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Dedication
 
   In realizing that I must somehow release the chains that bind me, I have found solace and power behind my written words. By sharing these words with you, I hope to inspire you to tell your story in whatever platform available to you, find a purposeful passion, and make yourself known as one who perseveres through universal guidance. My book, Just Released: Life After Prison is dedicated to…
 
    
    	the men and women of the world who need release from the chains that imprison them;
 
    	those who need to free themselves from the many obstacles, haters, non-factors, and invisible walls;
 
    	those brothers and sisters residing, but not “living” behind prison walls;
 
    	those who personally understand that it is in your power to design a quality of life that no one can question
 
   
 
   Just Released: Life After Prison is for you. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

ON LIFE
 
   “You may not always have a comfortable life and you will not always be able to solve all of the world’s problems at once, but don’t ever underestimate the importance you can have; because history has shown us that courage can be contagious and hope can take a life of its own.” 
 
   
  
 

-MichellE Obama
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Prologue
 
   I never in my life planned on being a lipstick lesbian, let alone play the “gay for the stay” role. But hell, five years cooped up inside a minimum security Federal correctional facility is a long time to go without any type of real sexual relief. Even still, I knew that the moment I left this place, I had to go back to strictly dickly and become a hasbian. No more carpet munching for me, ever again! 
 
   Needless to say, around my second year of prison life, I let a lot of my guards down to survive prison, including making friends inside, joining a gang, having lovers, breaking prison rules, and committing new crimes. This is what happens when you put a bunch of criminal-minded men (guards) and women together. Let no one tell you different. We like to think that when felons are locked up to serve their time that they will become rehabilitated and do better, because they know better. Most of the time, we’re still salty about getting caught, especially when you consider the many who commit crimes on a regular basis but never end up behind the walls of a prison. These are the stories you hear on the news every day, and of course by those who knew criminal minds best, inmates. When surrounded by inmates and shady guards in a system more corrupt than you could ever imagine, it is without a doubt inevitable that you will gain criminal intelligence to further develop your skills. Skills, which of course landed you an invite as a guest of the state that is prison. So even though we know better, when we do better, it does not necessarily mean that we will now do things by the book, legal, but that we can also do better when committing crimes. Tricky how that works, right?
 
   I learned real quick that prison is what you make it, and I chose to make it my educational playground, like a school of life. Inmates gain an exceptional amount of criminal intelligence from each other while doing time. Behind prison walls you will find people from all walks of life who have committed literally every type of crime. It’s a good situation and a bad situation. Still, I never understood how people use prison as a revolving door like it was the life. Please! Once I set foot outside these walls, you will never see me again.
 
   As a new inmate or newbie, I started my time off by being hard, unapproachable, and very aloof and basically unfriendly. I didn’t want to be bothered with too many people, especially women who were in the same shape as me and didn’t seem to have much to offer. To me, their very presence was bothersome. So I tried to stay to myself. Doing time along is the hardest thing to do when you are surrounded in an enclosed environment, 24/7 with over 200 women looming around aimlessly with their heads on backwards. For many months, I was still in shock and disbelief about my new circumstances. Of course that got old real quick when I realized that I would without a doubt have to serve a six and half-year sentence. I knew from that if you slip into an elevated emotional state of deep depression for too long, you will succumb to constantly worrying about your life from a negative viewpoint, wonder what went wrong, how did it happen to you, and worst yet, panic attacks may even kick in. Then of course, the worst case of loneliness with the constant thought of being a perpetual failure follows. So, I broke down and acclimated myself to the system and started living the prison life. To make my situation more bearable, I had no other option but to become more relaxed in my new environment. Soon I was playing cards, having visits with my husband, bartering and trading, and really trying hard to accept my life in prison. I still kept my private side as I didn’t want any new troubles nor did I want anyone knowing my real business. My daily mantra became, if you know better, do better. This applied to both legal and illegal activities. I learned from the best what being caught up in the prison system had to offer and I definitely planned on using my newfound criminal education. I took on a stoic persona that would guide me through my five years in prison. Over time, I developed an aggressive personality to keep a decent distance from those who were mystified by my attitude. I simply had no time for foolery during my defining moment which led me to serving precious time in prison.
 
   Prison life was far from boring, if you paid attention and kept your eyes wide shut. Even being a low-key inmate such as myself, I listened intently to everything around me. I packed away information like I was an undercover FBI agent. Literally, nothing surprised me and I kept my emotions to myself. No one knew what I was really about, as I didn’t seek attention or have a dire need to impress anyone. I didn’t get involved in expressing my personal feelings, displaying emotions, or sharing not even the pettiest details about myself. To me, no one could be trusted. Common sense told me that no one in prison would truly be loyal, trustworthy, or reliable. I followed my rules, set my goals, and plans, and did exactly what I had to do to separate myself and keep my mouth closed. I used my smarts to manipulate people just as they thought they could manipulate me. This included guards, counselors, visitors, and of course other inmates. So, it came as a shock, when I gradually learned who was really running shit on the inside. It was something you witnessed daily and would have to be literally deaf, dumb, and blind, not to understand how the system worked for those who were working the system.
 
   “Damn bitch, eat that pussy!” There was tits, ass, and pussy everywhere doing the most like a scene from a low budget porn flick. Two girls were eating out two other girls who were kissing and sucking on two other girls’ nipples. In a blink of an eye, they skillfully switched positions, fingers slipped into wet, juicy pussy, assholes, while new eager tongues moved to a different pussy. This was all unbelievably done on a quiet tip. Soft moans woke me out of my trance. A real life fuckin’ prison porno! I couldn’t believe what I just witnessed with my virgin eyes in the shower stall. 
 
   When I entered the community shower for my regular daily shower, I walked into a straight lesbian prison orgy. I stood there in shock, while six inmates of all shapes, colors, and sizes, participated in a group sex-a-thon, with two look out chicks. The lookout chicks were naked as well but so busy trying to get in next while playing with their snatches while tongue-kissing, that they didn’t even notice me, so I thought. I quickly turned around and tried extremely hard to get the images out of my head. I didn’t know what to think. I’d seen the women around the yard and in the cafeteria but I had yet to confirm that they were the infamous “P- Crew.” This not so clever name referred to pussy or prison, depending on what mood they were in at any one given time. The word on the yard was that they were a group of lesbians who did any and everything for each other as a pact, like a gang. They’d been down for a few years, some came, some went, but everyone knew, inside the walls that the P Crew was about that life. They ran a major prison hustle, supplying shit that most inmates wanted including anything from drugs, hooch, cell phones, and cigarettes to commissary items for jacked up prices. They sold life and peace of mind, as if they were on their regular grind on the outside, running a profitable business.
 
   I was sitting in my area, on my bunk, when two of the chicks from the P Crew barged in and rudely approached me. I soon realized that they were two of the girls that I witnessed earlier in the shower porn escapade.
 
   “Say bitch, we came to collect. You peeped our show, right? You fucking invaded our shower time. Everybody know that shit costs! You straight getting’ taxed, newbie! So, bitch, what you got?” Asked a big, burly red head white chick, who I guessed was the crew leader. There were several crew members standing behind her, looking just as gangly.
 
   I said nothing and just stared at them with a nasty scowl on my face like they were nothing. The other chick, a younger light-skin black girl with some type of Raggedy-Ann dreads and marks all over her skin spoke up next. I later learned that she was going through part of her initiation into the P-Crew in which she had to participate in a beat down.
 
   “You deaf, bitch? Don’t you hear Redd talking to you? Answer her muthafuckin’ question!” She demanded. It took me less than two point five seconds to figure out that I had to man up or get nailed by these hammer ass bitches. It was then that I also remembered someone telling at some point in my life to “never water my weeds” Oh well, that little piece of advice went out the window because it certainly did not apply to every situation in life as I refused to be perpetually afraid of anything or anyone, cowering in fear. I had to develop tough skin growing up in foster care where horror stories were reality for us unwanted kids.
 
   “Who the fuck you calling a bitch? I don’t know nothing ‘bout no damn show! Get the fuck outta my face with that bullshit! I got better things to do” I harshly responded, digging deep for the hood mentality I acquired during my foster care life growing up. I knew it was a dangerous move, but I refused to be punked. Standing up with alarming speed, I faced them head on with a gangsta stance and ready fists, that said, “let’s go.” I was secretly hoping that my bunkie or anyone for that matter, besides the crew goons, noticed the altercation. The last thing I wanted to do was fight some clearly doped up inmates. I knew I really did not have a choice since I refused to be taxed over some bullshit rules that apparently the whole yard allowed.
 
   They laughed in my face like someone just told the funniest joke ever. The laughs quickly turned into the most vicious looks I’ve ever seen. Really? Are we in high school? What in the hell are these bipolar bitches on, I questioned to myself. I continued to look at them both with a dark scowl, hard eyes, still with threatening body language. It was as if even though they saw how much heart I had; my complete defiance was a grave mistake and I had to be punished. I would reflect on the fight later and realize I was also being tested by the P Crew. You see, they don’t talk; they fight. They don’t do the back and forth shit either, they demand and you comply or get beat down. I was not privy to the full scope of their solid reputation since I was brand new to prison life. 
 
   “Oh, you think you ‘bout that life, newbie?” Redd said, but by the look in her eyes, it was definitely a rhetorical question and no more talking would be done from that point on. Before I knew it they jumped me and started beating my ass something fierce. I immediately I fought back with all that I had. I was getting it in, kicking, jabbing, tackling, and pulling hair, hell any lick counted. They were tag teaming me, but I know they felt my power. Even though I was small framed, only 5’5’, weighing about 120 soak and wet, I was not weak by any means. I fought my way through several foster home fights with other kids, adults, potential rapists, and pedophiles, never once giving up. 
 
   A crowd was forming around my bunk area and before I knew it, it was over. I felt something wet on my face, and instantly knew that it was either blood or spit. I laid on the cold prison floor, exasperated and out of breath, but alive. I got up shortly after the beating; I was in a little bit of pain to say the least, relieved, and tired as hell. I took a towel and was getting ready to go clean myself up and noticed everyone had quickly dispersed after ogling my new bruises, the blood, and the huge, swollen, and busted eye that I now wore. Punk ass bitches! Where the hell was my bunkie, I wondered, but not for long. Miki’s shady ass appeared minutes later, jumping up and down like she was at a damn Lil’ Wayne concert.
 
   “Damn bitch! You a bad ass! I can’t believe you handled ‘yo shit!” I listened to her nonsense and couldn’t believe how she claimed she saw me get beat down delivered swiftly by the P Crew and she didn’t help at all. Trick ass bitch need to watch her back. On my word, I pledged to show her how I really handled shit!
 
   As I laid in my bunk later that night I developed a whole new attitude and realized that I would never be done fighting over bullshit while serving time in prison. I knew then and there that I had to become a foster child again; hard, mean, and indifferent, sporting a fucked up attitude that resonated strength with “try-me” stamped on my forehead.
 
   The very next morning I was transferred, bruises, pride and all to a minimum security Federal facility located in Tucson, Arizona. It was then that I learned how some inmates had power on the inside and I vowed to be that bitch by any means necessary.
 
   


  
 



Chapter One: CharLEY
 
   On August 22, 2006, I was sentenced to 6.5 years by the Feds for embezzlement with time to be served at a federal facility outside of Phoenix immediately following my sentence hearing. It was a Tuesday and I’d been in and out of court for the past year during the state prosecutor’s investigation of acts of theft, forgery, fraudulent schemes, as well as misappropriation of funds at an investment firm located in downtown Phoenix. It’s funny how I was the only Vice President caught and charged, although it was a group of us involved in what was termed the most fraudulent negligence of money management in Arizona history. Truthfully, there’s more to the story than was revealed or not revealed, I should say, but no one came forward with any additional information on my behalf and certainly no one from the company came to my defense. I pleaded guilty to a lesser charge while those left behind pleaded ignorance and negligence with a promise to do better. 
 
   Am I bitter? I suppose, but my being guilty sort of trumps any right I may have to be upset or to hold any feelings of betrayal, regret, or hindsight. Naturally, I really just feel relieved and glad to be finally moving on. My lawyers negotiated a shorter sentence based purely on evidence against me and me alone. I did not have to give anyone up or turn over any information for my plea bargain of 6.5 years for three counts of fraud and embezzlement. However, I do know in viewing all of the evidence provided by the state, that others were not so honorable or caring. As I said before, they pleaded innocent and all breathed a sigh of relief as the fall guy – me, was sentenced and sent away to serve time for a crime we all committed. 
 
   Fast forward to today, I’ve served my time and I am now eager to start over – literally. I spent the last five years in the Federal Tucson facility as part of the P Crew that initiated me in back when I first arrived as a newbie in Phoenix. I have to say they took care of a bitch. They knew exactly how to use everyone’s strengths and weaknesses like a Fortune 500 company. But that was prison. While I was down, everything I owned was lost or seized, including my vehicles, bank accounts, IRA funds, clothing, along with a big chunk of my self- respect and dignity. So, here I am on my release day, preparing to leave prison behind to go to a halfway house.
 
    I am utterly humbled and lost. I already know that I will not be able to get a decent paying job like the one I held before prison. I was marked for life with a criminal background related to money, other people’s money, which meant that I would never find gainful employment in that capacity ever again. This also meant that my life after prison would be a lot more difficult. Being the determined person that I was, I knew I would overcome all obstacles. Plus, my rain day stash was calling my name and it would prove to be a much-needed resource to get me started in my new life.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two: MORE About Me
 
   My name is Charley “Wiz” Grayson, and I am an educated 40-year-old female ex-felon with no family that I know of, being from a broken world of foster families, adoption, and a product of the system. I am truly alone. I earned my nickname, “Wiz” in prison. I can’t say that I like it all that much, but in prison you don’t argue over trivial things, plus most of the time what happens in prison, stays in prison. The nickname was given to me because I was thought to be very “book smart” and educated. Plus I knew how to find answers to almost anything, even in prison. It also helped that I was down with the P Crew who ran major hustle-type shit in all Arizona federal prisons that housed women.
 
   My life story is sad, but nothing new. Growing up as a foster kid, I’d gone from living grimy, to better or good, back to bad, and finally not so bad. I married right out of college, moved here to Arizona, where I built a career and marriage that I thought was solid enough to make it through any storm. Well, my status today proves otherwise. Not only did the company that employed, developed, and groomed me over the years, abandon me, but so did my husband of 21 years. He happily divorced me by mail while I sat in prison literally counting the days of my release. As if he didn’t enjoy any of the money I’d stolen over the years. He no longer wrote, or accepted calls, going so far as to change his telephone number and place a restraining order on all mail from me after discovering “return to sender” was not enough. Yes, I tried to reach him because I actually thought he should be there for me. However, that was the farthest thing from his mind. I gave him the perfect out, a prison sentence, aside from an insanity plea or flat out adultery what could be a better excuse to file for divorce? I reflect now on how very stupid I was to think that although I went to prison wearing a wedding ring, received a few visits, letters, and regularly spoke to my husband on the telephone that we just might make it through my serving prison time. My husband was, after all, the only “family” I had, not being able to have children, it was just the two of us. But he wasn’t there for me any longer – less than a year of my time away, things began to fall apart, becoming increasingly strained over time. I tell you this to explain my situation of being alone with no one to turn to – no extended family to speak of, church or real friends, or all of whom were connected to the husband that abandoned me. I am not tripping on my social status thought, all is forgiven. I made the decision to commit the crime; I did the time, now I have to move forward. 
 
   I do have one ace in the hole, a secret account that I will be able to access once I get a chance to determine how to do so without alerting the authorities. As it stands now, I’m at the prison gate, waiting for someone from New Beginnings Halfway House to pick me up. I’ve been out here in the sun for an hour now. I have no cash, just a few state issued checks from my inmate account totaling $414.38, my final balance. I could try calling again I guess but I hate to feel so desperate with very little money. The clothes I’m wearing are donated. There’s no Anne Klein suit with Prada shoes, Coach Signature handbag, or Gucci watch, just some used worn out blue jeans, a thin white t-shirt, and my prison issued shoes. At least I have on new underwear. I really didn’t have a choice, being just released. And that’s what bothers me most. I have limited options and few choices at this point. I cannot choose where I want to live, what car I drive, what job I will have, and obviously not the clothes I wear. Those choices are still being made for me, although I was just released. I am now entering a new kind of prison, one still controlled by the state of Arizona. They chose the halfway house – my new address, taking a little longer than normal approving the home because according to them, it was a new establishment with very little history of successful placement. It’s very circumspect how it was on the approved list, but suddenly it was questionable. These processes delayed my originally scheduled release date by nearly three weeks. I felt like a kidnap victim. Not really getting any solid answers or status on my release, just a bunch of “be patient” or “it’s out of my hands” excuses from our wonderful release counselors.
 
   By the time the Re-Entry Counselor arrived, I was sweaty and very much concerned about the start of my new life, more so the quality. Not to mention I was worried about the type of staff that managed the halfway house and the other residents. I used $500 I saved from what my ex-husband use to send me from when I first got to prison plus I saved a little of every dime I got from my P Crew hustle. I never really had to use my measly slave labor pay of 20 cents an hour pay as a Teacher’s Aid and numerous other jobs which was good. Because of restitution, 20% of all my prison pay was automatically deducted to cover the court order, and there were other state mandated deductions and fees that lowered my pay to more like 10 cents an hour. By the time my pay was posted into my inmate account, my monthly income was around $20.
 
   The counselor was nice, a little pre-occupied with her cell phone but pleasant all the same. The halfway house was Christian-based and required one to remain in their program for 6 months, attend transitioning classes, find employment, and abide by house rules such as curfews and being respectful of all living and community areas. The counselor, Ms. Atkins explained that my monthly fee of $400 covered basics like rent utilities, and a shared studio with a shower. They had contingency items available on a loan system for bedding, hygiene, food, and other necessities to help those who needed temporary assistance. Ms. Atkins took me to the bank to cash my check and to the local Walmart to pick up a few items. I was not use to asking for help or needing anything from others, but with very little money, again my options were limited. This made me cautious and frugal with my purchases. I no longer had unlimited access to all the money I stole to buy things just because I could. Now, I was using my own money, earned legally through prison slave labor or not so legal by putting in hard work as part of the P Crew. Most of which was not gained legally nor with worry of the consequences, because we had it like that and the feds could care less.
 
   The halfway house was located in Mesa, AZ, the grungy part, so low-class and riddled with crime that it was like a rude awakening. I wonder why they put halfway houses in nicer areas. Yeah right, I knew better. Mesa was eons away from the quiet suburbs of Scottsdale where I lived previously. Yes, I’d been to Mesa before and I’ve seen areas distraught with liquor stores, poor housing, and people lost to the streets, however, not in a long time. 
 
   Ms. Atkins said the halfway house was located where the need was greatest and close to bus lines or within walking distance to a probation/parole office, grocery, and discount shopping stores as well. She said staff is not allowed to provide residents with any form of transportation unless it was an emergency. When I dare asked what constituted an emergency, she blankly stated, “drug overdose, labor, or near death, that is if an ambulance was out of the question.” The house had nearly 30 women rotating in and out and the staff was responsible for at least knowing our whereabouts during regular business hours up until curfew, at which time we were expected to be locked down. That term literally gave me the shivers along with a healthy dose of flashbacks after spending 5 years locked down in some capacity. It never crossed my mind that although I was out of prison, I was not truly free. 
 
   My appointment with my parole officer was for the next day, a Wednesday, at which time I would be given additional conditions of my parole as well as the start of my new experience with my state-appointed babysitter. I often wondered, if I would get someone who was helpful and dedicated to his job seriously for all the right reasons or if I’d end up with an overworked employee who could care less if I succeeded or not. Now, I’d soon find out.
 
   


  
 



Chapter THREE: My New Home
 
   At the halfway house, I tried to settle in, get my bearings, and learn about my new roommate and the small staff. I was placed with a younger girl, in her 20’s, who had numerous shoplifting and prostitution charges to support her self-contained drug habit. I could tell from first contact that she was a real character. As a newly released offender, I immediately did not trust her. I sincerely believed that everyone in life had a hidden agenda – all about their personal endeavors, good and bad. Just like my foster dad, Jake explained to me, “those who do not trust others, could also not be trusted.” How right he was because I know that I certainly wouldn’t trust the likes of me on any given day nor him for that matter, considering how he and his snake in the grass wife just tossed me aside like old newspaper.
 
   I did not know if it was her friendliness or fakeness, I should say, but I just was not prepared to live with a stranger in such close quarters. The old me (before prison), told me to give it a chance or two. At least until proven otherwise, which is why my three strikes rule applied to everyone. I had to at least try to build new relationships with people who I’d never be in the same room with normally. The one thing I learned in prison is that, it does not discriminate. Almost anyone could become a guest of the state, no matter your age, skin color, education, occupation, or social status. And you will learn from nearly everyone you encounter behind prison walls. As with any newly acquired knowledge, it did not matter how you got information. It’s what you did with it that counts. Even before I spent time in prison, I approached every situation, as a learning experience, believing I should always walk away a little bit more knowledgeable. 
 
   I introduced myself to my roommate, Melanie, and let her know that it was nice to meet her and that I hoped we could get to know each other as friends. She was receptive and although skeptical at first, it was clear that she was insecure and her personality was one that craved constant attention. She immediately gave me the run down on the place, the staff, classes, rules, and a whole lot of BS that I’m sure she added just to hear herself talk. She’d been there nearly three months and thus far had not been to prison, but was very familiar with the county jail as a regular resident. 
 
   Melanie was slender with dirty blonde hair, around 24-26 years old with a perky and throaty smoker’s kind of voice. She actually sounded like Lyndsey Lohan. She helped me make my bed and store my things away in the designated areas. I did not reveal too much about myself, just listened, and asked the occasional question. It was nearly 5 p.m. by this time and she reminded me that I had to go to orientation with the house manager, Mrs. Ross, a very likable and strange black woman who quoted the Bible at random in a singsong voice like she was auditioning for a position in a choir. I was not very religious, having attended most every type of church or congregation in my lifetime as a foster child. I eventually decided that none of it mattered and went with non-denominational as I detested organized religion with their control and cult-like ruler ship. Over time, I came to believe that religious is a very personal matter, not some dog and pony show, where you earn awards for choosing an appropriate doctrine. 
 
   Melanie needed a smoke so she agreed to show me to Mrs. Ross’ office while she stepped outside to puff since smoking was not allowed in the house. Smoke did not bother me much. You get used to it in prison. Besides most drug users were smokers. It was there go to legal fix, the last known legal addiction, next to alcohol. I often smoked cigarettes to alleviate stress or boredom while in prison, it just would never be a habit or vice for me. I loved money too much to spend it on cigarettes, which only offered a temporary fix to all that caused me so much despair
 
   New Beginnings was actually under new management. It was a single level apartment complex built in the late 90’s with 40 total units. The building was designated multi-family housing, structured in a v-shaped, with the office settled at the point and the rooms formed outward leading to the back of the property where, a park and barbeque area completed the complex center. Prior to converting to a halfway house, it used to be a women’s shelter, strictly for those women in need of resources to get away from threatening situations. You know the story, abusive husbands, stalkers, crazy boyfriends, etc. Real life situations that the U.S. Marshalls did not ever take on if it did not help them in cases requiring witness protection of their snitches or those caught in the cross fire of their many fuck-ups. But I digress, there were 30 studio units used for residency for the 40 women, and the remaining ten along with a conference room in the office were used for staff housing, programs, classes, and church services. Church was held three times a day, seven days a week at noon, 3 p.m., and every night at 7 p.m. There was a small laundry room on the facility as well, which was very convenient.
 
   All new residents were required to have an orientation where the rules would be thoroughly explained, keys and passcodes distributed, and laundry tokens were issued. The housing contract was reviewed and signed as well. It was not all bad. I still was in a state of shock, being free was like a new experience, or at least free to move around when I wanted and to have the ability to speak without fear of retribution in a sense. The laundry room and lounge area with a large television were connected to the office area where space was also used for community programs and church services. This is where Mrs. Ross took me to meet other staff and to show me the laundry facility. Overall, the place was old and outdated but clean and livable, definitely better than prison dorms and cells. The rooms also had a middle area for our two beds, small kitchenettes and showers. We were responsible for our own cleaning and we could check out materials from the office. There was always a staff person on duty, a live-in manager, chaplain, and custodian. The staff was very small but efficient on first impressions. I thought it would work out fine for short term anyway. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four: A Mental Breakdown
 
   Now back in my room, I needed to start planning and organizing. I had my television from prison, a few cd’s, books, and a portable cd player, all of which fit nicely on my side of the studio. We had double beds with worn out bookcase headboards and thin mattresses, which reminded me a great deal of prison bunks. There’s no real living area, just a few small chairs, two chests, a counter separating the kitchenette, and our beds. There was also one long closet with shelving. No tables, rugs, paintings, just stark white walls, made of that awful old-fashioned bubbled popcorn. The bathroom was next to the entrance, tucked away with room enough for one body. I estimated we have about 500 square feet of living space. I can already smell the lingering smoke from Melanie’s area and belongings as well as from the thin curtain, which covers our one window facing the common park area. All the units face the community area, and residents can see others if they look out the window. The office windows also face this area, and all can be seen. The house manager’s apartment is directly next to the front office with two bedrooms, a full kitchen, living room, and one bath. I’m told some managers use to have sessions or meetings in their apartments, but not Mr. Starr. He is not friendly that way nor does he have any apparent interest in our lives outside of what happens at “the house” strictly related to his job duties. 
 
   As I unload a few boxes, and set up my chest drawers, I realize how little I own and I’m hit with a panic attack so severe, depression quickly follows. I am free! I have nothing! No family or friends! Not even a damn cell phone! WTF! How. Will. I. Make. It??? Tears. Lots of tears now. Heaving, deep breaths. Inhale. Exhale. Loud sobs. Am I breaking down? My tears sting. My palms are sweating and I crazily wipe them on my jeans, over and over again. These are not my jeans, but, someone else’s. Whose jeans are these? Not mine! Ughhhh. In a frantic state, I rip off my t-shirt, the jeans quickly follow. As I breathe heavily, I move into the worst hot flash EVER! These started months ago before my release due to stress I was going through early menopause. What next? OMG! These underwear are hideous. They. Must. Go! I rush into the bathroom, stripping away my remaining clothing as if I lived alone. Must shower now! On with the water. It’s hot. Now, it’s cold. I’m in. The water streams down my body, easing my stress and anxiety, the panic slowly washing away. Okay, now that’s better, I think as I grab a towel to dry off nearly 30 minutes late. Stepping over to the still foggy mirror, I peer into the eyes of a confused stranger. It’s the first time I’ve really looked at myself since leaving prison. It’s not a pretty sight. But with less than $200 to my name, drugstore or Walmart beauty aids will have to do. Whew! This is nerve wrecking. What if I have an attack at the bus stop? Or worse, at a meeting? Should I stay in my room? What would the Parole Officer say? The counselors? No, I need a job. I certainly can’t keep myself bottled up in this room forever. I am going much too fast, overthinking everything. My mind was racing, getting way ahead of myself. Before I was too far-gone, headed towards more unnecessary spasms, I gathered my thoughts and slowly I begin to calm down. Makeup, yes, that will help. I need to feel pretty. I couldn’t really splurge so I bought the cheapest mascara, eyeliner; eye shadow, lip-gloss, and a combination foundation powder, all for less than twenty bucks at good old, convenient Wal-Mart. Gone are the days of $100 bottles of perfume, $40 mascara or lipstick, and $80 moisturizer. What I wouldn’t give for a spa day, rejuvenating body wraps, massages, and facials that literally took the drama of life completely away. 
 
   Funny, how it’s so easy to hide flaws like panic attacks, crow’s feet, laugh lines, jaded personalities, skeletons, and all sorts of crimes. A little makeup and a few lies can cover a lot. Needless to say, I don’t believe I’ve been reformed or rehabilitated by serving time in prison, at least not completely. Hell, I know I learned more about committing crimes than I ever could have imagined during my years locked away. My old thoughts of getting over still creep in my head every so often. And now that I’m out, being in survival mode once again in my life, it seems inevitable that I will repeat illegal activities and behaviors. If nothing else, being a member of the P Crew taught me to design my life in a way that no one else could touch or question. To always hold the power to do me. I would never be a car without gas, because I needed to drive, no matter where it took me.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five: criminal past
 
   The embezzlement was not my first crime. It was my first time getting caught. I remember as a foster child being hungry, feeling alone and needy, how I stole a candy bar from the grocery store. That begin it all, until my foster mom caught me. She demanded details. How many times? When did you do it? Why? Who else knows? She was more stunned and fascinated than anything. I was never disciplined for my stealing so I continued to do it whenever I had a chance. I became some sort of kleptomaniac. Mostly because I didn’t get caught and no one cared. My foster mother didn’t even care enough to chastise me I thought. She didn’t bother to teach me the right or wrong of my behavior. I was 8 years old and she told me nonchalantly, not to get caught because I will end up in a juvenile detention center and that she would be done with me for good. That was foster home number four. Later on, I would learn how to use sex appeal, lies, scams, and bribery to get what I wanted, desired, and needed in life. By the time I was on foster home number six, and eventually adopted by the age of 11, I was a petty criminal. I was a mastermind of thievery, stealing from any and every one I encountered just because I could. I became very deceitful, manipulative, and untrustworthy with a long list of cover-ups that never caught up with me, that is until the one crime that landed me in prison at the seasoned age of 35 in 2006.
 
   My adoptive parents, Jake and Anna, knew I was a bad seed and couldn’t’ be trusted as far as they could see me. They agreed to pay my college tuition for four years if I just left them alone. It was a bribe actually. I knew all of their dirty secrets. I knew about their drugs, fake business clients, and sex parties. They were swingers with a taste for the finest cocaine money could buy, all covered by their façade of the happy loving family, one adopted child, and a son who was gay and special in his own way. They did what they did best; hide it all by eliminating all threats to their safe little cushion of a life they lived. They selfishly embraced the out of sight, out of mind concept when it came to us kids. While they sent their son, Chaz to an upscale boarding school in northern Arizona, I was sent away to college, and out of their lives. Plus a shiny little red mustang was a great parting gift when I graduated from high school. I tracked them for a while, but once I got college life under control, I let it all go. I did try to keep up with Chaz, but it was touch and go. He was so confused without guidance, that I’m sure that he went on to college just as I did and was eventually thrown away by his parents.  
 
   College was also a big con, a game of chess where I finessed my way through term papers, exams, quizzes, and mid-terms that I worked hard to receive passing grades. My motto was simply, whatever it took. I paid other students to do my papers and assignments while I partied like there was no tomorrow. I even took the same assignments and recycled them for profit, selling them to other students at different college campuses. I lied and scammed to get more financial aid throughout college and used that money to party and have the best of everything that money could buy, down to high-end laptops, printers, clothes, jewelry, shoes and Spring Break trips. Everyone assumed my parents were rich and taking care of all of my expenses. Little did they know, while my foster parents were successful business owners, they could care less about me and never bothered to contact me again. I am grateful that they did pay for college but very disturbed about hey they treated me indifferently and with love or concern for how I eventually turned out.
 
   My adopted brother Chaz did visit me once, driving all the inmates crazy with his perfect body, gorgeous smile, and wavy hair. Although, he was gay, you could never tell. He stayed in the closet, like a hanger with no clothes. He was the owner of a thriving sports management agency of all things. He shared with me that it was the best and worst life and if he continued, he would never find anyone to love him like he deserved, free and out of the closet. I felt his pain, but again, I didn’t. It was his life and he should live it as he saw fit. Like Elizabeth Roosevelt once said, no one can make you inferior without your consent.  His problem was that he wanted consent. During his visit, I asked nothing about our parents, but he shared with me that they disowned him because he was gay.
 
    After college, it was time to take life by the reigns and live my way. If my birth parents, numerous deadbeat foster and shady adoptive parents did not want Charley Henderson, then so what! I could make it on my own. I would show them all. I was always good with numbers, graduated from college with a degree in Business Finance and took a few general accounting jobs here and there. The money was not rewarding and of course, I wanted more. I wanted to earn more than anybody. I became a super high achiever, always getting the promotion, or awards and praises, just what a brown-nosing self-indulgent employee so rightly deserves. But I wanted more. I wanted to be perfect, better than the average employee. I negotiated tuition to pay for my Master’s Degree, reconnected with the man of my dreams, and found a cushiony position as V.P. of Finance which I held for four out of the 15 years I worked for Littlemen and Schack Investments. I had finally arrived. I was a Vice President!
 
   I was then married to William Grayson Jr., who I knew from my undergrad years at University of Arizona. We were so in love. We were the perfect couple. He was an Investment Banker with the Bank of Arizona, and me, the V.P. of Finance at a top investment firm in the southwest. That was the beginning, nearly 10 years ago. Now, he’s gone. Married again I hear, and expecting his first child. At least I didn’t totally ruin his life. He probably had assets hidden away like most people when we divorced. Like me. Yes, I cheated and hid a little something away. Don’t trip. It’s nothing new. It’s been done time and time again. And, no matter what anyone tells you – prison does not rehabilitate people. Prison creates a different kind of criminal – a new type of felon, maybe even smarter if they paid attention while locked down behind walls. Well, it’s not like I can use my education and skills to find work in finance, investment banking, or accounting any longer. I am forever tarnished and banned from that world. Hell, I don’t even know if I can get a loan or credit card at this point. I trusted my ex-husband to handle all of my financial affairs, but when he severed contact, he also failed to give me any information or updates on any of the accounts held solely in my name. I know my credit is ruined. So, it’s just another thing I will have to look into once I get a secure computer. Thank God, I didn’t owe the IRS. At least my ex-husband handled my taxes the following year so that wouldn’t be an issue. However, he certainly didn’t hold himself obligated to me then and certainly not now that I am out. So, it’s simple, because of who I am and what I require, I need money. Everyone has to have money to survive, but me, I am addicted to money. It’s the reason behind all the panic attacks, irrational thinking, and my innermost fears. Where will I get money to survive, to eat, to live? How will I make it without money? To purchase the things I need like clothes, food, and soap. Stop. Stop. Stop. Don’t do this to yourself. Panic attacks are not cool. Two in one hour….really not cool. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. Ok, so I will not be handling or managing other people’s money anytime soon. What other job can I do? I pondered this question as I tidied up the bathroom. Should I call Chaz? Would he trust me at all? Dressed back in my prison clothing, it seemed as if the clothing brought on depression so fierce, I ended up in a frantic state just looking at them. I was now in my Wal-Mart leggings and a striped tee, all at the low price of $21, at least they were mine is all I could think to lift my spirits and make me feel good.
 
   Just then, Melanie walked in, seeing the mess on the floor, flopped on her bed and asked if everything was okay and if I was hungry. She reeked of cigarette smoke, but hey, I can do this. Prison is full of smokers. My life revolved around nicotine fingers, stained teeth, and pungent ashtray odors all day long for 5 years. So, here goes. After I finished cleaning, I agreed to grab a bite to eat with her at the Subway on the corner, although it was out of my budget. She said a group of the other women were all going over. Cool! I really needed some fresh air that didn’t reek of industry cleaners and cigarette smoke.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six: HALFWAY HOUSE WOMEN
 
   The other women ranged in age from their early 20’s to late forties with all sorts of issues, too many to mention. Frankly, they were not very impressive at all, so I kept quiet mostly. They were not at all surprised that I was on my own, alone with no family. It was a normal plight to them. Some had done jail or prison time like me, in either in various county jails, ASPC-Perryville or with the Feds, while others were trying to outrun their drug demons. I found out that Melanie was struggling with alcoholism and substance abuse, having been clean for nearly six months with numerous relapse episodes. I couldn’t relate to the problems with drugs, but I absolutely got the whole addiction thing. Drugs just were never my cup of tea. I tried it, but just like gambling, it seems so uneventful, wasteful, and just leaves you with an overall void feeling compared to the feeling I got when touching money or moving it around from different financial vehicles. Whether I was buying something, paying a bill or withdrawing money from an ATM, I relished and loved everything about money. I’d never admit this type of addiction to these women and it took me nearly four of my five years in prison to fully grasp that I too had an addiction. Although money was my vice, nonetheless, it has played a major role in my demise, my downfall, and my shame. 
 
   If you haven’t figured it out yet, like I said earlier, I really, really love money. I love money probably more than I even liked people. And unfortunately, I did almost anything to get money, to keep it and use it as I saw fit. It gave me power. How can I talk to anyone about this type of addiction? They had real struggles – drugs, baby daddies, no jobs, etc. Well, at least in their minds. The ladies chatted about this or that, damn near everything under sun. They gossiped about “the house” and rudely whispered about plans that I guess as the new person, either I could not be trusted with or I simply wasn’t invited to participate. On our way back to the house, one of the girls lights what I thought was yet another cigarette, however it turns out to be a joint. Something I hadn’t seen or indulged in since my wild college days. It was passed around, not offered to me, and seemingly a ritual that I either silently agreed to or ignored as if it wasn’t happening. I chose the latter as did Melanie who was diligently working on sobriety. It was rude and unfair to those of us who did not smoke, were on probation, or struggling but I said nothing. I guess they assumed I was okay with it and that if I wanted to “hit it” I would ask. Neither was the case. I’m no fool. I knew I could possibly use this newfound information in the future. For the meantime, I would keep quiet. I decided that I would not jeopardize my freedom by hanging with them in the future that was for sure. 
 
   This day is longer than long, dragging on forever! We are now back at the house. Curfew is at 10 p.m. and it’s barely 9 o’clock. I head back to my room and the others opt to play a game of pool in the lounge. It’s where most of the residents hung after work. I still was contemplating my next step, meeting the parole officer tomorrow and trying to figure out how to prevent panic attacks. I could sure use a valium. The weed smoking threw me for a loop because I was curious how it would affect me and maybe if it could help my attacks. This was not my normal way of thinking of course, but I know of marijuana’s medicinal purposes. I was also a health nut, and believed in exercise, eating right and definitely not smoking, anything. I overheard the girls say smoking purp outside, away from house was easier, and relaxing if you could figure out the random testing so nothing would ever show up in your system. It seemed too complex for me, so again, I said nothing at the time but I must admit I was curious and had many questions.
 
   In the bathroom, I begin staring at myself, poking, prodding, and pulling. My hair, even during my time in prison, was always one of my best features, wavy, soft, and easy to manage. It was just above my shoulders, jet black in color, and I kept it in a neat pony tail. My face was line-free, kind of ruddy with a few dark circles under my eyes, which I hid with concealer. But other than that, I still looked younger. I guess prison does preserve you to a certain extent. I washed the cheap make up away and decided it was the makeup, not prison. What I wouldn’t do for a full body massage, a seaweed body wrap, and an exfoliating facial mask.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven: New Day, A New Kind of Freedom
 
   It’s a new day and I am nervous about meeting my assigned parole officer. The office is two blocks north of “the house” on Southern Avenue and as I walk down the street, I feel exposed as if everyone knows I’m newly released. As if it were stamped on my forehead, “just released.” I didn’t mind the walk, except for the heat. It felt good to be out on the street. The short walk helped to clear my head some and prepare me for a little dose of my new life. Not like the walk to Subway last night. This was different because I was alone. In the parole office, there were a lot of people, activity, and chatter. It was a small waiting area, with people filling almost every chair. I checked in and found a set away from others and prepared to wait privately with my thoughts. If nothing else, having lived in a dorm with nearly 250 women in prison, I was used to blocking out noise; so much so, I didn’t hear my name called the first time. I guess three’s the charm because that’s when I snapped out of the zone and went to the window. The female receptionist was clearly irritated, me, not so much. I learned how to eat crow, bite my tongue, suck up and brown nose with the best of them. I was still nervous but this did not faze the receptionist who after determining this was my first meeting preceded to fire off question after question as she wrote down my responses onto a form attached to a worn out clipboard.
 
   Once I was sent back to meet with my parole office, a wave of queasiness hit me. Although I had only wheat toast and orange juice that morning, it seemed to want out. Just my luck, he was an asshole, with a receding hairline, late 50’s, with a stocky build and about two inches shorter than my 5’7” slender frame, making him about 5’5” at best. Poor thing. He barely looked up from the clipboard, as he introduced himself and begin with business as usual, explaining how my life will work while on parole for the next two years. When he was finished, or when I thought he was finished, I tried to ask a question. I was cut off abruptly and told that I need to get a job, read my parole agreement, and report back to the office next month or I would be violated, subject to return back to prison. Wow! I was in shock. Mortified even. Scared and very disappointed. Trying another approach, I asked, if I could ask a question. He then took off his dirty outdated glasses, rubbed between his beady little eyes, sighed heavily, and said if you must, go ahead, Ms. Grayson. I asked if there were any job resources he could give me. His answer, was a curt, it’s in the packet. 
 
   I said, “Okay, well, what about transition programs, healthcare, or other advice he could give to someone newly released?” I was again referred to the packet which he clearly thought highly of – all three pages. 
 
   Not wanting to push it, I thanked him for his help, asked if there was anything else, as I stood up to prepare to leave, he reminded me once again to read my packet and to remember to pay the monthly parole fee. That prompted another question, so I asked what if I am late or can’t afford the monthly probation fee. 
 
   He curtly responded, “That’s all in the packet. See you next month, Ms. Grayson.” Thank God I specialized in asshole management. You like it, I love it. Dismissed!
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight: Meeting Vance
 
   Out on the street, walking back to the house, while I wanted to fake the funk and pretend that all is well, I really wanted to cry. Just burst into tears like I did my first night in prison. It was almost no different. I must have looked a hot mess. As I’m walking down the street, one of the guys from the parole office waiting area catches up to me and asked if I was okay. Kind of put off, I merely nodded my head and thanked him for his concern. He was very good looking, in his late 30’s or early 40’s, about 5’10, with light brown eyes, a caramel tan complexion and a muscular build like he did physical labor or just got of prison. It was both. He looked oddly familiar, as if I’ve seen him before. His name was Vance Brown and he just completed his final parole session and made his last payment. Finally off paper. I heard of this, not being tied to the system any longer, being watched and monitored, forced to pay fees. It’s when you are no longer on probation or parole. No more reporting, random drug tests, or suffering from undeserved scrutiny as if you didn’t serve time. 
 
   Vance was eager to talk with me more, and asked if he could walk with me. Because he was so handsome, of course I said sure, and added in a joking manner, only if you let me see your walking papers first. He was more than willing to show them off as we talked and walked over to the nearby Denny’s for coffee. We talked for hours, at least through the rest of the morning. Vance understood my physical place as a man who had been caught up in the judicial system, but not quite my mental state as a woman scorned, rejected by parents, betrayed by co-workers, and abandoned by a husband who probably spent more time worrying about his image than my personal well-being over the past five years.
 
   Vance was nice at first impression, well-spoken, smooth and confident. He was full of this hopeful and enigmatic energy that kind of unnerved me. It was like he was too positive or something if that’s at all possible. I didn’t reveal much about myself, only what you’d learn from the old newspaper stories. He noticed right away – and he understood. An observant and animated man, Vance made me laugh with his quick wit and random comments about people, places, and things he experienced. He had stories for days but we decided to leave prison stories, committed crime histories in the past for now. He’d been on parole for a year and was contemplating leaving the great state of Arizona. Now “off paper”, working as a crew supervisor, Vance felt a new sense of freedom, even after hearing countless stories of unwarranted violations by P.O.’s who acted as if they had a quota to meet or a personal mission to achieve. I did learn that Vance was a repeat drug offender, a user and seller of hard narcotics, marijuana, and any pill his heart desired. He had no children and had been divorced twice. He really seemed like a good guy – in another lifetime. Again, the whole drug scene was never my thing, had never interested me outside a few wild nights in college. We talked a great deal about that lifestyle and speculated mostly about the many reasons people got caught up.
 
   The coffee now gone, and after exhausting most topics we parted ways with sincere promises to keep in touch. I wasn’t comfortable letting him know my exact living situation but told him I was living in a halfway house per my parole requirements. Having no phone number yet, it was the best I could offer. No problem he said in his easygoing manner, then gave me his number instead, and said if it was meant for us to hook up again and meet again, it would happen. I couldn’t help but to think that he was too laid back, and after spending more time with him, I decided that he was not yet trustworthy. However, I must admit, I loved his confidence, and silently wished I could bottle it up and sell it.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine: the QUEEn of panic attacks!
 
   Finally, on my way back to the house, I started thinking about purchasing a cheap little cell phone. Residents at the house could use the office number for necessary business and family contact, but not for personal reasons. I’d have to check with some of the others to see what would be an affordable and good prepaid cell phone plan. Melanie would know, she had a cell phone already. As I approached the house and my unit, a new worry crept into my head. I really couldn’t afford a cell phone right now. Maybe I should invest in a prepaid cell phone with a low monthly minute plan. Where would I get it? How much would it cost? Can I afford a bill right now? Breathe. This is crazy! I have to get my stash money ASAP. 
 
   I didn’t sign up to be the queen of panic attacks dammit! Yet, here I am racking my brain with incessant questions, all while trying not to become too frantic. Breathe. I’m actually planning to purchase a cell phone without a steady income. Breathe. Now the attack. Can’t breathe. Okay, I’m at the door now. Sweaty palms, door unlocked, step inside. Great. I’m alone. Inside, hyperventilating all alone. I rush to the bathroom, splash water over my face. Holding onto the sink, I quickly inhale, exhale. I’m suffocating. Slowly. This is just ridiculous. Not to mention, it’s getting old. More water on the face. O.K.A.Y. Much better. Why do I do this to myself? My need to overthink everything is killing me. I’m sure I’m giving myself an ulcer. One more thing to fret over. 
 
   After freshening up, I went to find Melanie, or anyone that could point me in the direction of the cheapest cell phone plan. After all, it’s not like I didn’t have money. Wal-Mart was the cheapest shopping plan of course, seeing as they are taking over the world. I swear, next you’ll be able to send inmates money right from your friendly neighborhood Walmart.
 
   I hitched a ride with another resident. Lilly, who looked every bit of the spoiled rich white girl who couldn’t stay away from trouble or drugs to save her privileged life. She drove a blue BMW that looked practically brand new. I hated bumming rides, but I didn’t like walking in the Arizona heat either. She said she was going grocery shopping at Walmart, which was cool because I needed groceries and a few items too. I had nothing nourishing to eat in our little kitchenette and Melanie was in even worst shape. I picked up a cheap android phone for 50 bucks with 100 minutes included. I have to add minutes when I needed more. After all that, I was left with a little more than a hundred dollars. Day two was not turning out so bad. I met my asshole parole officer, even met a nice man, well, an ex-felon, purchased a cell phone, and bought food. It looks like I would be a Wal-Mart girl. Not out even 48 hours and they had most of my money.
 
    I desperately needed to check on my secret account since my little cash was dwindling fast. Without a job, soon I wouldn’t have enough to eat. I didn’t want to deposit one large sum of money in one account so I had to plan everything based on bank location, access, and even how much time I would wait to withdraw any money to set up my new life. After everything was seized and logged, I opened two savings accounts at different banks along with safe deposit boxes. They were each in different names, one under my maiden foster name, and one under Grayson. I paid the first two safe deposit box fees and I put $5000 in cash in one of the boxes and kept another $2500 cash in the other. That way I wouldn’t have to rely on my husband or anyone else to give me money once I was released from prison. The rest was earning a nice interest rate in a credit union money market account not far from the other bank locations. I put alternating i.d.’s and birth certificate copies in each box too. I knew I could use my current i.d. to access the Grayson box, which is why I put my i.d under my maiden name so I can get a P.O Box too. It should not be too difficult once I find transportation to get to the bank. Then I can set other things in motion. I made sure to have a regular payment deducted from my money market account each month to pay for the safe deposit boxes so the account would not be closed for inactivity. Over time, the boxes have cost over nearly $3,000, which was a small price to pay for a little dirty work. 
 
   It’s funny, during all of my scheming, I didn’t worry or even panic too much about getting busted for the money. I guess I could get hemmed up and go down for hiding assets under investigation but I highly doubted it. I truly believe they were done with me. Sending yet another half-breed to prison accomplished the system’s goal of keeping us down, especially when we handed them the goods. The victims have insurance, my company covered their end, and the state locked me away and gave me restitution as well. So, as you can see, I am by no ways clean, but yet whatever I needed to do, I was ready, willing and almost able, all to feed my “get money” addiction.
 
   Cell phones were now smartphones or like mini-computers with full internet or data access now, so I was able to set up a new email account online. I was also able to register for online banking with all of my accounts. At that moment, Melanie came in, smelling like an ashtray and looking a hot mess so I would have to check on the balances and account activity later. I asked her if she was okay and how her day was going so far. She seemed to be in a pissy mood. Something was going on with her job. She told me she worked at a small telemarketing company. Yeah right. Word on the street was that she worked in phone sex for a little call center owned by a company based overseas that targeted U.S. customers. But it’s not my business and I couldn’t confirm it. Apparently, at her job today, one of the supervisors announced there would be lay-offs, pay cuts, or cut hours until sales improved. She said they sold water systems that nobody really wanted so most of the appointments were cancelled, missed, or rescheduled. She said her sales, were not good but she needed the job. I asked if I could help her with anything or if she could get more training since she was new. She wasn’t comfortable with the calls and said she gave up quickly so she wasn’t the best caller. She thought she would be cut first because she was new and still on probation. At her job, everything was based on numbers, quotas, and sales rankings. We talked for a while about some techniques she could try including ways to improve her calling numbers and actual sales. She was thankful that I knew my numbers. Little did she know, I was thankful to have something to focus on other than waiting on my next panic attack to start. I told her to hook up with some of the other people at her job who were doing well to get help. I then told her about the rumor that she really worked at a phone sex company. We had a good laugh and begin talking about how people could take the tiniest bit of information and twist it, spin it, and mangle it to a point of complete ridiculousness. It was sort of a bonding moment for us. She stated that was highly impossible because being on probation, they would never approve a job like that for any of them. Plus some of the girls at the halfway house also worked at the same call center with her.
 
   Since Melanie didn’t have a television, I allowed her to watch mine while I cooked us a light meal for dinner. Aside from quickie foods like TV dinners, frozen vegetables, hamburger, noodles, pretzels, peanut butter, sandwich meat, bread condiments, and chips, I also picked up chicken breasts, red potatoes, and broccoli when I was at Wal-Mart earlier. I didn’t want to overdo it since the refrigerator was just compact sized and we had no microwaves in our rooms, only in the community area. We had two burners on the stove. Pots, pans and other cooking utensils were available for check out at the front desk, which will have to do for now. My mind was a million miles away while Melanie chatted during dinner, talking about herself mostly and the show she was watching. So far today, my second day fresh out of prison was turning out to be quite boring, somewhat uneventful, and distressing. I really had to get a life. Fast!
 
   After dinner, I went to the computer room to update my resume, with the latest version created in prison. I desperately needed to revise and finesse my resume it to fit my present situation. I had to add my new contact information, mainly the telephone number and address. The guidance counselor gave me a list of employers who hired felons, and I made it a point to send them resumes immediately with a cover letter. Many were call centers, physical labor, or positions well below my previous experience level or pay grade so I would think I should be able to get a job soon. I also posted my resume online to all of the top career websites and emailed a few companies who were hiring. My resume shows a stellar career in finance up to about six years ago, when my experience quickly went downhill with numerous prison jobs, sometimes, 2 or 3 a year. I decided to put it all under Department of Corrections as if it were one company where I held different jobs or where I was promoted a lot. Yes, it was deceitful, but necessary at this point. How do you explain nearly 6 years of no job history? Resume enhancement was yet another skill I picked up while rehabilitating myself in prison. Lying on a resume was something I’d never done or ever needed to do in the past. But I really needed a job to make ends meet and to give me a good cover until I could get to my stash. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter TEN: My Stash
 
   By my estimation with interest, there should be around forty-seven to forty-eight thousand dollars in the money market account by now. Once my assets were seized and logged, I took approximately forty-five thousand dollars in cash unbeknownst to my husband and deposited most of it into a money market account with a credit union under a combination name consisting of my former maiden and adopted names post college. I also opened two other accounts and a safe deposit box at a few local banks in Scottsdale near my old home. These held necessary documents, mementos, personal and sentimental items for safekeeping plus identification for each name. Before I was sentenced, I knew I would need these items as a back-up plan to have money for living expenses in case I couldn’t get a job right away when I was released. The Department of Corrections issued me a temporary state identification, which I used to cash my check from my inmate account. I would gradually transfer money from the money market account to my regular account with my new name and rent a P.O. Box to begin a paper trail. My plan was to change back to my maiden name to completely start over once I was done with parole and “on paper” as they say. I felt like I was planning an elaborate identity theft scheme because, although it was my identification, it was still premeditated. I seriously doubted that I would be charged with hiding assets under investigation. It wasn’t a scheme per se. People used pseudo names all the time; authors, actors, writers, and of course, criminals. I was willing to take the risk. It wasn’t as if I’d kept millions. I’d just have to be extra careful and not raise any radars by moving too fast or doing anything suspicious. 
 
   Having access to a computer was great, but things had changed quite a bit in the online banking world. As I was looking through my cell phone and file folders for my account information before I went online, I felt a presence lurking, turned to see Olivia, one of the residents close to my age, eyeing my cell phone. I clicked to another screen, grabbed my cell phone, and begin adding the few numbers I thought would be useful. I thought of Vance then. I would call him later just so he could have my number and sort of turn the tables; put the ball in his court. I added his number along with the house main office number, both Scottsdale banks, and the money market customer service toll free number for the credit union. Olivia told me that my phone was nice and looked expensive, then let me know about an inventory clerk job opening at the hospital gift shop a few blocks away. Ignoring the phone comment, I told her thanks and I would check into it tomorrow. When she left, I was alone gain. So, I quickly accessed my money market account online and was shocked to see I‘d gained quite a bit of interest and now had over forty-nine thousand dollars, a gain of more than four thousand dollars in five years, not too bad at all. My current address, listed on the account, was the house I had with my ex-husband. I had no doubt in my mind that he sold the house. He mentioned it at one of the few visits during my first year in prison. Technically, he owed me half of the profits, a verbal agreement we made should he decide to sell. Our divorce was basic but I was not concerned with the house money enough to confront him or bother myself with it. I had bigger fish to fry. Besides, I was not a petty person and I really felt he deserved to keep it all. I allowed that much in the divorce settlement as well. Oh, I was a shark when it came to money, but I was too low-key to want extra drama or any attention in my life at that time or even now. I found out that one of the service features would allow me to immediately transfer funds or request a check by mail. I changed my address to the halfway house for now which would have to do until I got a P.O. Box number. I kept the electronic statement option to avoid paper statements. Before being sent away, I decided not to get a P.O. Box yet because the mail would pile up, junk and all, since there was no one to check the box regularly. I couldn’t let anyone know about my stash so the P.O. Box was out of the question. I transferred $2,500 to my checking account, also at the same credit union. I was extremely nervous, like a crack head at a police convention. The process was simple, quick, and easy. No hitches or red alerts. I’d check the status in the morning. I was nervous because I knew keeping that money was wrong and if I got caught, I might end up back in prison unless I could prove that it was my money. I left the other accounts intact. They were small, with a few thousand dollars and were really just a cover for the safe deposit boxes and different identities. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter ELEVEN: Drama in the House!
 
   As I was putting my papers away in my folder, Olivia returned. She wanted to chat it up but I wasn’t in the mood. Besides, I knew her kind. She saw something she wanted, or someone like me who may be able to give her an opportunity to scam her way into some quick money. So, after a few minutes, I gave her some quick excuse about being tired and needing to get to bed to have a fresh start for my job hunt tomorrow morning. That’s when I heard Olivia mumble, “snotty bitch” under her breath. I couldn’t just walk away after such disrespect. I turned around and said, “Excuse me?” Forgetting I was a drama free non-confrontational type who wanted to stay under the radar. Olivia quickly took bait, jumped in my face, and told me I was fake and that I was no better than anyone else. Blah. Blah. Blah. She went on and on about how stuck up and saddity I was until a counselor walked in along with a few other residents who were aching for a little action in this boring place. I wasn’t fazed. I stood there quietly with a little smirk on my face. If she only knew, as a member of the P Crew, I would fuck her up right quick and have her screaming my n name in more ways than one. I slowly turned around and as I walked out said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Some people shouldn’t smoke weed so they won’t get paranoid all the time.” It was a low blow but being a Scorpio, I sting so that it hurts, always in a vindictive way with possible repercussions, not my problem of course. Everyone quickly scattered, pretending to be busy all of a sudden. I know, they call it dry snitching in prison, and I stooped to that level for ulterior motives. One, I wanted distance from everyone else. I didn’t feel it was ratting anybody out since I didn’t mention names, just made a general statement. I turned to see that Olivia was glaring at me as she headed to the office with the counselor who was trying to calm her down while simultaneously asking me if everything was okay. I gave Olivia a quick wink with a smirk on my lips and let the counselor know everything was fine. Checkmate. And it was just after seven, still early. What now?
 
   Having sealed my fate of being friendless and now being labeled a “snitch” not to be trusted, I went back to my room, which was empty, to think about my next move here at the house. Of course, a panic attack was looming, quickly on the approach. Just when I thought things were looking up, my anxiety was reeling to steal the moment. There was a knock at the door. It was the same counselor who walked away with Olivia. 
 
   “Do you have a moment to see me in my office, Ms. Grayson?” she asked.
 
   “Sure, give me a sec, and I’ll be right there.” I answered. Noticing my breathing was off, she asked if I was okay I told her I was fine, just tired, a little stressed.
 
   She was sitting at her desk when I entered, typing an e-mail I believe. The nameplate on her desk read, “Celine Knowles”
 
   “So, what’s this about?” I asked.
 
   “Well, I haven’t really had the opportunity to chat with you and learn anything about you since you arrived so I thought now was a good a time as any. As you probably know, I handle programs here at New Beginnings and I try to get to know everyone who will be spending time with us,” she stated rather flatly or emotionless I should say. As if she did not really enjoy her job at all, and hated talking to people like me about anything.
 
   “You mean now, that Olivia and I ruined your peaceful day,” I commented. “Yes, that too. You’ve been here less than 48 hours and I want to make sure that you take full advantage of all opportunities as well as use any resources we have. So, let me start by explaining to you how you can use your time at New Beginnings to further develop and….” I droned her voice out and decided once again not to reveal too much about myself and let her do all the talking.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve: Lonely Is As Lonely Does
 
   My plan was pretty simple. I had to just keep a low profile, get a jobs, and not do anything extreme, especially while living in the halfway house. I did not want anyone thinking anything out of the norm was happening with me, so I just needed to chill for the next six months and be sure not to spend any of the money I stashed. The one thing that gives many people away after committing some money crimes is their ignorance and inability to either stop talking or stop spending. You know how you see those movies where there is this big robbery and the key players are planning? The one thing they emphasize is that no one is to spend any money or make any strange purchases. Soon as one of them does, using the stolen money, the whole operation becomes compromised and eventually they all get caught. This is another reason why you should work alone. I mean the P Crew was cool while I was inside, but even that had dramatic situations. That way you have no liabilities, just yourself. During my time in prison, the one thing I saw time and time again was women who had too many people privy to their wrongdoings, mostly men, who were on the outs, while they sit behind bars waiting for a visit or a letter. Women seemed to always trust others too quickly, men specifically and end up taking the fall for their ignorance. Me, I never had many friends and didn’t care for women. They are too much trouble, nosey and tend to attract a whole lot of unnecessary drama, all the damn time. 
 
   Aside from my husband and a few social events hanging out with co-workers over the years, I am very use to being alone. I have always been a private person, very hard to get to know. Even in prison, constantly surrounded by others, I was alone. I embrace the saying alone but not lonely because that is me. I like myself so I am always ok with just doing me, having some good old me-time, shopping, reading, spa days, whatever! I never needed a tag-along-friend, you know the type who goes with you everywhere and praises your every thought? Not even in college. I always kept a distance from people, because it can cause issues in your life, that you merely add on top of your issues and before you know it, you have more than panic attacks. I call it the people factor. The moment you let someone in your life, they become a factor somehow. Even people, who are non-factors, try very hard to become relevant in your world and before you know it, just because you accepted one invitation to somebody’s fiftieth birthday party, they want more of you. You are the new in person for some reason, regardless of the fact that they had to practically beg you to attend.
 
   My husband was the same way in some respects. A little bit more social and cordial, but nonetheless, he didn’t go for the constant socializing and going out a lot just to be seen. We occasionally went out alone, private events with just us, and a few gatherings with co-workers, but we did not keep too many close friends. He was from a broken home, raised by a single mother, who is now deceased and had no desire to connect with his siblings, who were drugged out and needy with even needier children. So, it was just us mostly and now, that it suits me just fine – being alone. Although, I could use a friend or confidant with a vehicle right about now, someone who would not ask me any questions about my banking activities. So, of course, there’s always someone else in your life, you just always have to consider the risks connected with the association. Primarily because I didn’t consider anyone in this life a friend per se, just mere acquaintances, people I knew. It was how I conditioned myself being from a foster care world, you learned never to depend on anyone, ever. That way you protect yourself and limit your disappointments in life. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter thirtEEN: Making Moves 
 
   To calm my nerves and to feed my addiction, I eventually decided to take a bus to the first bank with the cash in the safety deposit box and then a cab to the other locations. But first, I needed to get a P.O. Box so I can change my address at the banks while I’m there. The Post Office was also near the halfway house and I could easily take the bus there too. So, that was the plan for day three. 
 
   I don’t think I was moving too fast, just a little impatient with not having full access to my funds. I wanted to make sure that I could get to the money whenever I needed it without any problems when I am done with this half way house. That would really put my mind at ease. And once I find a legitimate job, I can get a car while I’m here, using it somewhat as a cover. If I didn’t get too crazy, and went with something simple and old, it would be very believable that I am making payments. Or I could get a nicer car, and lie and tell people that it was mine, and that my ex-husband kept it maintained for me, stored in his garage or something. I don’t know, but I did need a car, especially if I got a job and wanted to avoid traveling by bus every day. 
 
   One of my major problems of course, was lack of patience which lead to my over analytical mind going into over drive resulting in panic attacks. I really stress over money issues because I can’t seem to admit to the reality that I don’t have a financial status any longer. It’s a hard pill to swallow, however, I know how to stay in my lane. Trust me, the last thing I want is to go back to prison for being greedy or making careless moves. There were many women who had been in and out of prison so many times, they’d become institutionalized. They no longer knew how to live outside prison walls. They had a prison lifestyle in fact, that they were proud of, and a reputation they treasured like a real asset. Their prison image was more important than changing their life around and becoming a meaningful contributor to society.
 
   That could never be me of course, but now that I’ve been there, done that, I must say, one time was definitely the charm. I am not all eager to give my time, my life, and my self-respect away to the state again. The fact that I gave away five years is something that I regret, but know that I can’t allow that mistake to hinder me from moving forward. Even with my newfound worries, I still withdrew $500 cash from one of the accounts for daily living. After all, I needed peace of mind and what better way than to sleep with money under your pillow?
 
   
  
 

Chapter FOURTEEN: MORE SLAVE LABOR
 
   I found a job as a telephone marketing representative for a company that pushed insignificant business magazines onto businesses at no cost. This job was absolutely the worse and reminded me of summers when I just wanted a little bit of pocket change so I would sign on with a temp agency and immediately get hired to work in call centers. To say the least, expectations were low as far as performance goes, high employee turn-over was the norm, and there was absolutely no chance of progressing. This worked fine for a college student looking for temporary work, but for people who were serious about working in a career, as opposed to a job, it was a pure waste of time.
 
   This call center was in a strip mall located in Mesa on a busy intersection. The pay was minimum wage with fake promises of earning bonuses based on your performance. They hired mostly ex-felons and preyed on our need to feel worthy. Along with the low pay, we had supervisors who yelled at us, treated us like scum, and thought of themselves as better since they were not felons themselves. 
 
   Now this job may have been perfect for someone like my roommate, Melanie, or others who have never really had a real job, let alone, receive a paycheck ever in their lives. But for me, it was straight bullshit. I was only using it as a cover, but, trust and believe, they would not be using me and my over-qualified ass for long. I think they knew my type as they didn’t really bother me since I was meeting my quota. For the most apart I was ahead of the others, learned the job extremely quick and never needed direction. How hard could it be to call people, follow the script and type that shit in their outdated computer systems. The training was a joke and I was always warned to not go ahead but to stay with the class. This bothered the trainer because she thought I was defiant and I could definitely do her job with my eyes closed, in my sleep, on an air mattress. 
 
   As soon as we were scheduled and placed in cubes to start officially as new hires, I became bored. I tried different techniques, rewrote the phone script, and achieved my daily quota, all while helping others. Well, Ms. Trainer couldn’t wait to give me the business.
 
   “What are you doing, Grayson?” She asked in a highly irritated voice. 
 
   Before I could answer, she begin reprimanding me like I was a child. “You are supposed to follow the script! Why did you go off script? 
 
   I said, “I did follow most of the script, but I felt it necessary to flow with the conversation once I knew we could sign the customer up for the magazine.” Wrong answer.
 
   “That is not how we do things around here. You must always follow the script unless otherwise directed. Do you understand? She questioned.
 
   “I get it, but it doesn’t really matter if we still get them to sign up. So, what’s the problem?
 
   As she continued to try to berate me, I took it upon myself to tell her that I didn’t like her approach and that she needed to fall back. She kept going and took my small frame, professional demeanor and soft tone for weakness. While she was talking, I slowly turned around to face my computer station, placed my headphones back on and continued dialing for $8.00 an hour. I think I heard her say something about a write up but I could care less. That day I would make about $54 after taxes versus my last high profile V.P job where that would not even cover the weekly cost of gas and maintenance on my jaguar. I wondered why she was worried about me going off script when clearly my system still worked. If she would have bothered to pull and listen to my calls, she would have noticed that I’d been using my own script for a week now and still managed to go over quota. 
 
   Well, Ms. Supervisor didn’t like that I turned my back on her and was stunned, or in shell-shock to say the least. No one had every dismissed her in that way. I received a write up for insubordination, not following company rules, and of course, changing the phone script. They even went so far as to take all of my imaginary bonuses away for that day. Not that I would ever see them anyone as they always managed to come up with excuses as to why you did not earn a bonus.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Fail to plan, Plan to Fail
 
   The call center job was a big joke and I just couldn’t take it serious. It was not challenging, fun, or stable. People quit every day and there was always drama with the paychecks. I literally hated going there every day. Especially riding on the bus, sitting in the hot sun waiting to go to a place I despised, working for pennies. I lasted almost 6 months only to use as a cover and pay my half way house rent. It was degrading to me. Not to mention, I had a problem with authority. I lacked discipline with rules and tended to follow what I thought was best for me. I clearly did not humble myself enough during time in prison to familiarize myself with the  life lesson of working for others, no matter what their status or purpose. I had no patience, thus, I rubbed people the wrong way unless I saw a reason to bow down or manipulate someone in a way that would ultimately help me.
 
   My ultimate plan was to own a thriving business so that I wouldn’t have to work for anyone else or worry about finding a job as an ex-felon. My plan was to open a therapy center for different kinds of addictions with substance abuse being the primary focus. The center would also include therapeutic and counseling assistance for those with money, gambling, or other not so popular vices. While I was in prison, I studied addiction counseling, taking as many distance learning courses that I could.  Knew it would be tough to get licensed, but I still took the courses.
 
   If nothing else, I could fund it for someone else or manage it. But I also thought that a counseling center would be a bit much and of course costly. So, I needed a plan b that would allow me the freedom to earn money that I could save for a bigger business endeavor such as a counseling center. The hard part was getting it going with my little resources. I knew that the $50,000 I did have would not last long, especially if I invested in a small business. I needed a quick moneymaker and I need it like yesterday. For the first time, since my release, I also thought of calling Chaz, who may have legal connections that I could use.
 
   I had a devious thought on just how I can invest some of my money to increase my cash flow. Since I cut ties with the P Crew and many other acquaintances when I left prison, it was definitely time to give Vance a call. I’m sure, whether he was done in the game or not, he still had connects. If I learned nothing while spending time in prison, it was that most people in the drug world, never really leave it behind because the money was so good. You’re either a hammer or a nail. That is you are either a boss or a runner, trying to get money by any means necessary. It’s time to see what Vance is all about and he can play a part in a very important role. 
 
   I thought I had planned it perfectly. From what I understood from many prison conversations and encounters, dealing drugs behind the scenes is always better than being on the streets, managing trap houses, and transporting money. The drug kingpins are rarely ever seen getting their hands dirty. That’s what they hire goons to handle the messy shit. I’ve seen enough movies and read enough books, to know that I never wanted to be on the streets and I definitely did not want to deal drugs long-term at all. I merely wanted a piece of the billion-dollar drug dealing business. My mission was to get in, then get out. 
 
   I recall one inmate telling me during a game of pinochle that she was a smuggler and she really did not get caught, she was taking the bid or doing time for her boss. She did not snitch so she was charged with the full time. She was paid handsomely too. Her family was well taken care of and she had to do 10 years. This is why kingpins or bosses are smart, they hire the small fries to be loyal soldiers in the time of illegal adversity so they can maintain their innocence and still get money. I’m not saying I want to be a drug boss, but I do want drug money. So, I just tucked that piece of knowledge away until it was useful. 
 
   I laughed inside as I realized that I was definitely becoming a new type of criminal, armed with the intelligence of college, street, and now, prison smarts. Life after prison should be a piece of cake once I got on my new money trail. To think that Vance really wanted me to believe all his stupid ass lies about his life. Really? Vance had no idea what I could do for him, and what we could do for each other, but he would soon find out.
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Author’s Notes
 
   Thank you for purchasing Just Released: Life After Prison. This was my first Amazon book project and I must say it has been an exciting journey to be able to publish my first book for readers worldwide to enjoy. I have many more stories and sagas to share with those readers who wish to ride with me on my inspired journey of writing words that move.
 
   This book was inspired by a true story. It is my pleasure to write and share my book with those who are interested in intriguing fiction that mirrors real life and have the ability to support others while they strive for greater endeavors. 
 
   I share my book with those who understand the power of the universe and the powers above. Just Released is about making your bed and lying in it, dreams, goals, temptation, power, money, and sacrifice. It’s about being real, true to yourself, and honoring yourself through a strong character and integrity that’s unbreakable. It’s about using skills and talents to do better in life. It’s about making good and bad decisions that affects not just one, but many, knowingly or not knowing. 
 
   It’s about people we encounter every day that in some point in their life, through whatever phase they are going through, the next step is around the corner. Whether it’s life after a baby, marriage, divorce, or death, we have to prepare for it and release negative energy to move forward without fail or focus on what has been, but what is to become. In a few simple words, everything in life is truly just released.
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   Just Released: Life After Prison 2- A New Kind of Criminal
 
   


  
 

PROLOGUE
 
   Vance constantly thought about Charley since the day he met her and had coffee. They had a lot in common and he was really feeling her vibe. It was hard to believe a classy lady like her spent time in prison. He looked her up online and sure enough, five years, embezzlement, and fraud. Damn! She looked good too, even in the most basic clothes; I can see she had a lot of class and style about herself. But, I know, felons are not supposed to kick it with other felons, right? Well, whoever made up that BS rule can kick rocks! Plus, it makes no sense. Especially, if we meet other felons on jobs that hire felons, meet up at the probation office, or live in areas or in halfway houses where other felons also lived. It’s all a set up by the system because they know its damn near impossible to follow a rule that is designed to set up ex-felons for failure. 
 
   I’d been watching Charley for a couple days now, figuring there were only a few halfway houses in the area. I had no plans to keep away from this particular ex-felon. No matter how they tried to disguise themselves, those houses still stuck out like a sore thumb. New Beginnings was no different. I caught up with her on that Saturday since I worked in the area. She was sitting in the same Denny’s where we had coffee.
 
   “Hey, Charley, right?” Vance asked with a nice smile on his face.
 
   “Yeah, that’s me. Hey, Vance. How are you?” Charley responded with a smirk, knowing that he had not forgotten her name.
 
   “I’m good, thanks for asking and yourself?”
 
   “I’m fine, just fine. Have a seat, I’ve been meaning to call you.”
 
   “That’s good. You look just fine. I was wondering if you would ever call.” Vance replied while once again displaying his perfect mile.
 
   We talked for quite a while, once again easily conversing about any and everything. Vance was happy to catch up and wanted to ask her out but was not sure if she was feeling him in any type of way. Little did he know, she had other plans and ideas about going out with him. The conversation lead to his past drug dealings, when he finally stopped talking, mid-sentence and gave her an ultimatum, an offer really, that of course she would definitely consider.
 
   “I’ll tell you what. Once you open up and tell me more about yourself, over dinner, then we can talk some more about me.” He offered.
 
   “Oh well, ok, but I’m really an open book. What you see is what you get.” she flirted.
 
   “Really, now? Well we shall see. How about dinner tomorrow night and I’ll be the judge of that, pretty lady.” He shamelessly flirted back.
 
   That was the beginning of a partnership that was bonded by life or death. That very next day, they devised a plan that would insure they would get money by any means. Their bond was solidified by a passionate night of making unbridled love and instantly filling their personal voids, one touch at a time. In between making love and taking food breaks, they opened up to each other, sharing more intimate and private details about themselves. Charley shared her goals with Vance, and he was fascinated at her mind and how she still didn’t look the part of a criminal master mind. They both stacked money and made similar plans, but had to move carefully to avoid falling into the hands of the system.
 
   Eight months later, the new couple were shacked up, living in a rented gated home in East Mesa. Away from the halfway house and nosy residents, they purchased two vehicles so they could move around more efficiently. Charley, still hanging on to her call center job for the moment, while Vance did the construction thing. They made it work and did what they had to do for the time being. And like most couples, they went through it. They had arguments, doubts, moments of truths, all followed by feverish make-up sessions that lasted hours on end. Charley hadn’t a panic attack since leaving the halfway house, which was largely due to not being under more rules and regulations, plus gaining access to her stash.
 
   “Van, you’re trying to tell me that you want to change your life around but you smell like a damn purp factory! You’re sadly mistaken if you think I’m some goody two-shoe bitch who don’t know shit. So, what’s really up with you? Have you been smoking that mess in the house?” Charley asked, recognizing the smell of weed on Van, as if it were cologne. She had just come in from the garage and had a lot on her mind. 
 
    “No babe, I would never smoke in the house. Cut me some slack and miss me with the rules okay? I’m a little stressed but I have things under control. Something went down that I had to take care of tonight.” Vance replied.
 
   I can’t believe this shit Charley thought. Vance was slowly trying to play her for a fool if he thought she wanted to be with a weed head. There were no excuses for slipping. They had bigger things to worry about other than smoking weed just to feel good or relieve some imaginary stress.
 
    “Why are you stressed? Did something happen that I should know about?” Charley asked. He motioned for her to head to the basement so they could discuss the situation. After a very brief discussion, Charley was satisfied with his reasoning for smoking. Hell, she wanted to smoke after what he just revealed. She couldn’t help but smile at how he took care of business and reminded him that she did not need to know his every move, only when money was concerned, getting it or losing it. The grimy details, he could keep to himself as long as they stacked money and executed her air tight business plans. 
 
   “I apologize Van. I knew you had to be feeling some type of way to be smoking again. I underestimated you and it won’t happen again. Just remember, no details are needed, stick to the codes. We are on our way and nothing can stop us if we stay true to our word and maintain absolute control in this game.” Charley said while rubbing Vance’s back and bringing his head down do her lips to deeply kiss him. She would let him no later that she finally quite the call center and plan b was officially in effect.
 
   Vance smiled, she was feisty as hell which is why he loved her, but she mouthed off too much and did not always follow her cool as ice demeanor. But that let him know that she cared. He would do anything to protect her and keep her pockets on point. Smoking weed was nothing, better than crack, and those damn pills. 
 
   “It’s alright babe. I should have got with you earlier to let you know what was up. But it’s all good, we can move forward regardless. Things are still on point for our next move.” He said.
 
   


  
 



Chapter One: THE NEW ChARLEY
 
   “Man, I told you I talked to Charley already and he said it was cool!” said the low-level drug dealer. Leon had a gun pointed at his head, forehead to be exact, outside a deserted area midway between Casa Grande and Phoenix. He laughed inside because everyone thought Charley was a man. Little did they both know, she was all female and one of the baddest to every turn corners making mad money in the drug game. Vance actually played the Charley role and hired goons like Leon to take care of the streets. The order came from Vance to make this fool disappear and Leon loved making things disappear. He was a thoroughbred killer with bodies too many to count.
 
   “I don’t think so punk ass bitch! Yo shit short so I have no choice but to split yo wig, On yo’ knees!” Leon demanded. Lo Lo got caught slipping and he knew this was it, Charley never told him it was cool to be short on the money he was just buying time. He was a young Mexican dealer who mostly worked in Case Grande, using Charley as a connect, but things quickly went wrong, when he couldn’t produce the money. Bock! Bock! Bock! Leon wasted no time handling the situation and calling the team on his trap phone to handle the clean-up. One less fool to worry about he thought as he jumped in his Mustang and headed back to the south side of Phoenix.
 
   Vance was loving his new lifestyle with Charley. They were the perfect team with common goals. He remembered the day he met her. He fed her a bunch of lies about his life, prison time, and family. He also remembered the day she pulled his card. She made no bones about putting him on blast, letting him know that his story was full of shit. So of course, he confessed to lying about his past and whatnot. Plus, he was really feeling her. He wanted her bad and would do anything to make it happen.
 
   Charley was not only sexy, but smart as hell. She was all about money and stayed one step ahead of implementing ways to make more. Oh, and the sex with Charley’s insatiable ass, was off the chain, although she played the “not fazed” role. I loved her hard side, only because I sometimes got a peek of her soft feminine side.
 
   They were having dinner in their two story rental home, when Charley let him know that she would not be returning to the call center. She’d been talking to brother, who finally decided to hire her on as a marketing associate. His sports management agency was growing and he needed someone to help with marketing. This job would allow Charley to keep up her cover while on parole and allow her to make better money. 
 
   “That’s cool Charley. I’ll just stick to my construction work until we’re ready for the next move.” Vance said. Charley loved that he was a very hard worker, who didn’t mind physical labor or getting his hands dirty for that matter. It told her that he had work ethics and cared about something other than dealing drugs. Now, together, they could build a team that would loyally handle that shit for them. She didn’t want either of their hands to get dirty. Though she and Vance were equal partners, investing equal amounts, Charley never was involved with any of the dealings. In fact, no one knew her identity and everyone thought Vance was “Charley”. 
 
   Vance’s cell phone rang and he picked it up. 
 
   “Speak,” He said rudely to the caller. I rolled my eyes with a smirk. He was fronting for me but I knew he treated the workers with respect to keep them loyal, and at our beck and call. Vance felt that it was suicide to speak too many words, especially over the telephone. In business dealings, a man of few words, he explained, let his calculated actions and stone cold silence speak for him. He likened himself to a “quiet storm”, who knew how to wreak havoc at any moment, cutting no corners and sparing no action.
 
   I took a sip of the white wine we were drinking along with our dinner. Being on parole, I was not supposed to drink alcohol, or live with an ex-felon for that matter. But I didn’t plan on any surprise visits from my parole officer as he never did anything that required him to leave the confines of his desk or office. Plus, I used Chaz’s address for those purposes. Once I left the half-way house, Chaz and I started hanging out more. He met Vance and they hit it off, despite Chaz being undercover gay. He was a pretty cool dude after all and he actually cared about me. I knew that he’d might, since he even bothered to visit me in prison even though I told him not to come back.
 
   When Vance was done with the call, he let me know that the groceries were paid for, code for a new payment just came in for a sale so he needed to make a run after dinner. We talked more about my new job with Chaz and decided to invite him for dinner that weekend. He wanted me to start at the beginning of the month, but would fill me in on my new role before that time. 
 
   After a nice satisfying quickie, Vance showered and left to pick up the groceries. He packed accordingly, vest, .38 special, switch blade, and fake i.d. You never knew what could jump off in this world, being prepared came with the territory. Without even looking, I knew he would drive his low key Ford F150 truck. No need to flash and draw attention. Everything we did, had to be smooth, silent, and purposeful. 
 
   No sooner than the garage closed and Vance pulled off, I got a frantic call from Chaz. “Sis, I need you to meet me ASAP! Somebody been embezzling from my company and I need to find out…..” That’s all I heard, as I quickly dressed, grabbed my purse and headed out to meet my brother at his office.  
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