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Inside

There is freedom behind the walls of Wallens Ridge State Prison, time to
appreciate how the sky looked different everyday and how you can forget three years
but remember one night for the rest of your life. Travel the winding road up the
mountain, past the gate, past the towers and fences, and look into the depths of neglect.
You will see the murderers and rapists and child molesters and the evil, but you will
also see freedom. Those who look want to forget before knowing. Those who know
only think they know. Not unless they have seen beyond the gates and walls to the
callous pattern of white buildings and inside their forgotten cells.

But the walls of cellblock B never could hold a conversation all that well and
subsequently Ellard Powell found it difficult to maintain his social skills. The mortar
lines in between the bricks served as a racetrack for his eyes. Up, down, left, right, he
would scan everyday for hours. Most inmates would have been given something to
keep them busy, but Wallens Ridge was not like most prisons. The guards did anything
they could to keep inmates locked down. So that was what he had been reduced to; four
walls and a window. But it wasn't a window really, just a slit for light, a cruel joke. The
view had teased him for too many days. He used to lift himself up with his fingertips
and hang there until his strength gave out. He would dangle until his knuckles went
white and his back would spasm. His shoes would clap against the concrete floor when
he fell. But like his cell the view never changed. He never looks anymore. It wasn't
about the sun or the trees or even the birds he would hear on a lucky day with a good
breeze. Most things didn't matter to Ellard anymore. In here most things were dead. A
good day meant not getting knifed in the food line. Even the water from the pathetic
little stainless steel sink stunk like stale air and tasted like flat soda water.

Above the sink he had a mirror. He would look at himself sometimes like it
mattered. They made him shave his moustache in de-tox. His smooth upper lip and
lanky frame made him look young and deceivingly weak. But it wasn't about any of
that either. It was about looking past all that to reality and keeping that reality from
mixing with the persistent hell around him. That's how you crack. Ellard knew. A man
has so much time to think his mind burns out like an engine without oil. First comes
the fear, then the sleepless nights, then the depression, and right about the time reality
hits the guards rearrange your teeth with their batons because you can't stop scream-
ing.

State route 199 always brought a consistent wail of wind and traffic. The
engine breaking trucks would send a low guttural rattle across the acreage like a diesel
driven machine gun. It reminded Ellard of his father's rig and how it must have
sounded when the drunken motorist ran it off the overpass. His father would have been
fifty-two years old. Barb reached into the back window of the pick up truck and
stretched for the knob on the radio.

"Don't" Ellard said softly, enjoying his first Marlboro. It had become a night
of new experiences.

"Traffic's loud," she said, twisting back out of the tiny window.
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