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 I sat, hiding in the bushes. It was morning now, and it had rained straight through 

the night. The damp ground seeped through the seat of my pants. It didn’t matter; I was 

completely soaked through anyways. In the darkness of the night, the barking of dogs and 

the yelling of men with flashlights echoed through the vast and endless fields. 

 These bushes were the only shelter I could find. From the shouting, it seemed that 

they had recaptured most of the other prisoners. At one point, the dogs got so close I 

could sense them right outside my hiding place. I was sure I would be discovered. Perhaps 

it was the increasingly heavy rain that dampened the ferocious search. The barking and 

yelling moved farther and farther away from me, but I was too scared and alert to sleep, so 

I ran some more. 

  The sun was rising slowly and the sky was a hollow, lonely grey. There was silence 

now, the rain gradually turning into a cold mist. I sat hugging my knees for warmth, worn 

from the running. My cold, wet clothes smelled of rain and smoke as they clung heavily to 

my skin. I was afraid to move. I didn’t know how long I had been running for, but I 

needed to keep going.   

 

 Belle. In the chaos of the night, I didn’t get to properly say goodbye. She was the 

only thing on my mind, and the only thing that kept me going now. I knew we would be 

together again. To start a new life, away from the prison. I wondered whether today would 

have been a red day or a green day. 

 Being in love with a correctional officer wasn’t easy. Being in love with a prisoner 

was probably worse. Belle was in charge of the dorms I was assigned to. Every morning, 

she came to escort me from my cell to the kitchen where I worked. We sometimes joked 

that my first day on the job was our first date. 

 As a butcher, my schedule started earlier than the rest of the population. I had to 

prepare all the meat for the meals for the entire day. I didn’t know the first thing about 

being a butcher, but Warden Augustus said that having been a cashier at a deli was close 

enough. My hours were early, and I finished my shift while everyone else was still busy at 

theirs. Belle and I would have our quiet, uninterrupted stroll together each morning. 

 When my shift ended, we could sometimes sneak away unnoticed to the back 

corner of the kitchen. When Belle came for me in the morning, the color of her fingernails 

indicated whether we would have our afternoon rendezvous. Green nails meant the prison 
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guard duty schedule was pretty lax that day and we could have a secret moment together. 

Red fingernail days meant the duty schedule was tighter and it was too risky for us to meet. 

 I wished she had run away with me. I breathed deeply the fresh crisp air of 

freedom and smiled to myself. Today would have been a green day. 

 

 The fire started in one of the dorm rooms just past lights out. A bunch of guys 

were probably having a midnight party, gambling with snacks and boiling up Cup of 

Noodles with a bucket of water and a stinger. Prison inventions weren’t designed for 

safety, and a spark must have caught on a bed sheet or someone’s clothes, starting a fire 

that grew out of control. 

 The fire had spread through to the other parts of the building rapidly. The guys 

probably realized that if they just let the fire burn, it might turn into a good opportunity 

for an attempt at escape. My dorm was woken up by the sound of alarm bells, a piercing 

sound accompanied by bright, flashing lights. By the time the officers came to open our 

dorm door, we were piled against the locked door, eager to get out, tear-eyed and light-

headed from the smoke. 

 The guards steered us like cattle to the rec yard as fierce flames burst through 

windows and rose up against the cold, dark sky. The night shift was understaffed, and 

most of the guards had to fight the fire. Tuscania, the nearest town, was too small to have 

a fire department. There would be no help coming until morning. 

 It was probably a mistake to herd all the prisoners to one place. It was a medium 

security prison, but there were crazy gangbangers transferred over from higher security 

prisons present. As skirmishes broke out among them, guards maneuvered to control, 

leaving almost no one to watch the rest of us. When a small group started making a run 

for it the rest of us ran too. 

 I followed the crowd running for the fence and caught a glimpse of Belle, caught 

in the middle of the stampede. She looked confused and frazzled. I ran towards her and 

grabbed her, both of us falling to the ground. My heart was beating fast from the 

excitement. I didn’t know what to say and didn’t have time to say it. “I’ll head north to 

Verona. I love you. Find me there.” 

 I gave her a parting hug and only a quick kiss in case others saw. I picked myself 

up and continued to run. I looked back to see her still on the ground. Her eyes were wide 

but she blew a kiss to me. By the time I got to the outer fence, the others had already torn 
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it down. Officers at the perimeter were greatly outnumbered and knew better than to 

interfere with the violent and hostile stampede. They started running towards the prison to 

get the dogs. 

  We ran into the cold darkness of the night with our backs to the fire. We had no 

idea which direction we were heading. From talking to prisoners that were from the area, I 

knew that to the north was the small town, Tuscania. Beyond that was a larger town 

named Verona. To the distant south was Naple Falls. To the west was a large lake. To the 

east was forest and mountains. 

  Rome was in an isolated location surrounded by fields and farmland. The prisoners 

and the guards that were from the area always referenced the mountain ranges and the 

lake; they were popular for outdoor activities. Prisoners scattered as they funneled out of 

the collapsed section of the fence. I didn’t know where the others were going. All I knew 

was that I was leaving Rome behind.  

 

 Rome was what the prisoners and the nearby Tuscania community came to call 

Rowmansberger Federal Correctional Facility. Rowmansberger was built out of stone and 

wood, first opening its doors for business in the 1930s or ‘40s. From the outside, it looked 

like an impenetrable fortress. In reality, it was an old building that was falling apart at the 

seams. It was cold, with dim lighting. 

 Across the country, the prison population had grown rapidly and renovations were 

made to accommodate more prisoners. Dorm rooms replaced cells, with each dorm 

holding twenty-four, all sleeping on double layer bunks. Rowmansberger was designed in a 

circular shape with a watch tower in the middle so that fewer guards could keep watch 

over more inmates. 

 One of the lifers told me that someone a while back had said the place looked like 

a real shitty version of the Colosseum in Rome. I’ve seen pictures of the Colosseum in 

Rome before, and Rowmansberger didn’t look anything like it. Not even a shitty version. 

But I guess the name stuck. 

 

 As the sun rose, I could make out the mountain ranges in the distance. They 

looked magnificent. Perhaps in our new life, I could go there with Belle. Climb to one of 

the peaks and look down at the burnt remains of the formerly formidable fortress of 

Rome. 
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 I orientated myself to head north. Verona is where I promised Belle I will be. 

Verona is where she would come find me, and we would have our life together. 

 The soaked grass made squishing sounds under my cloth shoes. I hoped I wasn't 

making any tracks for the dogs to follow. My cloth shoes were soaked through. I could 

feel hot spots where blisters would surely form on the soles of my feet. My work-shirt and 

pants were heavy with the water and made a loud zip zip sound with each stride. The extra 

noise made me nervous. If the guards and the dogs were still around, they would hear this 

damned zip zip echoing across the fields, just like how I heard their voices echoing to me. 

 I took my shirt and pants off. What was the difference? I was cold and soaked 

anyways. Besides, the shirt had “Rowmansberger C.F.” printed on the back. 

 I bundled the clothes up and carried them under my arm. I was a free man now. A 

free man in his underwear. Walking across these lush, vast fields toward Verona, where my 

star-crossed lover would meet me. 

 An investigation into the fire and the prison break had probably started by now. 

Belle had been on duty when the fire started, and she probably had to recount her evening 

and give her statement. She probably had to help transport the prisoners to another 

facility. She would have to finish all of this, wait until the heat died down, and then she 

would come and find me. 

 As I walked, I imagined Belle walking beside me. Even though I hadn’t ever seen 

Belle in anything except her correctional officer uniform, I imagined her in a brightly-

colored, flowing sundress. We were smiling, joking, laughing, holding hands. I held the 

bundle of clothes closer to my chest. 

 I must have been walking for a couple hours. My knees and my feet felt swollen 

and tight. I could feel my legs and my lower back throbbing with each step. No sign of 

guards or dogs. My ears perked for any unusual sounds. I heard the faint, familiar 

swooshing of speeding cars on a highway. 

 I picked up the scent of food cooking. My stomach growled with a mind of its 

own. Beyond and behind some trees, I saw smoke rising. I was hoping to limit my 

interactions with others, but I knew that if I didn’t get any water, I wouldn’t be able to 

continue my journey much farther. 

 

 Walking through a row of trees revealed another huge, grassy field. In the center of 

the field was a caravan. Quaint and cute, parked against a mountain range backdrop. I 
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tossed my bundled prison clothes behind a tree and started walking towards the caravan 

with my arms slightly stretched out to my sides, trying to signify that I meant no harm. 

 As I got closer, I could see a middle-aged woman sitting next to the front door of 

the caravan smoking a cigarette. In front of her was a campfire and a boiling pot. She had 

a comically rotund body that reminded me of the girl that turned into a large blueberry in 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, especially because the woman was dressed all in different 

shades of blue. Blue jeans stretched at the zipper, a dark blue t-shirt, and a sky-blue 

windbreaker. 

 Her eyes stayed on me as she tilted her head to smoke. The legs of the plastic 

folding picnic chair splayed further into the wet ground under her weight and creaked with 

her movement. Her hair was in a messy blonde mullet. She squinted her eyes from the 

smoke of the cigarette. 

 I slowly approached. I could feel the warmth of the fire on my cold, damp skin. I 

immediately put my hands out to embrace the warmth. 

  The woman tilted her head again, took another long drag of her cigarette and 

ashed it on the ground next to her. “Rough night?”  

  I was a little surprised at how nonchalant she was at the sight of a naked stranger 

walking in the fields. She must think I had just woken up from a wild night partying in the 

woods. I played along to her narrative and nodded. “You could say that,” feigning like I 

was having the worst hangover of my life. 

  “Ha! Been there,” she snorted. 

  “Can you spare a cig?” I looked down at the soft pack of cigarettes she had 

balancing on one of the arms of the chair. I was hoping it would be like a peace pipe of 

sorts. Besides, prison didn’t allow cigarettes, and the craving never went away. 

  “You wanna put a pair of pants on first?” 

  I looked down at my bare, skinny legs. “I don’t have mine anymore.” 

  “There’s one hanging on the wash line around back. I ain’t smoking with no man 

that ain’t got no pants on. My heart can’t take that kind of excitement no more!” Her 

whole body jiggled as she snorted out a laugh. 

  I went around to the other side and saw a clothesline attached to the caravan. 

There were a couple colorful towels and shirts that looked like they were still wet. “Take 

the track suit!” she shouted. I grabbed the only track suit hanging on the line. A purple and 
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black tracksuit with light blue lightning going down the pant legs and sleeves. The material 

was cold and rough and smelled like cooking grease. 

  I paused to think how nice a life like this would be, Belle and I owning an RV. We 

could drive anywhere we wanted, park for the night and camp out under an endless 

blanket of stars. Just the two of us and the great big world. 

  “Got it. Thank you!” I went back to the front of the caravan where the woman 

had lit a fresh cigarette. The tracksuit was her style, but definitely not her size. 

  “Those belong to my boy. He went to pick up some more beer and jerky. Damned 

kid better get my scratch-offs, too. Damned drunk ass piece of shit kid only thinks of 

himself. Always forgetting my scratch offs.” 

  “Thank you for the clothes.” 

  “Yeah. The boy doesn’t look good in it, and I’ve been trying to find a way to get 

rid of ‘em for a while. He keeps picking them out of the trash can. I hope you don’t 

mind.” 

  I tried to hide a reaction of disgust. “Not at all.” It was a flashy outfit, but it would 

help me hide in plain sight. No escaped prisoner in their right mind would wear something 

like this. Then again, no escaped prisoner would wear it whether they were in their right 

mind or not. 

  “Take a seat. Go around and get a folding chair for yourself,” she suggested. I 

retrieved the chair and set it up beside her. She tossed me the soft pack and a lighter. I 

took a seat and she watched me smile as I smoked my first cigarette in fourteen months. 

  “HA! Glad you enjoy it.” She grunted a giggle out while biting her cigarette with 

her lips and pouring me coffee in a paper cup. Then she scooped a bowl of soup out from 

the pot over the fire and put it on the grass next to my chair. She took her cigarette from 

her mouth and wheezed deeply as if she had been holding her breath.“So what kind of 

party was it last night?” 

  I shook my head trying to indicate that it was too wild and crazy to remember. 

  “I think I might’ve seen your friend walk by earlier. He only had his pants on and 

was walking along down there.” She pointed further across the field towards the 

mountains. “He saw me sitting here, too, but I guess he was too shy to come and say hi.” 

  I looked to where she was pointing, but saw only more field and trees. It was 

probably another prisoner making his way towards Tuscania. Maybe he didn’t have the 
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courage to approach the caravan. I’m sure he was plenty hungry, though. I wondered if I 

knew him. 

  I finished my coffee and started on the soup. We didn’t get coffee in prison, and 

coffee was the only thing I looked forward to in the morning, before being in Rome that 

is. I used to have to wake up really early to open the deli so the other guys could get in to 

start prepping for the day. The coffee at the deli was pretty bad, so I’d usually go to the 

Starbucks down the street. Frank, the deli owner, would make me put it in a deli cup so 

that it looked like the staff drank the same stuff they were selling. 

  I thought of Belle’s morning coffee breath. While escorting me from my dorm to 

the butcher’s section of the kitchen, Belle would always sneak a kiss in a spot that she 

knew was a security camera blind spot. I could still taste coffee on her mouth. 

  The woman had continued to talk while my thoughts drifted to Belle. I tried to 

look more interested, careful not to raise her suspicion. “Yeah, those were some parties we 

had back in my day. I was a skinny, good-looking broad. With tits to here and a tight ass! 

HA!” She jiggled with excitement and took a short, reflective drag from her cigarette. 

“Where are you headed, anyways?” 

  I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t about to reveal my plans to a stranger. “I guess 

I gotta get back and get cleaned up.” I nodded towards where the woman had pointed to 

seeing the other party goer. 

  She nodded an understanding nod. “I hear that! You look like shit!” 

  “Feel like shit,” I echoed, and encouraged her enthusiasm. 

  The woman flicked her cigarette into the fire and paused to light another. Her tone 

calmed again. “We ain’t from around here, we just on a road trip to the Great Lake. You 

from around here, then? Tuscania?” 

  I wasn’t from Tuscania. I had actually never even been there. They transferred me 

to Rome from a minimum-security facility that was too overpopulated. 

  They seemed to transfer a lot of people to Rome. They even transferred over 

maximum security prisoners. Belle said the Warden told the officers that it was pretty 

expensive to keep prisoners in maximum security. In order to cut costs, sometimes 

maximum security prisoners with good behavior were transferred to medium security 

facilities. 
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  That didn’t seem fair to non-violent offenders like me, sticking us in there with 

people like that. I mean, I just worked the cash machine at a deli. I was stupid and didn’t 

know it was a money laundering front. They thought I was part of the whole operation. 

  “I’m not from Tus, was just visiting a friend there. He’s probably wondering where 

I am.” 

  “Unless he was that one walking by earlier, then he ain’t wondering shit!” She 

choked on her own laugh and went into a coughing fit. That hollow, empty, smokers lung 

cough. Her face turned red and a tear rolled from the corner of her eye. 

  When she stopped she took a deep breath and another drag from her cig. It didn’t 

seem like she had much to live for. Just her memories, her cigarettes, and the road. But at 

least that’s something. I took it as an opportunity to make my exit. 

  “I guess I should be on my way. Get myself together.” 

  “Fuck me. Happens sometimes. Alright, get your skinny ass out of here before you 

kill me. Fuck.” She put her hand to her chest and took a couple of deep rattling breaths. 

  I got up and signaled awkwardly to ask where I should put the empty bowl of 

soup. She seemed to still be struggling with something stuck in her chest and spat on the 

ground. She waved her hand at me as if saying ‘put it anywhere.’ I set the bowl down on 

the grass near the fire. I hoped the woman was okay. 

  I folded up the chair and set it against the caravan and walked towards where I 

thought the highway was. At least the highway would give me some indication as to where 

I was and which direction Verona was. 

 

 The small town of Tuscania was closely linked to Rome. The families of some of 

the prisoners who had longer sentences moved there. Their children could see their father 

every other weekend, and the wives could help smuggle in drugs and other contraband 

more frequently. As the prison population grew, guards were transferred there from other 

facilities, and they brought their families as well. 

 It was always kind of funny to me how the lives of guards and prisoners were so 

closely tied together. They spent their entire lives together in the prison. Outside the 

prison, their wives shopped at the same malls, went to the same banks. Their kids went to 

the same schools, went to the same baseball games, went to the same movie cinemas. 

Maybe some of the prisoners’ kids even dated the guards’ kids. 
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 I always imagined that the warden’s son was the most popular kid and was the 

leader of the pack. The guards’ kids would be his best friends. The kids of families who 

had a dad in prison would have less self-confidence, and would band together playing 

Dungeons and Dragons. 

 

 I saw a gas station in the distance. I must be reaching the edge of Tuscania. The 

night shift would be just getting off and returning home after leaving statements with the 

investigators. I couldn’t stay here for too long, and probably should to avoid the town all 

together. 

 I crouched behind a row of shrubs. There was a car getting filled at the gas pump. 

The driver and the station attendant were both out of sight. I didn’t want to steal the car, 

even though that’s probably what I needed to do. Stealing the car would be another 

offense added on to everything else if I ever got caught. Besides, I didn’t even know how 

to. 

 But I didn’t have money for a bus ticket and hitchhiking meant having to be 

trapped in a vehicle with someone that probably wanted to converse. I’m a terrible liar and 

I’d probably give something away. I wasn’t doing too good, and I’d already spent such a 

long time with the blueberry lady. Besides, I didn’t know who would pick me up. It might 

be someone related to a guard, or it might be some crazy person. I’m sure there are more 

crazies outside than in. The only choice was to go on foot, or, I guess, steal the car. 

 I decided to approach. I felt the breeze on my face. The sun was peering through 

the grey clouds. I enjoyed the raw, industrious smell of a gas station. 

 I walked into the gas station. I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t even really know what I 

was doing. My brain was foggy from exhaustion and my legs were so tired that sometimes 

my knees would give. Maybe I should have had a second bowl of soup. 

 There was a newspaper stand beside the convenience store. The headline shouted 

‘Rome Burns!’ I spotted the driver. He had walked off a distance from the car and fumbled 

with the lighter for his cigarette. 

 “Psssttt!” 

 I shook my head. Just like that, he could have a cigarette. Just like that. That’s what 

freedom is. You can do anything you want, any time you want. 

 “Pssssssttttt!! Over here!” A loud whisper came from around the corner of the 

store. 
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 “Who’s there?!” I asked. It was definitely a man’s whisper. 

 “Pssssttt! Over here.” 

 I stepped slowly away from the newspaper stand and towards the corner of the 

store. 

 “Hey, you from Rome?” he asked. 

 I was shocked and speechless. I tried to pretend like I didn’t understand his 

question. 

 “Hey, I know you, man. I’ve seen you in the rec yard before, man.” The man was 

crouched behind a wall. His eyes darted back and forth, constantly looking out. 

 He had shoulder-length hair and a moustache. His hair was matted to his forehead, 

clumped together by grease and dirt. He still had his prison shirt and pants on. He had 

found a pair of hiking boots, though. He stood up, his eyes still darting back and forth. He 

looked over at the newspaper stand and nodded towards the headlines. “I know you from 

Rome, man, before Rome burned, man.” 

 I still didn’t know how to respond. Never did I expect to be intercepted by another 

escapee. I was sure I had never seen this guy before. Not in the rec yard, not in the 

kitchen, not in the canteen, not in the dorms. 

 “Dude, I’m gonna go for the car. You coming with me, man?” 

 Finally, a solution to get the car! Was this person trustworthy? 

 Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the gas station attendant walk into the 

convenience store through a backdoor. He tossed the towel he was wiping his hands with 

on the counter and was making his way over to the front. 

 We both saw him, and the ex-prisoner crouched down on the ground again. “I’m 

going for the car, man. You coming? Shhhh. Shh!” He put his finger to his lips and 

shushed louder than he was talking. Then he stood up, straightened his shirt, and walked 

purposefully to the car. He quietly pulled open the door, slid into the seat, and started the 

engine. 

 I sprinted around the front of the car, hoping he wouldn’t run me over, and 

jumped into the passenger seat. We sped towards the feeder that would get us on the 

highway. 

 The car owner had probably called 9-1-1 by now. I estimated that we only had 10-

15 minutes in the car, max, before the police were on our tails. There was no way the 
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Tuscania Police Department would have a helicopter, so that was probably the only thing 

we didn’t have to worry about. 

 “Hey man, I’m Ostro. Os the Goth, man!” Interrupting my nervous calculations, 

he kept one hand on the steering while reaching his other hand over. “You’re the guy in 

Atilla’s dorm, right?” 

 I nodded. Was Os really from Rome, too? He knew Atilla the Mongol, who was in 

the same twenty-four man dorm as I was. People said Atilla was a firecracker, a short fuse 

with an explosive and violent temper. Everyone tiptoed around him, careful not to get on 

his wrong side. The few times I talked to him he appeared pretty cool, though. 

 There was one time when we were in the shitter together and all he talked about 

was applied mathematics and the prisoner’s dilemma. I couldn’t tell whether he was joking 

or being serious. If I laughed and he was serious he’d probably shank me. If I didn’t laugh 

and he was joking, he might shank me, too. It was one of the more stressful situations I’ve 

ever faced. 

 Still trying to assess Os’ credentials, I decided to ask out right “How do you know 

Atilla?” 

 He pulled up his sleeve to show the inside of his forearm. There was a tattoo of 

the head of a fat, bald genie with a single braid wearing sunglasses. ‘Mongols M.C.’ was 

curved around the bottom. 

 I shifted in my seat to see if we were being followed. Then, I turned my gaze back 

to the road. 

 “That was some shit last night man! That was soooommmee shiiitt!” Os let out a 

howl and banged on the steering wheel. Wild man. The worst type of criminal to be in a 

stolen car racing along a highway in broad daylight with. 

  I could see Tuscania pass outside my window. We were making good pace, but we 

should probably slow down and get out of sight. “We gotta get this car off the highway 

and use the dirt roads,” I cautioned. 

  “Yeah, man. I know, I know. I’m trying to get to the right exit, man.” 

  Os made a swift left to exit. He navigated us down unpaved roads through what 

seemed to be endless fields and farmland. He took the curves like he knew them. 

  “You from around here? You seem to know the area pretty well.” I was surprised 

at my good fortune in finding such a convenient ally. 
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  Os paused and looked over, studying me. “Nah, man. I’m from Cali, man. But I 

moved here to smuggle drugs into Rome for Ati. Then I did some stupid shit and got 

caught, Ati got more years, and I ended up inside with him. Ain’t that some shit.” 

  I nodded my understanding as if to say ‘shit happens,’ and sympathized with the 

situation I wondered how that prisoner’s dilemma worked out. 

  “Where are you headed”? I asked. “You headed back home then?” 

  “Yeah, man. I gotta head back to Cali, man. You headed west?” 

  “No, I’m headed north.” I was careful not to reveal too much in case it got back to 

me. A crazy guy like Os, might be just a matter of time before he got caught or picked up 

again for something else. 

  “Right on, man. Look, I can take you a couple miles more, but I guess we’ll split 

ways.” 

  “Yeah, sure. Thanks.” I was glad for it. It seemed like a risk being attached to the 

wild Mongol Os and his stolen car. 

  “That’s crazy, man. What are the chances I bump into you? Ati’s roommate, too! I 

knew I recognized you.” Os shook his head, marveling at the coincidence of it all. I 

thought it was pretty peculiar, too, but I refused to get caught in the moment. I wondered 

if Os was the one that the caravan lady had seen earlier. 

  I switched on the radio, scanning for news of either police in pursuit of a stolen 

car or of the fire from last night. I heard the chiming music of a news report beginning 

and stopped on the station. 

  “We’re following the developing story of the fire at Rowmansberger Federal 

Correctional Facility last night. Prisoners have been transferred to the nearby Ashland 

Correctional Facility, where the injured are receiving medical attention. During the blaze, a 

number of prisoners attempted to escape. Prison guards were able to recapture the 

majority of inmates. However, Warden Ronald Augustus reports that there are still eight 

prisoners at large. We ask you to be careful and be aware, and report anything suspicious 

to your local police station. WPIG 95.7, bringing you updates as the story develops and 

our investigative team helps you answer the burning question, ‘How did Rome fall?’ 

  Eight. Not bad. I wonder where they are and how far they have gotten. 

 

 Os stopped the car at a dusty, four-way intersection. He turned to look at me, his 

eyes sentimental, as if it were the end of a fun date and the night was too young to part 
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ways yet.  “If you follow that road up you’ll hit Canada. It might take you a month or so, 

but you’d get there.” 

 I smiled at his stupid joke and thanked him for the ride and the directions. He 

reached out his hand again. 

 “What are the chances, man? We never talked while we were in there, but I don’t 

think I’ll ever forget you, man.” 

 “Take care, Os. Stay free or die. I’ll see you this side or the next, I guess.” 

 “Stay free or die, brother. Rome’s gone, dude! It’s the fall of Rome! The fall of 

Rome, brother!” 

 Os sped off before I could even close the door behind me. I stared at his car 

disappearing down the road for a while. I hoped he made it to California. It’s a long ways. 

 

 I woke up early in the morning to get to work. I turned my head towards the 

empty space in the bed next to me. Almost a year had gone by since the burning of Rome 

and I hadn’t heard from Belle yet. 

 I often thought back to the moment during the fire when I pulled Belle to the 

ground. I questioned my memory. Was I sure she heard what I said? Did she think I was 

going back to find her in Tuscania? Did she think I abandoned her? 

 I was confident that she wouldn’t just forget me and move on with her life. I was 

convinced that she had heard right and will come to Verona to find me. I had to believe it.   

 

 When I parted ways with Os the Goth, I followed the direction of his pointed 

finger and headed north. Verona was north, and that was where I had told Belle to find 

me. 

 I tried avoiding towns and people as much as I could. I didn’t want to steal another 

car and run the risk of being chased and caught. I walked at night and slept during the day. 

When I came across a farm or a small town, I would scrounge for food and often found 

treasured meals in trash receptacles. 

 I walked for days across fields and farms. I often paused to appreciate the 

magnificence and quiet splendor of the nature around me. Sunrises and sunsets painted 

breathtaking canvases, vast and endless skies, accented by soft graceful clouds. 

 The cool air of the night helped me journey further distances. Some nights, clouds 

would hide the light from the moon and the stars. On these nights, a thick black darkness 
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would engulf the world. With the darkness came feelings of loneliness, emptiness, and 

fear. I imagined Belle beside me. The warmth of her embrace and the glow from her 

smiling face. My heart and mind ached for her. 

 I walked for seven days, finding the occasional road sign to guide me towards 

Verona. Upon entering the town, I was fortunate to stumble upon a ‘Help Wanted’ sign 

for a grocery store. I walked in and immediately started unloading trucks and stacking 

boxes. 

 

 Verona was a nice and quiet town, large enough so that people minded their own 

business and avoided meddling in the affairs of others. Unlike Tuscania, Verona had many 

grocery stores. My experience at the deli and the size of the town allowed me the 

anonymity needed to find a new beginning. 

 I still yearned to go back to Tuscania to find Belle. I fantasized about borrowing a 

car from someone that I worked with, driving down overnight to whisk Belle away, back 

to Verona where we would start our life together. I knew if Belle hadn’t come yet, it was 

probably still too dangerous for the both of us. 

 

 I listened to the sound of my sneakers on the pavement as I made my way through 

the grey and quiet morning streets. In the distance, I saw that most of the grocery store 

staff were already gathered outside the locked gate. They were waiting for me to unlock it 

so that they could punch in and start stocking the shelves and prepping for the day. 

 The grocery store was family owned. It was a decent size, but not large enough to 

be called a supermarket. It carried everything you would need, from frozen foods to fresh 

fruits and vegetables, magazines to cleaning detergents. It served a small, sleepy, lower-

middle-class section of Verona where people lived their lives quietly and contently. 

 Since starting at the store, I had been promoted to the cash register position. The 

grocery store owner knew I had experience. But the promotion was mostly because of the 

owner’s son, Sam. 

 Sam was a college drop-out and the previous cash register clerk. He was 

irresponsible, with a spoiled and stuck-up attitude. He got caught stealing from the safe 

and was about to be fired. He was somehow furious that his father gave the register job to 

me, but was appeased with an assistant manager position. Not sure how that happened, 

but I guess it explains him being spoiled. 
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 In the mornings, I helped stock the shelves, and always preferred the condiments 

aisle. We didn’t get that many condiments in Rome. It was a tasteful reminder of freedom, 

and to never get caught and go back. 

 Shortly before opening, I poured myself a coffee from the back room and opened 

the safe. I counted and signed for the bills I would start the day with, making sure I had 

enough coins and smaller bills for people who needed change. 

 I enjoyed flipping the sign on the door to officially announce that the store was 

open. Usually by then, a line would have formed of early morning shoppers and people on 

the way to work who wanted to pick up a quick breakfast. 

 As the customers paid and went on with their day, the store settled into a busy 

hum and so did I. The days were always the same and became slightly mundane. But each 

day that passed brought me one day closer to being with Belle again. 

 Usually, shoppers came in waves. A wave in the morning, a wave around lunch 

time, and one right before dinner. Between busy hours, I would turn to doing crossword 

puzzles. I tried not to look customers in the eye to discourage ‘get to know you’ 

conversations. Doing crossword puzzles helped me hide myself behind a newspaper. 

 “Hello, welcome to Shop Well. Would you like to add a box of mints to your 

purchase for just sixty-nine cents?” I repeated as I watched the dry, cracking, callused 

hands place pieces of fruit on the counter. 

 “No. This is it.” 

 “Okay, that will be four twenty-five. Thank you.” 

 “Four… singles... twenty-five… cents… Here. Look here, I’m paying you four 

twenty-five here, alright?” 

 The way the man counted his money caught my attention. He had a shaved head 

underneath a baseball cap, and an intrusive aura of raw aggression and violence. A scar 

underneath his eyebrow impeded hair from growing. He had cold, green eyes and scarred 

tissue all around his cheek bones. A faded, green jacket over a dark sweater wasn’t enough 

to hide the tattoos that spilled from underneath his sleeves and onto the back of his hands. 

 I paused while studying him. It was an unusual way to pay, and a habit developed 

in prison. He looked back at me and we recognized each other at the same time. I knew he 

looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember his name. 

 “Did I meet you before the fall of Rome?” I whispered, fearing he would react 

violently. but more fearful that someone else heard. 
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 There was hesitation in his face as he stared at me. He hadn’t thought I would 

recognize him, I saw, as he tried to decide whether to stay and talk or dash out the store, 

leaving his groceries behind. He looked down at his feet. 

 “You the butcher, yeah?” I nodded. “Yeah, I met you in Rome. It ain’t like that 

out here, though. I’m not your friend.” 

 I understood that most guys just wanted to leave the life and the inmates behind. 

Start new. But my disappointment showed. 

 He took his fruit from the counter and left the money. He turned back around 

before leaving. “Look, I’m on the way out of town. I can meet you for a moment. Go to 

the diner down the street in five minutes.” 

 I put his money in the cash register and waited a long five minutes. Before dashing 

out the door, I shouted to Sam, the assistant manager who, as always, was sitting in the 

back office playing on his phone, to take over the counter for me. 

 

 When I got to the diner, I found him sitting at a table all the way in the back, away 

from the windows. I sat down opposite him and ordered a coffee. 

 “Look, I’m just coming through here. I’m headed out on the next bus.” He 

nodded towards the gas station that doubled as a bus station a little ways down the street. 

 “Where were you the entire time?” 

 “I was holed up in Tuscania, afraid to move. I lived in some abandoned basement. 

I finally made a run for it in the middle of the night.” 

 “You stayed in Tuscania?!” 

 “Yeah, I definitely shouldn’t have. I was damned scared, but I ain’t going back to 

prison. They had cops on all the buses and all the highways. I heard some other guy stole a 

car. Damned, that’s stupid.” 

 “Yeah... I heard that, too. There still a lot of heat there?” 

 “Yeah. FBI came in to investigate. They made a list of all the prisoners not 

accounted for. They’re also following and wire-tapping the guards. They think it might 

have been an inside job.” 

 “An inside job? What, starting the fire?” 

 “I don’t know, man. Warden Augustus had his reputation damaged. Had cops 

patrolling all around the area, fifty-mile radius or something.” 
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 “What happened to all the guards?” I hopes he didn’t see through my thinly 

disguised attempt to find out about Belle. 

 “Damned, aren’t you listening? They kept tabs on the guards after. Lot of the 

guards didn’t have a job anymore and couldn’t get jobs in town. Especially the guards that 

were on duty that night. FBI’s all over them.” 

 “Damn. That’s tough.” I was worried now that Belle was one of the guards that 

was under surveillance. Maybe that’s why she hadn’t come to Verona yet. She didn’t want 

to lead them to me. 

 “Look, it’s a fucked-up situation. Damned surprised you settled here, too. If I 

could have gotten out like you, I would be on the other side of the world by now. Like 

Singapore or ‘Nam or something, you know what I mean?” He paused to study me for a 

second “Looks like you got a nice gig going, though. Anybody know about you?” 

 “They don’t ask too many questions around here. Yeah, I’ll probably pick up and 

get on my way soon, too. Dangerous here. Especially if a guard moves up here and 

recognizes me.” 

 “Yeah, you high profile with that cash register job. Anyways, hell, I gotta get on 

my way.” A Jefferson Lines was parked at the bus station now. “You ain’t coming with 

me. Too damned dangerous to be travelling in groups like that.” 

 “Yeah. Right.” I had no intention of leaving. It seemed my wait for Belle would be 

longer than I thought. “Thanks for the news. Stay free or die.” 

 “I ain’t dying and I ain’t going back to prison. Rome’s gone and so am I.” He got 

up before he finished his sentence, picked up a backpack and his bag of groceries, and left. 

The last I heard of him was the bell on the diner door. 

 I waited a couple minutes before returning to work. I wondered when Belle would 

be able to leave Tuscania, if she would be able to shake the investigators and get to 

Verona. 

 

 I sat on my third-floor bathroom windowsill, smoking a cigarette, watching the 

empty weekend streets. I savored the smell of fresh cut grass. It reminded me of when I 

was in high school, when there were fewer responsibilities and there was nothing to do but 

sit around. 
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 I could hear the echo of children’s laughter from the park a couple blocks away. 

The sun warmed my face, and when I touched my skin, it felt hot. The small, white tiles of 

the bathroom floor were cold under my bare feet. 

 Small tiles for a small bathroom. There was a shower with barely room to stand in, 

and a sink that you could reach while sitting on the can. If you really wanted, you could 

probably shower while on the can and stick your foot out the window. 

 Beyond the bathroom was a one-room apartment where I squeezed in a bed, a 

closet, and a slanted desk that was supported by the far wall. If I’d had a chair for the desk, 

then I wouldn’t have had room to walk around. And what was a room to call your own if 

you couldn’t walk around in it? 

 I lit another cigarette. It occurred to me a while back that, even if Belle was in 

Verona, the town was big enough that she probably wouldn’t know where to find me. We 

could be on different sides, looking for each other, and it would probably take too long 

before we found one another. 

 I had spent the first few months here wandering the streets of Verona, trying to 

see if serendipity was on my side and if I would bump into her. I never did. After awhile I 

started writing personal ads for the missed connections section of the newspaper. 

 The scraps of paper I wrote the ads on were sitting on the desk that was leaning 

against the far wall. I tried to make them out in the dimness of the room. The only 

window I had was in the bathroom, and it left the entire place pretty dark throughout the 

day. I planned to post them in the paper again during my lunch hour on Monday. 

 Soon the weekend would end and another week would start. I usually stayed quiet 

and out of sight on my days off. I avoided making friends or getting close to anybody. I 

cooked my own food and sat on the windowsill, smoking cigarettes, living carefully and 

cautiously. 

 I grew to enjoy the slow, methodic rhythm of quiet Verona. Except for seasonal 

festivals and annual fairs, nothing ever happened here, and in my situation, nothing was 

good. The people in the town seemed content following the routine of waking up, going 

to work, enjoying a ball game and an ice cream sundae on the weekends. 

 I played my part in the slow, dreamy, and peaceful community. I knew that, with 

or without Belle, life would go on. But it wouldn’t be any kind of life without her. 
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 I sat at the cash register desk doing another crossword puzzle. I had posted my ad 

on Monday. One of the reasons I did the crossword puzzle was to have an excuse to make 

sure I saw the ad in the paper every day. The week was almost over and it seemed like it 

would be a fruitless one again. 

 The lunch hour wave of customers had ebbed and flowed. As if in a food-induced 

coma, the sunny afternoon was slow and sleepy. Sam was probably asleep in the back 

room. The stockroom boys were probably in the back, smoking cigarettes. The grocery 

store was a little muggy, and you could see little dust particles floating in the sunlight that 

came through the large front window. 

 With the newspaper sprawled across the small checkout counter, I caught myself 

becoming more and more engaged in today’s crossword. Either today’s puzzle was easier, 

or the many months of practice were finally paying off. 

 In the corner of my eye, I saw a slip of torn newspaper sliding towards me. It read:  

‘I met you before the fall of Rome. But in fair Verona we make our home. A butcher 

looking for a guard. Lovers looking to cross their stars.’ 

 It was the missed connections ad I put in the paper week after week. Pushing the 

clipping was a soft, familiar hand with painted green fingernails. I smiled as I looked up. 

Today was a green day. 


