day, except, of course, for Nyquist. Why were they having such trouble getting to Mantell? I tried to concentrate on the good things that happened. I did a lot of work that morning, updating the database, and Rosemary said that soon she was going to let me start answering more routine emails. The more work, I told her, the better, because I was going to ask her for a raise. And Derek, the kid, he was nice and smart and respectful, and I was happy that we helped with Naomi’s party. It made me feel, more and more, a part of Clemency. I have to say it: Derek reminded me of myself when I was young. Smart but a bit rebellious, not that I’m comparing his incompletes at Dartmouth to my involvement in two murders. He was still a rich kid with a golden future, even better than mine. After all, I didn’t grow up in Scarsdale—far from it. I wondered how rich and how ambitious he really was. 

			What I would give if I could go back in time and start all over. I guess that’s “unprofitable thinking,” but sometimes I can’t help but dream backward and think what my life would have been minus The Girl…and what I did. 

			The lobby of my building was warm; someone was cooking something comforting, something cheesy. I got my little key out and checked my silver mailbox, the second to last one in the row. I love getting mail; always have. Even so-called junk mail I find interesting. Everything, even the most worthless stuff is mailed for a purpose. It means something to somebody or they wouldn’t have mailed it, right? 

			Of course, there were a couple of bills. My Dad used to say, “Bills don’t stop,” and I guess he was right…about a lot of things, as it turned out. 

			I had leftovers that night. I am becoming a Master of Leftovers. I made a lasagna the other night, which should last me at least four meals. I followed the recipe on the box and felt like a chemist. It was actually fun. I had to buy a big pan, but I figured it was worth it. I’ll be cooking other big meals for myself for a good long while.

			I cleaned up right after I finished eating. I was tired and didn’t want to let things hang. There was a Mets game on the radio, and I wanted to fall asleep listening to that. I needed something to keep my mind off Mantell. I couldn’t let thoughts of him constantly eat me up from inside.

			I washed the dishes, thinking instead about the piece of blue cake and milk waiting for me. That would hit the spot. Despite the missing money, my Dad’s legacy unfulfilled, and so many desperate, lost years, I never thought I’d ever have this: my own place and leftovers and time alone with no one to threaten me, no one to fear. When you think about it, I’m a leftover too. A leftover from another time, a leftover from a family that is gone, a leftover from distant memories.

			As I fell asleep, I got lost in the life I might have had with The Girl: the big career, the big house, the big life. I couldn’t help it. What I could have had, if only, if only, things hadn’t changed.

			She tortured me with her love. A week of unhappy phone calls, followed by a passionate weekend of apology and reconciliation. And then the same thing would happen all over again. Some of our problems she couldn’t help—hateful mother, hateful home—but some of it she could. I didn’t choose a troubled girl on purpose. Love chose her for me. And Love eventually doomed me. I should have known when I saw the bruises on her arms. But her apologies were so sweet and well-intentioned. Love is forgiveness, and I forgave. So many ups, so many downs. Isn’t love supposed to be like that? Passionate, tempestuous, and rapturous? When you’re “in” love, sometimes you can’t see out. She blinded me with her love, and I got lost and couldn’t find my way out. But when it was good, it was so good. That’s what I kept telling myself. I didn’t know where we were going until it was too late to stop.
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“When I Got Outis a great read: the perfect sequel to What It Was Like.”

— Stan C]rlervin, Acaclemy Award-nominated screenwriter
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