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It was a dense and heavy night. Darkness filled every corner of that small space. The cold cement floor became almost unbearable to the prolonged touch of skin. The dampness clinging to the walls revealed the passage of time, even though time, in that place, was a vague and cruel concept.

The silence was absolute. Not the gentle silence that comforts, but the kind that clings to your skin, weighs on your shoulders, and suffocates the soul of anyone who hears it.

The prisoner, sitting in a corner, barely moved. Every small sound, the slight creaking of the chains around his ankles, his controlled, almost imperceptible breathing, the occasional rustle of fabric against skin, became a deep echo in the emptiness. Yet, beyond these minor interferences, everything was still. A stillness that did not invite rest, but rather, despair.

In his mind, the silence turned into a vast and chaotic space. Thoughts that once had shape now dissipated like fragments of a dream he could no longer remember. Loneliness was his constant companion, cold and indifferent. No one else was there. No one to share the weight of existence.

The days, if they could still be called that, were nothing more than an endless sequence of confusing hours. The absence of natural light had stolen any notion of time from him. The cold had become a constant burden, creeping into his bones, turning every moment into a small torment. It was as if the environment itself, relentless and dark, was slowly devouring his spirit.

It was in that deep silence that something changed. A distant sound, but unmistakable, interrupted his thoughts. Footsteps. Heavy ones. The echo of boots walking along the narrow corridor, each step slow and synchronized. The prisoner raised his head. His ears, trained by the quiet, captured the sound with precision. His heart beat a little faster, not out of fear, but from the mere disruption of monotony.

The footsteps were getting closer. Each step against the cement floor reverberated through the walls, amplifying in the void. Then they stopped. He knew what came next. A metallic sound echoed, the sliding of a small opening in the iron door. Weak, yellowish light from the corridor spilled into the cell through the narrow window, illuminating a small patch of floor. A shadow appeared, the outline of a face against the light. A voice followed, thick but calm:

— How do you feel today?

The prisoner took a few seconds to answer. Not out of disinterest, but because words had become rare. Time spent in that cell had robbed him of the fluency of speech.

— The same as always.

He replied, his voice hoarse, as if unused for a long time.

The guard observed him for a moment, studying the almost motionless figure in the corner. Outside, the corridor seemed vast and bright compared to the cramped darkness of the cell.

— I brought you food.

Said the guard, pushing a simple tray through an opening at the bottom of the door, which he opened with his boot as he spoke.

The tray slid across the floor and stopped at the prisoner’s feet. He glanced at the food with little interest, though he knew he should eat. The guard continued, his voice maintaining that unsettling calm:

— Your day is coming, Henry.

The prisoner raised his head slightly. Something flickered for a brief second in his dull eyes.

— My day? 

He asked, as if the idea were strange, distant.

The guard nodded. The sound of his breath was almost audible through the small window.

— Yes. Your time here is running out.

Silence. The prisoner didn’t know how to react. The notion of time had lost all meaning behind those cold walls. He had been living in an eternity where nothing changed. Now, suddenly, there was the promise of an end. The concept felt alien, almost unreal.

— My time... 

He murmured, more to himself than to the guard.

Silence returned, broken only by the prisoner’s breathing. He didn’t know whether to feel relief or fear. What awaited him outside? Had anything changed? Did he even remember what it was like to live beyond those walls?

After a long pause, he lifted his head again and broke the silence:

— What’s your name?

There was no apparent reason for the question. Maybe he just needed to hear a human response, something to remind him reality still existed.

The guard hesitated briefly, as if caught off guard.

— Konrad Islam.

He finally said, his voice still calm, but touched with a hint of curiosity.

— Why do you ask?

The doubt lingered, genuine. Why, after all this time, would someone care about something so mundane?

The prisoner closed his eyes for a moment. The name echoed in his empty mind, blending with the few memories he still clung to.

— Just... just wanted to know whom to thank. After everything.

Konrad remained silent. Gratitude was not something he expected, not here, not from this man. But he accepted it with the same quiet stillness with which he accepted everything else.

— Good night.

Said Konrad, before sliding the small window shut with a metallic, definitive sound.

The light vanished. The cell returned to its state of cold and shadows. The prisoner stared at the tray in front of him, his tired, lifeless eyes fixed on the small piece of bread and the bowl of thin soup. He wasn’t hungry. He didn’t feel the need for anything. He simply leaned back against the wall and let the silence consume him once more.

But this time, the silence wasn’t complete. There was a flicker, a tiny spark of motion in his mind, a vague awareness that something was changing.

—The day is coming. 

The guard had said.

The prisoner repeated the phrase silently, as if trying to give it weight, as if trying to remember there was a world beyond this cell. But the truth was, after so long, the cell had become his world. The idea of leaving it was as unsettling as staying.

The hours dragged on, each minute an eternity in the dark. The distant sound of the guard’s footsteps faded down the corridor. Once again, the cell became a prison of silence. But now, something had shifted.

It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but inside him, something had awakened. Maybe it was the expectation of the end. Or maybe it was the simple fact of having spoken to another person. Either way, the silence, as absolute as it had once been, no longer filled him completely.

Throughout the night, or what he assumed to be night, the prisoner stayed awake. His eyes remained open in the darkness, fixed on nothing. He didn’t dream. He didn’t plan. He didn’t imagine. He simply waited. Waited for whatever was to come.

And in the midst of that silence, for the first time in a long time, he allowed himself to feel a flicker of hope, even if he didn’t know why, or for what.

Henry’s days in prison were long and repetitive, a monotonous routine that time had turned into a kind of ritual. The cramped and cold cell where he spent almost all his hours had become his world, the only space he had known for so long, for a span of time that had lost all meaning. The days blurred into an endless sequence of silence, solitude, and vague thoughts. He had already lost count of how many times he had had the same conversation with the silent walls, without receiving any response, except the echo of his own words.

Each morning began the same way. The guard on duty would walk down the corridor, the echo of his heavy boots bouncing off the stone floor, and the small hatch in Henry’s iron door would slide open. A simple tray, carrying a piece of hard bread and a small bowl of water, was pushed inside. The prisoner, long accustomed to the meagerness of the meal, ate in silence. There was no rush. He knew that nothing would change once it was over; the day would stretch on as sterile as it had begun.

After eating, Henry would sit in the corner of the cell, his back against the cold wall, eyes half-closed. He let his mind drift, fragmented thoughts, disjointed memories, flashes of a life that now felt like it belonged to someone else. Sometimes he tried to recall the sound of wind through the trees, the distant hum of voices on a busy street. But those thoughts were fleeting, dissolving quickly into the thick silence of the prison.

The rest of the day passed in near-total quiet. No contact with other inmates, no human voices beyond his own breath or the occasional arrival of a guard. The walls were his only companion. The cell was his universe. For most of the time, Henry remained still, his eyes tracking the shifting shadows on the floor as the faint light in the room changed, though never enough to mark any real sense of time.

His only escape, however brief, came during his weekly trip to the library.

One hour a week. That was his right, a privilege earned through good behavior. The library was the only place that allowed him to step outside his cell and, for a few precious minutes, escape the mental prison in which he lived. He knew this next visit would be his last. His release was near, and that knowledge brought with it a strange mix of relief and unease. Still, that day, he focused on just one thing: enjoying his final hour in the library.

When the cell door opened, Henry stood slowly. The same guard as always waited for him with his usual unreadable expression. No words were exchanged as Henry stepped into the corridor, the chains on his ankles clinking faintly with each movement. His breathing sounded louder than usual in the stillness. The walk to the library was short, but enough to make him feel a shift in atmosphere. The narrow, dimly lit hallway smelled of damp concrete and quiet despair, yet still, it was a change of scenery he looked forward to every week. The cement walls, the metallic clanging of distant doors, all familiar. And yet, when he stepped into the library, something felt different.

The library was small, far smaller than he had once imagined. The shelves were packed with old, dusty, worn-out books, yet they still offered a kind of freedom. During that one hour, Henry could pick out a book, sit in one of the few creaky chairs, and let his mind wander through someone else’s words. The smell of aged paper was, oddly enough, comforting, and the soft sound of pages turning felt almost sacred.

That day, as always, Henry chose a book at random. He never had a favorite. He let his fingers glide along the cracked spines, picking whatever spoke to him through touch alone. He sat down in his usual spot, the same wooden chair he always used,  and began to read. The words flowed before his eyes, though his mind was only half-absorbed. He knew this would be the last time. The last time he would escape, even briefly, from the cage that had been his home.

As he read, Henry found himself reflecting on the meaning of the word "end." The end of his sentence. The end of this routine. He knew he would walk free in a matter of days, but that thought didn’t bring the relief he had expected. What would be waiting for him outside? Did he still remember how to live in a world where silence wasn’t constant? Did he still know how to be around other people?

The thought was unsettling. He sank deeper into the book, trying to drown out the wave of anxiety rising in his chest. The hour passed quickly, as it always did. When the guard returned to collect him, Henry gave the room one last look. He said nothing, but the goodbye was there, silent and heavy. The shelves and their stories had been his only escape, and now he was leaving them too.

Back in the cell, the routine resumed its merciless rhythm. Meals were delivered the same way, without a word. The scrape of metal against metal was the only signal that food had arrived. He ate mechanically. The taste didn’t matter. The days dragged on, but now something had changed: a shadow hovered above everything, a sense of anticipation so thick it felt almost physical. His release was only days away.

Henry didn’t know what to expect. He tried to prepare himself mentally, but whatever he imagined felt vague and unreachable. The sounds of the outside world, the smells, the lights, they all seemed like distant fragments of memory, things he knew existed but could no longer touch. And when the silence settled again in the cell, he wondered if, in some strange way, he hadn’t become dependent on that emptiness.

The last few days passed like the others before them. The sound of footsteps in the hall, the tray sliding in, the lonely dinners. Each minute a copy of the one before, a looping routine that, paradoxically, was coming to an end.

And when Konrad Islam slid open the window on the morning of Henry’s final day, he knew the moment had come. The iron door groaned open, and the dim corridor light spilled into the cell. Henry stood, the air was already different. The guard said nothing as he stepped out of the cell for the last time. A flood of sensations surged within him, each one more intense than the last, like a dam breaking after years of stillness.

The first was the awkwardness of freedom. The chains on his ankles still clinked as he walked, years of confinement had shaped his posture and his pace into something rigid, mechanical. As the guard led him through the corridor, he still felt their weight. But today, something was different in the air, a faint lightness he couldn’t quite name, but that tingled in his skin.

The corridors were the same ones he’d walked countless times, the echoes of boots on stone, the stale air thick with cold humidity, but today everything felt both familiar and strange. Each step was one further from the life he’d known, and one closer to a future he couldn’t imagine.

They stopped in a small, bare room lit by a single ceiling light. A metal bench sat in the center. Henry sat without speaking. The silence between him and the guard was complete, broken only by the soft clink of the chains around his ankles.

The guard knelt down and, without ceremony, began to remove them. The metallic clicks of the locks echoed sharply. For the first time in more than a year, Henry’s feet were free. He lifted them slowly, staring at the deep, reddened marks left behind. The relief was immediate, but it felt... strange. For so long, those chains had been part of him, an extension of his existence. Now, without them, he felt lighter, yes but also incomplete. Like something had been taken away that defined who he was inside these walls.

The guard stood, opened a cabinet, and pulled out a folded set of clothes, placing them on the metal table. Henry stared at them, a mix of unease and nostalgia washing over him. A simple grey suit, a white shirt, and a tie. Not what he used to wear before prison, but enough to make him feel like he was stepping back into a version of himself he had almost forgotten.

Slowly, Henry removed the orange jumpsuit. The coarse, stiff fabric slid off his skin like he was shedding a second layer, one that had both protected and suffocated him. Every button he undid felt like a small release from the suffocating silence, from the frozen life he’d led inside that cell.

Stripped down, he caught a glimpse of himself in the scratched mirror on the wall. The reflection looked barely human. A thin frame, skin stretched over bones dulled by years of stillness. Muscles gone soft. His face had aged. Lines etched deep. Eyes dull. A tiredness beyond physical,  a fatigue of the soul. He had lost something in there. Sanity, maybe. Himself, definitely.

He slipped into the shirt. The soft, light fabric felt alien on his skin. Mechanically, he dressed; jacket, tie, trousers. Each piece felt like a step back toward a person he used to be. He adjusted the collar, glanced at the mirror once more. He wasn’t the same man who had entered this place. But at least now, he looked closer to the man who had once existed.

The guard handed him his few remaining possessions: an old wristwatch, a leather wallet, and a small photograph. Henry looked at the photo in silence. A faded image of his daughter, Julie, smiling. His throat tightened. A life he had left behind and even with his release at hand, one he knew he could never fully return to.

After a few minutes of fumbling with his tie using clumsy fingers, he was finally ready.

When he was all set to leave, a guard nodded toward the door without a word. Henry adjusted his jacket over his shoulders and took his first step out of the room. As he walked down the corridor leading to the main gate, a strange mix of emotions washed over him. There was a slight tremble in his hands, maybe anxiety, or perhaps the weight of what was about to unfold. His mind, still shackled to the oppressive routine of the cell, struggled to wrap itself around the idea of freedom.

As he passed through the first large gate, a blinding light engulfed him. The sun’s glare was almost too much after years of confinement. Henry raised a hand to shield his eyes, trying to adjust to the brightness. The fresh air hit him differently, cleaner, purer. The scent of wet grass filled his nostrils, a bittersweet reminder of the freedom he’d lost. The gravel path stretched out for dozens of meters ahead, flanked by electrified fences towering four meters high. The crunch of his footsteps on the gravel broke the tense silence of the moment.

Behind the fences, a group of prisoners watched him in silence. Henry felt their eyes on him, heavy, laden with envy, curiosity, or maybe just plain indifference. He couldn’t quite figure out what they felt, but he knew to them, he was a symbol of something out of reach. Freedom. Even if it wasn’t complete freedom, just a fleeting glimpse of what they longed for but seemed so far away. Some stood with arms crossed, leaning against the fence, while others simply observed quietly. Henry didn’t look directly; his gaze stayed locked on the green steel gate ahead, the final barrier between him and the outside world.

The steel gate was imposing. Painted in a faded military green, its surface bore rust and wear, yet it stood firm like a giant guarding the prison’s exit. The large letters etched into the metal — FPWC — seemed to stare back at him, a reminder of where he’d been and what he was leaving behind. Federal Prison of West Chester, the medium-security prison that had been his home for years, perched on the outskirts of Philadelphia.

Henry paused for a moment, just a few meters from the gate. The guard beside him said nothing, waiting patiently. It was as if he knew this was a moment Henry needed to live through. A moment of goodbye. Goodbye to the cell, the silence, the walls that had held him captive. But also goodbye to a part of himself. The man who had entered that prison was not the same one about to step out.

Sunlight glinted off the top of the electrified fences, and the distant chirp of a bird reached Henry’s ears, a small reminder that, out there, the world kept turning, oblivious to his absence.

The heavy steel gate began to creak open with a groan, and the light from the other side seemed to beckon him, wrapping him in a promise of something new, something different. With one last glance at what he was leaving behind, Henry stepped forward and crossed the threshold.

Outside, the light felt more intense than ever, the air lighter and more vibrant. He was on the other side, and he was finally free.

Henry was still processing it all. The confined space of the cell that had been his companion for years now felt like a distant memory. After a few seconds, a woman appeared, gesturing for him to follow. In her fifties, she wore casual clothes, but her demeanor and the respect she exuded made it clear she knew her role. A badge on her chest revealed her name, Anne, and Henry felt once again like a subject under scrutiny, someone others tried to decipher without truly understanding.

As he followed Anne, he felt oddly trapped again, this time by the emotions surging within him. The vintage Cadillac waiting for him seemed out of place, a relic of the past that echoed the weight he carried inside. He climbed in without a word; the years of imprisonment were still heavy on his shoulders.

As the car started moving, Anne confirmed his identity with calm professionalism.

— Henry Marshall, correct?

Henry gave a slight nod, staying quiet, not in the mood to chat.

— Great. I’m Anne, a social worker. Today, I’m taking you to a rehabilitation center for ex-prisoners.

She went on, laying out the details of the center.

— The goal there is to prep you for reintegration into society. We’ve got psychological support, career counseling, and job placement programs. You’ll stay in a sort of apartment for the next two months, and we’ll work on your behavior to ensure you’re ready to step back into the world fully.

Henry listened, but her words felt distant, muffled by the inner silence he’d carried since prison. She kept explaining the daily routines, the rules, the schedules, but Henry stayed silent, staring out the window, barely registering the world passing by.

— You seem awfully quiet. What’s on your mind?

He didn’t answer, just kept looking out. Anne sighed, realizing her approach needed a tweak.

Suddenly, her tone shifted to firm and decisive.

— I’ve studied your whole life, Henry. I know what happened to Julie. And I know why you were locked up.

At those words, something inside Henry snapped. The rage he’d buried for so long burst out.

— WHAT? — he shouted, whipping around to face her. 

— YOU DON’T KNOW A THING! NO ONE DOES!

His voice echoed through the car, raw with pain and suppressed fury. Anne stayed calm, unfazed.

— I know you’re angry. And I get that you feel no one understands what went down. But the truth is, the past can’t be changed.

Henry clenched his fists, tears welling up, his shout of anger slowly giving way to deep sorrow. Tears streamed down his face. He tried to hold back, but the emotion overwhelmed him. His sobs grew wild, his body shaking with each breath.

Anne pulled into a parking lot in front of the rehab center. She turned to him, her voice soft yet firm.

— Listen, Henry, you’re not the first, and you won’t be the last. What’s done is done, and there’s no undoing it. But look around you.

Henry, still gasping and tear-streaked, lifted his eyes to the window.

— See the people? See how they’re living their lives? That’s what I expect from you in two months when you walk out of here as a new man. It’s not always your thoughts that define you, Henry, but your actions. I know you feel you can’t be the father you wanted for your daughter, but don’t let that stop you. She’s still watching from above.

Anne’s words hit him hard, carrying a truth he couldn’t ignore. When she briefly held his hand, a strange comfort washed over him. Henry let himself calm down, his body relaxing as the sobs faded. Anne opened the door, and they both stepped out, heading toward the center’s entrance.

The center’s building loomed impressively, its white and neutral tones giving it an almost hospital-like feel. As they stepped inside, a clear, welcoming voice rang out from behind the reception desk.  

— Good morning, Mrs. Anne. How are you? And Mr. Marshall? Welcome to the center.

Anne smiled and turned to Henry.

— This is Susanne, our receptionist. She knows everyone who’s passed through here. She opened the center fifty years ago and has seen a lot of folks come and go.

Anne replied to Susanne:

— Good morning, Susanne. We’re doing well, thank you.

With a nod, they continued toward the elevator.

On the third floor, Anne led Henry to a green door. Opening it revealed a small apartment. It was modest yet functional, featuring a single bed, a compact bathroom, and a kitchen with the basics to get started. For Henry, it was a colossal shift, something that felt more familiar, closer to a real life.

After exploring the space with a vacant stare, Henry moved to the kitchen, where Anne was placing a folder on the table. He looked at her, intrigued.

— What is this?

Anne, with a compassionate look, responded:

— Inside here, Henry, there are ten job applications. Simple gigs to get you started. Gardening, cooking, mail delivery, firefighting...

Henry cut in quickly:

— Anything related to medicine? That was always my line of work.

Anne shook her head gently.

— Not for now, Henry. But I’ll keep an eye out. For the time being, you’ll need to pick from these options.

He lowered his gaze, disappointed, but knew he had no other choice at the moment.

As Anne headed for the door, she offered a few final instructions. Before leaving, she asked:

— Any questions before I go?

Henry hesitated a moment, then met her eyes.

— Can I... visit the cemetery? Where my daughter is buried?

Anne paused in silence for a few seconds, weighing the situation. Then, with a understanding expression, she said:

— If your behavior is exemplary, residents can get permission to leave the city.

A faint smile crept onto Henry’s face. He thanked her, feeling a glimmer of hope.

Anne closed the door and left, leaving Henry alone in the quiet of his new space, pondering what lay ahead.

After Anne left, Henry found himself alone in the small apartment. The sensation of being in a place without locks or chains felt strange yet comforting. He began to explore, noting a single bed against the wall with plain white sheets, a modest bathroom, and a small kitchen with a table where Anne had left the folder. Everything was minimalist but cozy, a stark contrast to the cold, desolate cell he’d endured for so long.

Henry ran his fingers over the kitchen table, feeling the cool wood. He opened a few empty cabinets and gazed at the small window letting in daylight. For a moment, he stood still, soaking in the odd normalcy of what would be his temporary home.

Later, Anne returned to fetch him.

— Henry, it’s time for dinner, she said with a gentle tone.

He followed her down the corridor, and they headed to the center’s dining hall. The space was large, with several tables scattered throughout. The aroma of food hung in the air, familiar yet distant to Henry. He grabbed a tray and joined the line. When he reached the front, a burly cook with a friendly face smiled at him.

— Good afternoon, what’ll it be? Roasted chicken or meatballs?

Henry, a bit taken aback, replied:

— Chicken, please.

The cook served a generous portion of chicken with mashed potatoes and some veggies.

— Welcome to the center, Henry, he said, handing over the tray with a warm smile.

— Thank you, Henry responded, still a little thrown by the kindness.

Anne and Henry moved to a quieter table. They sat and ate in silence for a while until Anne broke it.

— So, Henry, you seem a bit more at ease. Tell me more about your life. What was it like before all this?

Henry, who had kept his stories to himself until now, began to open up slowly.

— My parents met at a university birthday party. It was love at first sight, the kind you see in movies, you know? After they married, they moved to a small California town called Ventura. It’s a peaceful spot by the coast, with beautiful beaches and a laid-back vibe. I grew up there, and life was good. We were all happy.

Henry paused, recalling the sunny days of his childhood.

— But everything changed when my mom was diagnosed with a terminal illness. It happened fast, less than a year. She passed away, and... my dad never coped well with it. The months after her death were rough. He started drinking, and every day I came home, there was a different woman with him.

Anne looked at him, encouraging him to go on.

— He began pulling away from us. At first, he was just distant, but then... he vanished. I was too young back then, so I went to live with my grandparents in Philadelphia. I never forgave him for that. Who has the guts to abandon their own kid?

Henry averted his gaze, the weight of those memories pressing on his chest.

— We both grieved my mom’s loss, but he... he chose to walk out when I needed him most.

Anne stayed quiet, processing his words. After a moment, she asked calmly:

— Did you ever see your dad again?

— No. And I will never forgive him, Henry said firmly.

Anne looked at him with understanding but a challenging edge.

— And why, Henry? Why won’t you forgive him?

Henry frowned, having answered, but repeated:

— Someone who abandons their kid during a tough time doesn’t deserve to be around for the good ones.

Anne held his gaze, undeterred, and asked again with a serene tone:

— Henry, tell me why you won’t forgive your dad.

Henry, growing a bit irritated, replied again:

— I already told you, Anne. He abandoned me.

She didn’t change her tone but rephrased:

— And you can’t forgive him as what?

Henry frowned, confused.

— What do you mean?

Anne began:

— Man to man, you both made mistakes. Neither supported the other, so you’re even on that score. Friend to friend, you never gave each other a real chance to connect, so there’s no excuse there. And father to son... well, everyone messes up, Henry. But you never gave your dad a shot at redemption.

Henry fell silent, his eyes drifting to his plate.

— I reckon if you were in his shoes, you’d want a chance to tell the person you love most how you feel.

Before Henry could respond, a woman approached the table with an upbeat smile.

— Hello! Mind if I join you?

Anne replied quickly, smiling warmly:

— Of course, Karen, pull up a chair.

Karen sat with an energy that seemed out of place for her age. Though she looked to be in her fifties, her vibe was that of someone much younger. Her eyes sparkled with curiosity as she turned to Anne.

— Who’s this fella with you? Don’t recall seeing him before!

Anne smiled and answered calmly:

— This is Henry, it’s his first day here at the center.

Karen flashed a wide grin, turning to Henry:

— Nice to meet you, Henry! I’m Karen! So, what landed you here? What’d you get locked up for? How long were you inside? And your family, how are they?

The questions came like a flood, quick and intrusive. Henry shifted uncomfortably, unsure how to answer, as Karen pressed on:

— Had any mates in prison? Picked a job here yet? Oh, what was your cell like? Must’ve been awful, right?

Anne, sensing Henry’s unease, stepped in gently:

— Karen, let’s take it easy... Henry just got here and needs time to settle in. Let’s give him some space, okay?

Karen, not quite grasping the situation, kept talking, now in a lower but still nosy tone:

— Oh, but I was just curious, you know... I love getting to know people, finding out what brings them here. Everyone’s got an interesting story. So, Henry, what’d you do to end up in prison? Was it serious?

Henry started showing signs of impatience. Anne intervened more firmly:

— Karen, that’s enough. Henry needs a moment to adjust. You’re being a bit pushy.

Karen looked at Anne, not fully getting the seriousness, but finally nodded.

— Oh, alright, alright. I was just trying to be friendly.

Anne, in a softer yet firm tone, continued:

— We know you mean well, Karen, but maybe give us some space for now. You can catch up later, alright?

Karen rose slowly, looking a tad disappointed but still sporting a friendly smile.

— Sure, sure. Didn’t mean to overstep. Catch you later, then!

She waved cheerfully and walked off, leaving Anne and Henry alone. As soon as Karen was gone, Anne sighed and turned to Henry.

— Sorry about that. Karen can be a handful, but her heart’s in the right place.

Henry looked at Anne curiously.

— She seems... a bit different.

Anne nodded, ready to explain:

— Karen’s got a tough backstory. As a baby, she was abandoned in a trash bag. Luckily, she was found before the garbage truck took her. Life’s never been kind to her, and she developed serious mental issues from the trauma. She’s been hooked on drugs since she was young, so she’s not always easy to handle. She’s been at this center since it opened, years ago. Here, we give her the care and attention she needs, but sometimes she struggles with boundaries.

Henry nodded, moved by the story. There was something in Karen’s vulnerability that stirred his empathy.

— It’s okay, Anne. I get it. Seems like everyone here carries heavy stories.

Anne smiled, pleased with his response. After finishing dinner, they said their goodbyes, and Henry returned to his room.

Back in the apartment, the space felt more familiar now, though the weight of change still lingered. As he prepared to unwind, the room’s phone rang. It was a message from Anne, reminding him:

Henry, don’t forget to pick a job by noon tomorrow. Good night.

Henry sighed, heading to the kitchen table where he’d left the folder with the job proposals. He sat, opened it, and began reading each option aloud, trying to make sense of his choices.

● Work 1: Gardener. Location: Wayne Community Gardens. Pay: 12 dollars per hour. Duties: Maintaining community gardens, pruning trees, planting flowers and veggies. Hours: Monday to Friday, 8 AM to 4 PM.

He paused, picturing himself tending plants under the sun, a peaceful contrast to his past.

● Work 2: Cook. Location: The Wayfarer Diner. Pay: 10 dollars per hour. Duties: Preparing simple meals, mostly breakfasts and lunches. No prior experience needed, on-site training provided. Hours: Rotating, including weekends.

Henry frowned, recalling prison food. Cooking wasn’t his thing, but he moved on.

● Work 3: Mail Carrier. Location: Philadelphia. Pay: 15 dollars per hour. Duties: Delivering mail in urban and suburban areas. Requires basic navigation skills and physical stamina. Hours: Monday to Saturday, 7 AM to 3 PM.

The idea of walking or driving for hours wasn’t bad, though it didn’t excite him.

● Work 4: Hospital Assistant. Location: Saint Claire Hospital. Pay: 11 dollars per hour. Duties: Assisting patients, cleaning patient rooms and hallways. Night shifts available.

This one felt heavy, but at least he could work nights and avoid crowds.

● Work 5: Warehouse Operator. Location: West Chester Logistics. Pay: 14 dollars per hour. Duties: Moving boxes, organizing stock, loading and unloading trucks. Hours: Morning or afternoon shifts available.

Physical work didn’t bother him; it might even keep him fit.

● Work 6: Security Guard. Location: Mall Center Plaza. Pay: 13 dollars per hour. Duties: Monitoring security cameras, patrolling public areas, customer service. Day and night shifts available.

He smiled faintly. Working security had an ironic twist after being locked up.

● Work 7: Construction Helper. Location: R&S Constructions. Pay: 16 dollars per hour. Duties: Supporting on-site work, carrying materials, minor construction tasks. Hours: Monday to Friday, 7 AM to 5 PM.

● Work 8: Delivery Driver. Location: Fresh Foods Delivery. Pay: 13 dollars per hour. Duties: Home delivery of groceries, interacting with customers. Hours: Monday to Saturday, varying shifts.

● Work 9: Waitstaff. Location: Blue Sky Café. Pay: 9 dollars per hour plus tips. Duties: Serving customers, handling food and drinks. Hours: Rotating, including weekends.

● Work 10: Laundry Assistant. Location: Wayne’s Wash and Fold. Pay: 10 dollars per hour. Duties: Washing, drying, and folding clothes. Hours: Monday to Saturday, 8 AM to 6 PM.

Henry sighed, eyeing the options. None felt particularly inspiring, but he knew he had to start somewhere. Tomorrow would be a new day, and with it would come a new decision.

The next morning, Henry woke to the soft sunlight spilling into the small apartment for the first time since arriving at the center. His eyes took a few seconds to adjust to the brightness, his body sinking into the comfy, soft mattress. It was a strange yet familiar feeling, as if his body recognized the texture but his mind refused to believe he was free. After years of sleeping on a hard, uncomfortable bunk, waking like this felt like a luxury.

He rolled to his side, the sheets sliding gently over his skin, and lay there for a few minutes, savoring the moment. The silence was soothing but carried emptiness that left him restless. He closed his eyes, trying to push away the troubling thoughts haunting him, but soon gave up. Time to start the day.

He sat on the edge of the bed, his feet touching the cool wooden floor. This was his first morning waking in a real bed in over a decade. The sensation was surreal. He stood, moving slowly toward the small kitchen, where he noticed leftovers from the previous night’s dinner. Anne had mentioned the center provided meals, but he’d saved some food just in case hunger struck later.

He opened the fridge and grabbed the container with the remaining roasted chicken and potatoes. It wasn’t gourmet, but after years of prison grub, anything would do. He served himself a small plate and sat at the kitchen table, watching his surroundings as he chewed slowly. The apartment, though simple, offered comfort that Henry hadn’t known in ages. The kitchen was tiny, with a worn wooden table and two stools, but it felt designed to be welcoming. The plain white wall, bare of decoration, mirrored the start of his new chapter.

While eating, a sound broke his thoughts, a light knock at the door. Henry frowned, set his fork down, and stood. He walked to the door, and upon opening it, saw no one. On the floor, though, lay a newspaper. Apparently, someone had left it as a courtesy. Henry picked it up and closed the door, feeling odd about receiving such a simple, normal gesture, something he wasn’t used to.

With the newspaper under his arm, he returned to the living room and settled into an armchair by the window, abandoning his meal. The chair was old but comfy and sitting there brought a strange sense of calm. He opened the paper and flipped through the pages, pausing on local news. The world had changed so much since he’d been locked up. Some things felt unrecognizable, others oddly familiar. He kept browsing, engrossed in the day’s events, until the room’s landline rang, cutting into his reading.

Henry set the paper on his lap and stood with some hesitation. He wasn’t used to hearing phones ring; prison hadn’t offered many moments like this. He answered and recognized the voice on the other end right away.

— Henry, it’s me, Anne, she said with a friendly tone. – Have you picked a job yet?

Henry took a deep breath. He knew he had to make a choice, and job number four, involving hospital cleaning, seemed the best fit.

— Yes, I’ve chosen job number four, he replied firmly. – At the hospital. I’ve worked in hospitals before, so it’s an environment where I can feel more at ease.

Anne jotted it down, then responded with encouragement:

— Perfect, Henry. Tomorrow’s your first day, so use the rest of today to get ready. You’ve got the afternoon free to explore the city but stay within the limits. If you need anything, I’m around.

— Thanks, Anne, Henry said, grateful for her support.

He hung up and glanced around the apartment. The wall clock showed it was nearly noon, and he was hungry again. He decided to wait for lunch in the dining hall, knowing it would be a simple but decent meal.

When lunch was served, Henry headed to the dining hall, grabbed a tray, and joined the line with other residents. At the end, a burly cook with a friendly smile looked at him.

— So, what’ll you have, Henry? He asked, offering two choices. – We’ve got veggie soup or chicken with rice. What’s your pick?

Henry eyed the options for a moment before answering:

— I think I’ll go with the chicken with rice, thank you.

The cook served a hearty portion and smiled again.

— Hope you enjoy the food.

Henry thanked him with a slight nod and headed to a table, where Anne was waiting. They sat side by side, and Anne watched him for a moment before speaking.

— So, Henry, how was your morning?

Henry, cutting into his chicken with a fork, paused briefly before answering.

— It was quiet. Slept in, ate the leftovers from dinner, and then got the newspaper. Felt weird reading the news... like the world kept going without me.
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