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Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth. ~ Buddha




Chapter 1
Tuesday, September 14, 1999 - 33 days remain
Sophia doesn’t register the sound when the truck pulls into her driveway. She doesn’t hear the sharp click of the truck’s door when the man makes his exit or the approaching scrape of his steps that slow and then stop at the foot of the stairs. She isn’t aware that he’s watching her. She’s on the small landing above him, outside her office. She came out when her mother called, when the conversation grew heated, needing fresh air, a remedy, knowing there isn’t any. Not in this situation. She holds the cordless receiver a little away from her ear in a vain attempt to soften the complaint in her mother’s voice.
“I won’t have it, Sophia,” her mother declares for at least the fifth time. “You had no right to take my car keys. I will not have you treating me like an incompetent teenager.”
“Believe me, Mother, I’m not too thrilled about it either.” Sophia could laugh, it is such an understatement. “But the State of Texas has left us no choice. They’ve taken your driver’s license.”
“They’re a bunch of fools! I told you that accident wasn’t my fault. The policeman who gave me the ticket was a smart aleck. He wouldn’t listen.”
“Oh, Mother.” Sophia isn’t sure who she’s sorrier for. The only way she and Esther have managed to stay civil to one another is by keeping their distance. Now they will have to be involved almost daily. Sophia is disturbed by the prospect; she resents that it is all on her shoulders now and she’s unhappy with herself, that she can’t summon a more generous spirit. Loosening her gaze, she lets it wander over the backyard toward the lake. She will walk down there, she thinks, when her mother is finished with her tirade. She will take a glass of iced tea and sit at the end of the rickety dock and listen to the water slide against the shore.
The man at the foot of the stairs shifts his feet. Above him Sophia registers the sound, but subliminally, the way you might divine a tiny foreshock, the one that in the moment seems random, but that is actually part of a larger pattern, an announcement of the greater explosion yet to come.
“Frances wants to make peach cobbler,” Esther’s voice needles Sophia’s ear, “but she can’t because we haven’t any peaches. And we need a new birdfeeder. The old one’s lost its perch. I could drive us to get these things, but no, you took the car keys all because of a little fender bender. Everyone has them, Sophia.”
“What is she saying, Sister?” Frances speaks in the background.
“Just make a list, Mother,” Sophia says. “I’ll shop on Satur—”
“No.” Esther is adamant.
Sophia closes her eyes. She isn’t young herself anymore. How much of this can she do? Without losing her temper, her sanity? But now there is a discreet cough behind her and she turns and sees him, the man at the foot of the stairs.
“Someone’s here, Mother. I have to go.”
The man says her name: “Dr. Beckman? Sophia Beckman?”
She clicks off the cordless and in the moment before she answers, along with a dart of annoyance, she has an unreasoning urge to run. Perhaps it is something in the man’s voice that unsettles her. The impulse is gone before she can decide.
“I hope I didn’t scare you.” The man smiles.
She doesn’t.
“I’m Cort Capshaw,” he says.
Sophia sets the phone on the small bench beside her office door and looks beyond him to what she assumes is his white pickup truck parked in her driveway. When she looks back, his gaze seems intense. The line of his jaw, the set of his shoulders is very determined, but not in a way that makes her feel threatened, only more impatient. He’s selling something. He’s going to have some take-no-prisoners spiel. “Can I help you?” she asks. He’s younger than she is but older than her daughter, Sophia decides. Carolyn is twenty-six. He’s nearer forty. Medium height, solidly built, cropped sandy-hair. There’s a quality of stillness to his presence that she could admire, but she won’t. She’s not buying regardless.
“I’m a house painter.” He half turns to gesture across the street. “I’ve been working at Miz McKesson’s and before that I painted the Nelson’s house, around the corner?”
“I’m not interested in having my house painted,” she says, although she’s well aware that the house needs work. In fact, she and Russ had discussed getting bids last fall.
“Oh, I thought—that is Miz McKesson told me you might be putting the house on the market, that you mentioned it would need a bit of sprucing up beforehand.”
“I’m sure she meant to be helpful.” Sophia averts her glance. Nosy woman. It was true; she had told Lily McKesson that she was considering a move. Into something smaller. A rabbit burrow maybe or a tree hollow. Someplace small and obscure where life never fell into uncertainty.
“Painting isn’t just for looks, you know. Can you see there?” His gesture describes an area of siding over the backdoor. “The old paint is flaking. Plus, I noticed a lot of mildew and just an overall chalking.”
Sophia thanks the man for the information. She comes down the remainder of the steps. She’s thinking how warm it is for autumn, as if summer is reluctant to give up its tenancy. She’s thinking if she were rude, she would cut the painter short, tell him she has something more pressing to do.
“What if I come back later and talk to your husband?”
“He died a year ago,” Sophia announces and then wishes to bite off her tongue. What has gotten into her that she would blurt out to a complete stranger that she lives alone? Russ would be appalled.
Cort Capshaw apologizes and says he had no idea.
Sophia is murmuring the obligatory reassurance and thinking Nosy Lily must have failed to inform him of her loss when Lily’s Cadillac pulls to the curb. Speak of the devil....
“You said you needed a painter,” she calls through the lowered car window.
“Yes, I suppose I did.” Sophia raises her voice.
“Cort does excellent work, all by hand. There wasn’t a speck of damage or a drop of paint to be found on a single one of my azaleas. You won’t find anyone better, Sophia.”
The painter hollers his thanks.
Lily waves and drives off.
Cort hands Sophia a business card.
Capshaw and Company it reads in addition to his name. House painting, custom remodeling and renovation. Quality service.
“If you like, you could call the historical society in town. I do a lot of preservation work for them. Actually it’s what I prefer, but circumstances being what they are, you know, with the economy....”
Sophia angles her gaze toward the house.
“Why don’t I work up a bid and leave it with you along with a list of references? In case you change your mind,” he adds.
She hesitates, feeling herself frown even as she agrees. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.” She isn’t sure what prompts her. His talk of hard times, perhaps, her inclination to be helpful.
She asks how long the job will take, “Assuming I accept your bid,” she cautions.
He paces the drive, eye to the roofline. “A couple of weeks, if the weather holds, which this time of year....”
She nods. He could mean because it’s the tag-end of hurricane season, or perhaps he’s referring to the vagaries of south Texas weather in general.
A pause falls. One heartbeat’s worth of silence is followed by two and three. A hot wind scoots a swirl of sun-dried leaves along the driveway, scattering them over the grass where it verges on the concrete.
Sophia lifts her hand indicating the iron-railed steps she had, minutes ago, descended. “I have an office upstairs. People coming and going. Will they have access?”
“Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll use a ladder over here instead of scaffolding. It’ll take up less room.”
“I’m keeping a limited schedule of appointments at present.”
“That’s understandable, considering your recent loss.”
“I’m a psychologist.”
“I know,” he tells her. “I know who you are.”
Their glances clash. His look is searching as if he’s waiting for Sophia to recognize him. Should she?
“Two years ago,” the painter says, “I followed Jody Doaks’ trial; you were interviewed on TV. The story was big news.”
Sophia shifts her glance, thoroughly regretting now that she has encouraged him. What is it about appearing on television that causes perfect strangers to assume you welcome their attention? In the months since the trial she has been approached in the grocery store and the dentist’s office; people have followed her across parking lots, argued with her over the median at the gas pump. Once, a woman blocked Sophia’s exit from the ladies room at the mall threatening to hold her there until she agreed to recant the testimony she’d given on Jody’s behalf. The woman had ranted that Sophia was the devil incarnate. If only, Sophia had thought. She would have whipped out her pitchfork and prodded the woman in her ample behind.
“I’m against the death penalty, too,” the painter says, assuming, erroneously, that Sophia shares his opinion, when, in all honesty, she isn’t certain. “I don’t think it works as a deterrent to anything other than our humanity, do you? Don’t get me wrong. It’s not that I think Doaks should ever get out.”
Sophia thinks of Jody. Poor demented, pathological Jody. Charming in the extreme. A baby-faced man who called his sister Momma because she’d raised him. A man who professed to love children, but who, in actuality, loved having sex with children. When the police searched the farm where Jody lived, they turned up the bodies of eight children buried John Wayne Gacy style in a crawl space under an old shed on the property. Jody had given Sophia this detail along with others that were more horrifying when he’d broken down during his third session with her in as many days. She is still uncertain how she managed to stay calm, handing him tissues to dry his copious tears, while he confessed he was doing things, hideous things to children, and he couldn’t stop. Sensing there was more, Sophia had prodded him very carefully and gotten him to confide in her about three-year-old Benny Chu, who at that very moment had been locked inside a room of Jody’s house. Jody hadn’t cleared the driveway before Sophia called the police.
Without a single thought of the ramifications. It had been like running into a burning building. That was how she explained it to Russ. She hadn’t considered the risk. Hadn’t reckoned that as a result of her impulse she would be caught up in a maelstrom of publicity, hounded by reporters for weeks on end and subpoenaed by the State to give expert testimony, all of which, as Russ had pointed out, left her, and by association, Russ, himself, vulnerable to exposure. Which was unfortunate, but they both knew there was no question of letting Jody go. And in any case, for all Sophia knows, the very fact that Jody chose her to confess to, and not some other psychologist, might very well have been a test, the gift of a second chance to do the right thing.
Not that it absolves her. She can never be forgiven for her past wrongdoing. But at least Benny was found alive and relatively unharmed, to his parents’ eternal gratitude. But that’s something else Sophia doesn’t deserve.
“It was a good thing you did saving that boy,” the painter says now.
Sophia doesn’t respond. Admiration is one more thing she isn’t comfortable with. A lot of it turned sour anyway when during the punishment phase of Jody’s trial, she made the controversial statement that she was unsure whether it was right to execute a man who couldn’t understand why he was being put to death. Certainly what Jody had done was of the blackest evil, but should he die for it? Who is she to judge? She of all people?
“Do you still see him?”
Sophia glances sidelong at the painter. Suppose he isn’t a painter but a reporter? That would explain the overly meaningful looks he’s been giving her. But in all likelihood he’s merely curious like the countless others who have no qualms about approaching her. “If you could leave the bid on the patio table under the hurricane lamp...?”
“That’ll work,” he says. “It was nice meeting you,” he adds. “Interesting.” The word is tacked on.
Sophia has no idea what he means. Not then.




Chapter 2
Friday, September 17, 1999 - 30 days remain
Grace has told him that she repainted their bedroom the same shade, robin’s egg blue. She still sleeps under the quilt they shared, one that his mother pieced for them as a wedding gift. His favorite ball cap hangs where he left it on a hook in the mudroom. She talks as if she expects him to walk back through the door one day and magically, their lives will be restored to the time in the beginning of their marriage when they were happy.
Often when she visits him, she’ll put her palm to the thick sheet of Plexiglas that separates them and say, “If only you could see it,” as if he’s in a hospital and suffering from a loss of memory. But he isn’t. No.
Jarrett swings his feet over the side of the bunk onto the concrete floor. He’s housed at the Terrell Unit outside Livingston, Texas, prisoner number 22116. The black block letters DR on the back of his shirt stand for death row. Forty-one days ago the court granted his request to end all appeals on his behalf and set the date for his execution. Forty-one days ago he became a dead man walking, a man they call a volunteer.
He’s not winning any popularity contests for it. The other guys on the row look on what he’s done like it’s an act of treason. “Why you gotta make it easy, Capshaw?” they ask.
“The death penalty is wrong, bro, why you gotta go and ask for it?
“What the hell, man? What the fuck...?”
What’s the point? That’s Jarrett’s comeback. If he was innocent, it would be different. But he isn’t. He murdered two of the three people who died that day during the government raid. Two men within minutes of each other. And the hell of it is, he didn’t intend on shooting either of them. One was Grace’s father. But the other one, the murder for which he received the death penalty, had been a federal marshal, someone Jarrett didn’t even know.
A complete stranger.
And he’d gunned him down. A guy near his own age, Jarrett found out later, with a wife and three kids he loved the way Jarrett loves Grace and their three children. They say Jarrett took the marshal’s life in cold blood. But Jarrett’s blood had not been cold; it had been hot to the point of boiling him alive. And that short, heated, brutal act that had taken so little time or space preys on him daily. His mind replays it, an endless loop: the figure looms in the doorway, he whips around, Grace’s father’s .38 in his hand. Bang-bang. The two shots come in quick deafening succession.
He’d fired twice, automatically, without thinking.
Kill or be killed.
That simple. And complex. And incomprehensible now. In a world where babies laugh and shopping carts have crooked wheels and the light bulb in the shower needs replacing, it’s unbelievable. Jarrett can’t forgive himself. The memory is like a sucker punch. When it comes over him, he goes loose in his knees; he can’t breathe. A person would have to be insane to want to live with it, the terrible knowledge of what he took from that federal agent’s family. From his own family.
In news stories that delve into his background, the press has labeled Jarrett a trafficker, not of drugs or humans, but of pre-Columbian artifacts; they have called him a tomb raider and a grave robber, although he never did any actual unearthing of the relics he helped to smuggle into the country from South America. It seems surreal; it has been characterized as romantic. It is neither.
Stupid. He’d been stupid and reckless and not just with his own life but with that of his children and Grace.
Every day, in the clear, twenty-twenty vision that hindsight renders, he can see a dozen, a hundred other ways he could have handled the situation. Ways that do not include killing. No one had to die. The fact that they did is on Jarrett and knowing this, living with the memory is like a fly that won’t leave, one that bites and bites the same sore place.
Grace is adamant that he is a different man today and that’s why his life is worth fighting for. Believing this comforts her. But it torments Jarrett. He isn’t different; he has no better understanding of himself or his nature or what drove him now than he did then and she has no idea how her faith burdens him.
He sticks his feet into his shower slides and wipes his hands down his face, pausing when he encounters the old V-shaped scar tissue that dashes his right eyebrow, then pulling furrows down his cheeks. Somewhere along the darkened corridor now a man groans, a toilet flushes. It’s two-thirty a.m., fairly dark and quiet. In another half hour, the guards will switch on the overhead lights. They’ll bring breakfast. Another day is beginning, one of the handful that is left to him.
o0o
Later that afternoon on the other side of the Plexiglas, the free side, Cort watches as Jarrett pushes his fists through the slot in the door of the visitor’s booth to allow the guard to unlock his cuffs. Jarrett remembers when Cort would look away from this, but now, after six years, it’s routine: the sight of his brother being shackled and unshackled like an animal has become ordinary. Crazy ordinary.
Jarrett rubs his wrists, unhooks his phone. He thanks Cort for coming the way he thanks everyone who visits him. “I know it’s not easy.”
Cort shrugs. They’re brothers. Thanks isn’t required.
“What’s wrong?” Jarrett asks because he can tell there’s something.
“A couple of punks jumped Brian at school yesterday. Thomas ran interference on them.”
Jarrett grins. “Tell me he knocked them on their ass.”
Cort gives him a look.
“What?”
“How can you be such a damn idiot?”
Cort is always asking Jarrett this question and it pisses him off although not as much as it once did. It was the first thing Cort said after Jarrett’s arrest when he was booked into the county jail in Houston. There’d been other questions since that are even more unanswerable: “How could you get yourself involved in ...let this happen ...do this to Grace, your children, Mom, your family?”
Cort and Jarrett had shared a room growing up; they’d shared beers, cars, advice, the usual minor league hell raising. But not murder. Cort never got caught up the way Jarrett did. Cort isn’t wound as tight. When she was alive, their mother used to say she thought Jarrett was born furious. She wasn’t sure because he’d been a toddler by the time she and Lonny adopted him. They’d adopted Cort as an infant a few months later after his birth parents drowned in a boating accident. Like Jarrett, Cort knows how it feels to be without a history, a true home place. A family to whom you belong by blood.
But Cort is all right inside his head about it. He knows who his real family was; he knows they’re all dead, that dead was the only way they’d have left him. Cort has that, where Jarrett only has himself and the understanding he came to growing up, that his real family didn’t want him. He’d worked at not caring, at making himself believe he didn’t need them, people who would abandon him, who would leave a child behind like yesterday’s news. But the hurt is back there; he feels it inside himself sometimes, the small painful weight of that lost little kid. It closes his throat and pisses him off. It makes him want to punch somebody.
Jarrett switches the phone to his other ear now. He meets his brother’s gaze and asks if Thomas is okay, if everybody’s okay. He asks because it’s expected, because he’s supposed to care and he does on some level; he truly does.
But Cort isn’t feeling it and leaning his head on his knuckled fist he says he’s got to hand it to Jarrett. He says, “You probably won’t believe this, but I envy the hell out of you sometimes.”
“Huh?” Jarrett’s at a loss.
“Your wife’s got to take off from work to see the principal and try to talk him out of expelling your kid, but you’ve got nothing more to do than sit in here acting all proud and that’s my boy.”
“No, that’s not—gaaah—” Jarrett’s groan is pure disgust and it’s followed by the incongruous sound of children laughing. Cort and Jarrett turn in that direction.
“It’s Mo D’s grandkids,” Jarrett says.
Mo D’s daughter Ruthie brings them every week. Mo D robbed a Stop and Go, abducted the owner and killed him eighteen-and-a-half years ago and he’s still not through all his appeals. He’s watched Ruthie grow up through the window; she’s watched him grow old. Jarrett would rather be dead.
“So, this latest thing with Thomas,” Cort finds Jarrett’s glance, “I guess it’s one of those places where it’s just not real for you.”
They’ve discussed it before, how disconnected Jarrett feels from life in the outside world: Grace might lose the house, Brian failed a math test, Thomas wants a motorcycle, Megan has started wetting the bed again. What is Jarrett supposed to do when he hears this stuff? Offer condolences? Beat his head on the wall? No one understands how nuts it makes him. Life inside isn’t real, but, anymore, neither is life “out there”.
In his mind he’s done the only thing he can do to make it right. He’s asked to die. He thought it would bring his family relief. But Thomas, who’s fifteen and the oldest, is so angry at Jarrett, he refuses to visit. And Brian, who is eleven, and Megan, who’s in kindergarten now, won’t visit him without their big brother. Jarrett doesn’t want it to end this way between them, but he never wanted them to see him in here either. He doesn’t want to say good-bye; he doesn’t want them at his execution. His head is full of shit he doesn’t want.
“Even if I could talk to Thomas, he wouldn’t listen,” Jarrett tells Cort. “You,” Jarrett adds, “he listens to you now.”
“What do you expect? Your kid says he hates you and a day later you drop your appeals? He won’t admit it, but he blames himself.”
“One thing has got nothing to do with the other.”
“Tell that to Thomas.”
“I did. I wrote him a letter.”
“He’s scared, Jarrett, and it’s coming out as anger. It’s the only way he can deal with the fear; he’s the same as you.”
“Don’t say that.”
They look at each other.
Jarrett turns his palm over. “I don’t know what you want me to do.”
“Live. Say you want to live.”
But Jarrett can’t.
“Goddamnit!” Cort slaps the Plexiglas. “Why are you giving up? Thomas doesn’t understand. None of us do. You’ve always been tough. That’s what we’re used to.”
“Yeah, well that was a front, a stupid act.”
Cort hoots as if he can’t believe Jarrett would admit this about himself.
“Haven’t you heard?” Jarrett says. “Honesty is a side effect of imminent death.”
The joke falls like a brick. A silence comes. Tight, full. Over-full.
Cort breaks it. “I’ll talk to Thomas again. See if I can get him to change his mind.”
“Yeah, why don’t you? After all you’re the expert, the Capshaw fix-it guy, Mr. Perfect, always running your damned interference. You meddle more than an old woman.”
Cort sits like stone, wearing his Buddha face, waiting for Jarrett to get over himself.
And Jarrett knows his attitude sucks, but still, he wants to say it. Say: “Okay, asshole, how would you handle it, if you were the one dying in here and I was out there picking up the pieces of your life?” But now his teeth clench and the sharp saw of his resentment grates over the tougher fiber of his regret and he wonders: Where does it end? The list of what he has to atone for, to find words to ask forgiveness for? And there’s so little time, he’s out of time.
“Why do you always have to make it so hard on yourself?”
“Forget it.” Jarrett rubs his head. “Tell me about Thomas, the fight, what was it about?”
“You remember Jody Doaks.”
“Like I could forget. That psycho had a cell two doors down from me until that shrink got his sentence commuted. Tell me, what was she thinking?”
Cort doesn’t answer. He doesn’t look at Jarrett. And it’s weird somehow. Jarrett’s getting an odd vibration off him. “What’s up, bro?” he asks.
But Cort only shakes his head and says he wonders about the shrink too. “I don’t know why she’d defend a pervert like Doaks. Why work that hard to get a guy like him off? People say she’s got a thing about death penalty cases, like she’s an advocate. She doesn’t seem that way though. From what I’ve seen of her on television, I mean,” Cort adds. “She’s hard to figure.”
“What’s she got to do with the trouble that went down with the boys?”
 “Her? Nothing, but Doaks— Well, you probably won’t believe it, but the media ghouls are drawing a parallel. They’re saying stuff like you’re a mental case, that you’re depressed, incompetent, suicidal, you know. Thomas and Brian are taking flack.”
“The retard’s sons.”
“Yesterday these punks in Brian’s class jumped him and Thomas got in the middle of it. Just his luck a couple of those media jerks were there filming.”
“They can’t use it.”
“No.” Cort dips his glance.
“What else?”
“The parents are upset; they want something done.”
“Like what? They want my kids kicked out of school?”
“Yeah.”
“But it’s not fair to punish them.”
“You know how it works.”
Fuck how it works. Jarrett would have said it, but anymore, his anger is so crippled with the sense of his disgrace that it’s useless. There’s nowhere to go with it, no one to point to but himself. “Accept it,” that’s the advice Jarrett gets from the prison shrinks.
Martin Trumble the prison chaplain advises that Jarrett should accept Christ as his savior. And then what? Jarrett has wondered. You hope for the best? But he doesn’t ask. The padre, and a woman who writes to Jarrett, his prison pen pal, who signs her letters with the single initial L, are the only ones who have expressed concern for Jarrett’s immortal soul, the only ones who are looking beyond this world on Jarrett’s behalf, for whatever it’s worth.
“I have to pick up supplies, get to work.” Cort is standing now.
“Wait.”
He sits again looking wary.
“I fired my attorneys.”
“Yeah, I know. So?”
“So, Grace hired them back. No, don’t deny it,” Jarrett says when Cort opens his mouth. “We get as much news in here as anybody out there. Maybe more. It’s on her account that the media is all stirred up. Because she’s got the attorneys going back into court to petition the judge for a stay. She thinks if I take meds for depression, I’ll change my mind, but I won’t. And don’t either one of you bother talking to that nutcase psychologist that Doaks used either. It’s not happening.”
Cort shifts his glance.
“I mean it, Cort. You have to get Grace to stop. She’ll listen to you.” The taste in Jarrett’s mouth is sludge. It is salt, the salt of tears that are packed solid like dirt in his throat.
Cort opens his mouth and closes it as if he can’t find anything to say.
“It’s not a problem, is it? You’re making all the decisions, right? You and Grace together?” Jarrett pushes the words between them, hanging them out there, sweet and mean, and it’s a satisfying thing to see Cort redden. An image fills Jarrett’s mind, of himself smashing his fist into Cort’s face until it is no longer recognizable. For all that he loves Cort, he hates him, that he is free, that he has hope, a life. Grace.
Cort knows this. It’s all over his face when he looks at Jarrett and he’s as broken over it as Jarrett is. His guilt is there, too. And Cort’s grief so tears at the shadows in his eyes that he looks as if he is the one facing death. He opens his mouth again, but before he can speak Jarrett cradles his receiver; he flattens his palm for a moment on the Plexiglas. Then he shouts for the guard.




Chapter 3
Friday, September 14, 1999 - 30 days remain
Sophia tunes in to the local televised morning talk show, Good Morning, Texas, and adjusts the volume. She doesn’t do more than register the series of images that flash over the screen: the mug shot of a white male, early-to-mid forties, inscrutable gaze, is followed by a series of film clips taken of him and some other official types. Detectives or lawyers, is Sophia’s subliminal guess. But she isn’t really paying attention. She’s thinking of the things she needs to do before she leaves for the airport to pick up Carolyn who is flying in from Chicago for the weekend.
Without Larry.
What will they do by themselves for two whole days? What will they find to say to each other? Sophia bites back a sigh. She will miss Larry. At least she can have a conversation with him; at least her daughter’s fiancé seems to enjoy her company. But when Sophia mentioned him the other night when Carolyn called and announced her plans to visit, she made some excuse about his having to work. And to make matters worse she asked Sophia to buy Hershey Kisses, the large size, which usually means trouble is afoot. Big trouble. Sophia pulls a crystal candy dish out of the cabinet. The chocolate kisses are a family tradition. Russ’s answer for Carolyn’s every hurt, from a scraped knee to a broken heart. What can it be this time? Carolyn would only say it was complicated. And that Larry wasn’t coming.
Sophia’s heart falls. She loves Larry.
She misses Russ. His willingness to take over the cooking. His weight beside her in their bed, their companionable silences, all those little things she’d never taken much notice of when he was alive. He was so much better at dealing with their daughter too. He and Carolyn had been so close. Why isn’t he here? Why did he have to go and die? It’s not fair.
But it irritates her, all this brooding. She picks up the remote and raises the volume to distract herself. The news anchor, a pretty young woman named Pat Dubois, is giving a story lead explaining the film footage, something about death row. Sophia gets that much, but when Pat says, “Stay with us,” and the program cuts to a commercial for breakfast cereal, Sophia walks away.
Puts on the kettle for tea, runs water over the sink full of dirty dishes she’s allowed to accumulate. Yesterday she’d dusted, run the vacuum, changed the sheets and cleaned the bathrooms, in her zeal, overworking herself. She let the housekeeper go after Russ died. It didn’t seem reasonable to have her come in and mop up after one person. But now Sophia worries that someone, specifically Carolyn, will drop in, pronounce the house a disaster and Sophia unfit. Everyone waits for it once you’re a widow: the signs of mental weakness. Senility. Dementia.
The next thing you know, they’re taking your car keys.
The way Sophia has taken Esther’s car keys. On purpose, out of revenge. That’s her mother’s latest claim, that Sophia holds a grudge against her and is now punishing her, and it’s ridiculous. As ridiculous as Esther calling the collision she’d had a fender bender when in actuality she’d driven herself head-on into the back of a U-haul trailer parked at the curb on her own street, in broad daylight. Not a small U-Haul either but one of the big ones. Esther claims she swerved to avoid hitting a dog, but a neighbor out jogging who saw the entire thing said there was no dog, that Sophia’s mother had driven up on the curb and into the back of the trailer as if it weren’t there. She’d been lucky to come away without injury.
There have been other worrisome incidents too. A week before the accident, Esther called from the mall to say she’d forgotten where she’d parked the car. And one afternoon last March she’d left the post office, settled in behind the steering wheel and found she was unable to remember how to insert the key into the ignition.
Cold. Esther had excused herself by saying her brain was cold.
It’s hard for Sophia to imagine, to accept that her mother’s mind is going. Esther has always been sharp and aggravatingly opinionated. Esther knows best. Always. Sophia has joked to herself that her mother would outlive her on the strength of her opinions alone. After all, if Esther were to die, who would be left to tell Sophia what to think, what to do?
“...declared competent and the motion to dismiss the balance of Capshaw’s appeals was granted in August.”
Capshaw? Hearing the name, Sophia returns to the breakfast nook to stand in front of the television. Pat Dubois is talking about an execution that is scheduled for next month. She says the date: “October the eighteenth.” Now the camera angle widens to include another commentator, a man seated next to Pat. Sophia makes a face. She doesn’t care for Trent Hunter. He reminds her of Geraldo Rivera with his slick good looks, his coy, practiced demeanor. His regular segments for Good Morning, Texas called “The Heart of the Story” have earned him a reputation for sensationalism. People shake their heads at his tactics, but they watch him even as they complain. It never seems to occur to them that it’s their own appetite for Hunter’s sort of drama that keeps newsmen like him in business.
Sophia’s been the object of his scrutiny. During Jody’s trial, Hunter had been everywhere she was. He’d stuck to her side, agitating her with his constant questions, cajoling and demanding by turns, so insistent, she’d become alarmed.
“...unless the situation changes.” Trent is answering Pat. “There are a couple of avenues that could be pursued,” he says, “for instance, there’s talk that Capshaw’s attorneys might attempt a similar course of action as Jody Doaks’ attorneys.”
At the mention of Jody’s name, Sophia’s breath stalls and while Hunter goes on to talk about the wife of the condemned man, she waits to hear her name linked with Jody’s. She wouldn’t put it past Hunter to lie and say she will become involved in this matter and she is hardly relieved when he doesn’t.
She brings her fingertips to her temples. It can’t be possible that Cort Capshaw, the painter she has hired against her better judgment, and this man, whose mug shot fills the screen, are related. She searches the image, hunting a resemblance to Cort, not finding any. She tells herself he would have mentioned it if there was a connection. She tells herself he isn’t the only one who’s brought up the trial to her. Many people have questioned her. People she is less acquainted with than Cort. Sophia drags her fingers back through her hair. Please don’t let these men be related. The words run through her mind, a prayer.
She’ll tell Cort no, that’s all. If it turns out that’s why he’s here, why he pressed her for the job of painting her house, if it’s her help he wants with this volunteer’s case, she’ll say no. She’s done it before. Not long after Russ died, as recently as six months ago, a woman had the nerve to come to Sophia’s front door and demand she step in to help her nephew who was within days of execution. The woman had been furious when Sophia refused. She had accused Sophia of having a thing for perverts. Sophia had been shaken. But the whole experience with Jody, the trial and its aftermath has left her feeling hollowed out. Conflicted in ways she is afraid she might never settle.
She looks back at the television, where Jarrett Capshaw’s competency to decide his fate is now under discussion. Hunter says he doesn’t think the judge will reverse the court’s earlier decision that declared Capshaw of sound mind.
“But the court isn’t the only authority or even the final authority in this case that has been filled from the beginning with twists and surprises,” Hunter continues, briskly eager. “In fact, there’s been talk of a much higher power stepping in to stop the clock.”
Pat bounces her index finger at the ceiling. “I’ll assume you’re not talking...?”
Hunter snickers. “No. This authority would be our own government. Inside sources who agreed to speak to me exclusively have indicated there may be a joint effort underway between the US and Mexico to halt the execution.”
“On what grounds?” Pat asks.
Sophia starts to sit, to wait for the answer, but then catching herself, she switches off the set, gives the kitchen a final distracted inspection, finds her purse, tugs out her car keys, mind tripping over a rubble of worried thoughts. She doesn’t want Cort Capshaw to be related to this man, this volunteer. She can’t help them. Can’t take the risk even if she were so inclined, which she isn’t. Getting drawn into the very public eye of Jody’s case was a fluke and, thankfully, nothing came up about her past. But to tempt fate again in the same way would be foolish, nothing short of insanity. She’d never get away with it, not a second time.
o0o
Sophia’s glance passes right over the slightly-built, dark-haired girl pushing an overloaded airport luggage cart across the sidewalk and then returns to her. It is Carolyn looking frayed and disheveled behind a virtual mountain of suitcases and boxes. What on earth...?
After a hug and a flurry of greetings, Carolyn offers the explanation that she’s been cleaning out closets. Sophia waits to hear something more plausible, but as they stow what they can in the trunk and pack the overflow into the back seat, Carolyn chatters about everything else: the flight, her talkative seatmate, the weather.
Sophia turns south on the feeder road heading toward Houston.
“We’re having lunch at Grandmother’s?” Carolyn is looking at herself in the visor mirror
“Couldn’t be avoided. Aunt Frances is out of her blood pressure medication and I have the refill.”
“I can’t believe they took Grandmother’s driver’s license. Is she making you crazy?”
“Nearly.”
“Is it Alzheimer’s, do you think?”
“Her doctor claims it’s too soon to tell.”
“Well, I hope not. You’re on your own now. It’s not as if you have Dad to help anymore.” Carolyn pulls down the visor mirror again and fiddles with her hair, a dark cap of pixie curls that frames her face. Her fingers dart like nervous birds.
“I’ll manage,” Sophia says. “Is something wrong?”
“No, why?”
“You seem jittery.”
“Too much coffee.”
Sophia glances in the backseat. Too much baggage....
Carolyn asks about paint colors for the house.
“I’m leaning toward shades of green,” Sophia says. “Are you too warm?” She eyes Carolyn hands that are busy now with adjusting the A/C vent.
Carolyn claims she’s fine. But she isn’t. After a stream of animated chatter, she has fallen abruptly silent and the way she’s sitting, with her hands clutched in her lap and her face turned to the passenger window, suggests that if she isn’t crying, she’s close. “Do you want to talk about it?” Sophia asks.
At first Carolyn shakes her head, but when her gaze comes around, her eyes are brimming; her mouth is knotted. It’s obvious she can’t speak. Sophia cups her palm over Carolyn’s clasped hands and finds that Carolyn’s diamond solitaire is missing. Her heart sinks.
“Have you and Larry broken up?”
Carolyn sniffs and wipes her face. “I’m not sure.”
“You’ve seemed so happy all this time. What’s happened?”
Carolyn’s shrug is somehow both noncommittal and defensive. She says, “There’s something else you might as well know. I turned down the job with Vanderburg and Dodge.”
“What?” Sophia backs her foot off the accelerator, she can’t help it. “Why would you do that?” She talks over the squeal of brakes, the staccato sound of honking. Within moments an angry driver wheels around her, glaring, middle finger stabbing skyward.
Carolyn thanks him. She mentions his IQ.
Sophia won’t be distracted. “You aren’t thinking you can do better? You said yourself the salary and benefits, the retirement package, was more than you had hoped for. Please tell me you’ve left the door open.”
Carolyn says that she hasn’t. She presses herself into the seat corner as if she might escape the onslaught of Sophia’s dismay. Somehow Sophia manages to stifle herself. She’s a psychologist, good at waiting, good at giving space, however little she wants to practice the skills at this moment.
“They want someone innovative, someone creative who can think on their feet.” Carolyn manages to sound both furious and contrite at the same time and Sophia thinks of pulling over, of drawing Carolyn into her embrace. Never mind, she will say, it doesn’t matter. But she is very concerned that it does matter. A profession is the way a woman maintains her independence in her marriage. Without that, Carolyn could well be made vulnerable to her husband’s decisions about how she will conduct her life.
Sophia says, “It’s all you ever wanted to do, follow in your dad’s footsteps.”
“No, it’s what you wanted me to do.”
“Me?”
“You said I should find a career.”
“Yes, all right, I did say that, but—”
“I knew you wouldn’t understand.”
“People can wait a lifetime for an opportunity like this, Carolyn, and you’re giving it away.” Sophia is saying everything wrong. Russ would put it differently; he would be more diplomatic. Carolyn would listen to him and do as he said. It was always his advice she relied on. He’d been the parent she could relate to and now he’s gone.
They ride through a gnawing silence.
“I don’t think I want to live in Chicago either.” Carolyn addresses the passing scenery outside her window.
“Then what do you want?”
“Honestly? I don’t know, Mom. Not to be stupid? That would be good for starters.”
Sophia glances at her. “Why are you talking this way? You aren’t making sense.”
“Who will give me away?”
“What? Uncle John, I suppose. At least Aunt Floy offered.”
“But I hardly know him. He and Dad weren’t close even when they were growing up.”
It was true. Of the two Beckman sons, Russ had been the oldest by eight years, the brilliant one, adored by their wealthy parents. John had been the rebellious, pot-smoking, perennial student. Now he’s a fully-tenured college professor at Fordham University in New York. Sophia doesn’t see much of John, but she’s always liked him. The day Russ brought her to meet his family, John went out of his way to welcome her, unlike Madeleine. Sophia can never think of that initial meeting with her motherin-law without remembering how Madeleine had peered down the thin ridge of her patrician nose at her as if Sophia were some variety of strange fruit. They had never warmed to each other.
“If the engagement is off,” Sophia says, changing lanes, “it would seem a discussion of who is to give you away is moot.”
“I don’t know that it is. I don’t know anything for sure. I’m scared, Mom.” Carolyn is peering into her lap. The tremor in her hands, in her voice, stalls Sophia’s heart.
“Has Larry done something?” She keeps her eyes on the Houston city skyline that is lost in a light-shot haze of smog.
“No. Maybe.”
They share a look that is quickly full of Sophia’s panicked question.
“Not that! Why would you think—?”
“Because even people we love can lose their temper with so little provocation.” Sophia bites her lip; she tells herself to settle down. Carolyn would never do it; she wouldn’t let herself get mixed up with an abuser. But there’s the baggage and her talk of dissatisfaction with her life. It’s the portent of something ominous. It has to be. What Sophia can’t decide is whether to delve into it or leave it alone. If only someone would hand her a script....
“I won’t go to the barbeque tomorrow, if you’d rather I didn’t.”
“Of course, I want you to go. Phil and Dorie couldn’t believe their luck when I said you’d be in town on the very weekend of their annual bash. They’re thrilled you can make it.”
“But I don’t want to embarrass you.”
“What do you mean? You could never—”
“They’ll ask about the job, Mom, the wedding and Larry. I don’t want to explain and you shouldn’t have to.”
“We won’t mention it,” Sophia says. She will call Phil, she thinks, and warn him. He’ll worry if they don’t show. Phil Stedman is a psychologist too, Sophia’s mentor in fact, and one-time office partner, but she is convinced he is also part Jewish mother. His wife Dorie agrees. They joke about it.
“They’re bound to ask though.”
“If they do, we’ll say everything is fine. Because it will be. It will work out, you’ll see.” Sophia pats Carolyn’s knee and when Carolyn takes her hand, Sophia’s heart wallows and the warm and surprising sea of her love blends with the cooler current of her apprehension.
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Frances is peering out at them as Sophia and Carolyn climb the front porch steps. “Sister’s furious at me,” she says instead of hello. She pushes open the screen door.
“Why?” Sophia bends to hug Frances. Her cheek next to Sophia’s is withered and soft, like creased tissue paper. The blades of Frances’s shoulders are bent as delicately as a bird’s wings. But she’s spry and right now her eyes are bright with worry.
“She ran over a pencil with the vacuum cleaner,” Frances explains while at the same time Carolyn is saying, “Mmm ...something smells divine . . .
“I made vegetable soup for our lunch,” Frances tells Carolyn. “How are you, honey?” Not waiting for Carolyn’s answer, she turns back to Sophia. “It was only a little stub and it got caught in the hose and the vacuum won’t go and Sister says it’s my fault, but she’s the one who was using it. The pencil, I mean. She was working the crossword and she was mad because she couldn’t think of half the answers. I wish she wouldn’t—”
“Where is Mother?” Sophia interrupts.
Frances gestures them toward the living room. “We were trying to fix it.”
“I’ll see if I can help her,” Carolyn offers.
Sophia links arms with Frances. “How about we tend to the soup?”
A few minutes later, when Sophia goes to the living room, Carolyn is crouched beside the sweeper using a screwdriver and Esther is watching her. She’s a sturdier version of her sister, taller and bigger-boned. Sophia takes after her, while Carolyn is more agile and slender like Frances. When Esther turns at Sophia’s approach; her still-handsome features knit into a frown.
“I wanted the house to be clean when you brought Carolyn by. Now here she is down on her knees because of Frances’s carelessness.”
 “Come on to the kitchen, Mother, and have your lunch. Frances and I have the soup ready.”
“Did you bring her medicine? Did she take it? It’s her own fault if she’s in a state.” Esther sounds fretful and it is so uncharacteristic that it draws Carolyn’s glance.
Her reassurance, “It’s okay, Grandmother.”
“Frances is fine,” Sophia soothes. “Carolyn, do you need me to help?”
She waves the screwdriver. “I’ll just be a minute more. It’s no big deal,” she adds.
“Hmmph,” Esther grumbles, following Sophia into the kitchen.
At the stove, Sophia concentrates on ladling the soup into bowls and carries them to the table. “Tarragon, I’m guessing,” she says setting Frances’s bowl in front of her.
Frances nods. “With just a tish of cayenne pepper and those wonderful fresh mushrooms you brought us.”
Sophia smiles. Frances is an imaginative chef. She never works from a recipe and no dish is ever the same twice.
Esther drags out a chair and sits down, making more noise than necessary. “If you’d been paying attention,” she tells Frances, “when you carried the newspapers to the recycle, you would have seen the pencil fall on the floor.”
Frances dips soup into her spoon and sips. “Do you think we should add more salt, Sophia?”
“I think it’s fine.” Sophia clatters the lid back onto the soup pan. Don’t start, please don’t start....
“All fixed,” Carolyn says going to the sink to wash her hands.
Esther sniffs. “I doubt it’ll hold. We’ll have to buy a new one because of Frances’s foolishness.”
Sophia mentions she’s forgotten the crackers and Carolyn picks up the basket on her way to the table handing it to Sophia as she sits down.
“Where is Larry?” Esther asks.
“Yes, where is he?” Frances echoes.
“What about the wedding?” Esther wonders.
“Sophia never tells us anything,” Frances complains.
“Mom and I were talking about it on the way here,” Carolyn says brightly.
When the sisters ask for details, she seems happy to elaborate. She’s been thinking about color schemes, she tells them. Sophia frowns.
Carolyn pays her no mind. “What do you think of shades of ivory and green with maybe a touch of lilac, or should the accent color be pink?” she asks.
Sophia butters a cracker, feeling a thrust of irritation. She resents having to sit here, having to share Carolyn’s visit, having to pretend everything is oh-so-happy. Coming here is a worsening chore. The drive between her house in Hardys Walk north of the city and their house here near Houston’s 610 loop is an hour each way, longer if there’s traffic, and now there’s the shopping to do and the ferrying to various doctors, the endless running of idle errands, and after all that, the sisters will still treat Sophia like the twelve-year-old girl they had used to send off for a loaf of bread or to fetch the laundry from the clothesline before it rained. She thinks how tired she is of it, the sisters’ endless squabbling, their furtive whispering.
Their secrets.
They have no idea Sophia has such feelings. Feelings aren’t to be discussed. Esther’s rule. It’s understood.
Sophia realizes Carolyn is into it with them now, over something to do with Russ’s funeral. She’s brought it up again, that Esther and Frances hadn’t attended.
“They weren’t feeling well,” Sophia says. “Remember? I told you.”
“Sister said your mother didn’t want us there,” Frances tells Carolyn. “We would only have been in the way. Sister says nobody wants to entertain two old women.”
“Mother!” Sophia is appalled. “Why on earth would you say such a thing to Frances? Honestly.”
“Honestly, what?” Esther arches a single eyebrow.
Sophia shifts her gaze, blinking, defensive, and hating herself for it. Why is it she can never learn? It’s not as if she hasn’t had plenty of experience. Take the day Russ died for instance. It had happened suddenly, without warning, and when his brief struggle was over, Sophia had called Esther wanting only the simple comfort of her mother’s voice, but instead, she’d been made to listen while Esther tut-tutted that she’d warned Sophia about marrying a man so much older.
“I’m surprised he lasted this long,” she had declared.
“Younger men than Russ have coronaries, Mother. Much younger,” Sophia had repeated. “As young as twenty,” she had said uselessly.
“The never-ending cold war.” Carolyn’s comment now slices into what is a tart silence. No one protests; Carolyn is too old to be fooled.




Chapter 4
Friday, September 17, 1999 - 30 days remain
Cort is rounding the corner of the house when they pull into the driveway and Sophia wonders whether to explain her reservations about him to Carolyn, but she is too quickly out of the car. Sophia joins her, making introductions, opening the trunk.
He peers in and his eyes widen at the sight of all the luggage. Sophia stifles a sigh. Carolyn repeats her closet cleaning story and it sounds even less plausible. Cort must doubt it too. She thinks the glance he gives her is nothing if not commiserating.
Hefting the suitcases, he looks at Carolyn. “Where to, ma’am? Garage? Attic? Goodwill?”
She laughs. “Only as far as my bedroom. I can show you.” She shoulders her tote and lifts two smaller boxes.
Cort falls in behind Carolyn mentioning that Sophia had a visitor while she was gone. “Wick Bowen? He left a basket of fresh tomatoes for you on the patio table.”
“Who’s he?” Carolyn asks.
“A patient,” Sophia says and she rues the lift of pleasure hearing Wick’s name gives her. She deliberately keeps her gaze from Carolyn, thinking to herself, Please don’t ask. She has no idea what she would say. That Wick is a patient and she feels something for him and it’s most certainly inappropriate? That he pays her in tomatoes?
Sophia comes around Cort to unlock the backdoor and she follows him and Carolyn into the kitchen. Cort sets down the suitcases. Carolyn goes into the hallway, but then pauses to look back at him. “Forgive me, but it’s so much in the news, are you by any chance related to Jarrett Capshaw, the man on death row, the one they call the volunteer?”
“He’s my brother.”
“Oh my God! There’s an article about him in USA Today. I read it on the plane. How terrible. I’m so sorry.” Carolyn is stammering, astonished. She comes back into the kitchen, sets the boxes on the countertop. “Mom, did you know?”
Sophia puts her purse down on the kitchen island, feeling grim. “I saw something about it earlier.” She meets Cort’s glance. “On television. Trent Hunter’s segment on Good Morning, Texas? I was going to ask.”
“I hate that guy, Hunter.” Cort smacks his open palm with his fist. “He’s all about the hype, never about the truth.”
“I wish you had let me know you were related.” Sophia holds Cort’s gaze until he looks away.
Plucking a rag from his pocket, he busies himself cleaning his hands, one finger at a time. Each one trembling, Sophia notes, and against her will, her heart softens. It hadn’t occurred to her that these men would be so closely related, although why the fact that they are brothers makes a difference to her she doesn’t know. She is disturbed by Cort’s expression too, his grief, the calamity in waiting that so painfully shadows his eyes, the element of awful incredulity. How has he landed in this situation? A brother on death row? How did it happen?
Cort says he’s sorry. “You’d think talking about it would get easier, but it doesn’t.”
“I shouldn’t have brought it up,” Carolyn says.
“No, it’s all right.” Cort’s grin is wry, engaging. “I get the ‘Are you that Capshaw?’ from a lot of folks. It’s one of the perks of having a celebrity in the family. Name recognition.”
“The story’s big in Illinois.” Carolyn says. “There was something about your brother in the Chicago Sun last Sunday.”
“Because of Anthony Porter,” Cort says.
“Who is Anthony Porter?” Sophia asks.
“An inmate who was found innocent within two days of being executed,” Cort says. “Someone else confessed and now, instead of being dead, Anthony Porter is free.”
“The governor is calling for a moratorium. He wants to reopen every single death penalty case and drag them all back through the court system.” Carolyn sounds incensed. “The next thing you know, he’ll open all the cell doors too and let the murderers out on the street.”
Sophia looks at Carolyn and wonders when and where she came by her opinion regarding the death penalty. As far as she can remember, they had never discussed it. Unless Carolyn and Russ had talked about it when they were off having one of their long afternoons together.
“He said he’d sleep better nights,” Carolyn continues. “But there are a lot of folks who don’t care about his sleep. Imagine if you were the family of one of those killers’ victims and you had to endure having the whole tragedy raked up again. I feel sorry for them.”
“Well, you don’t have to worry about that happening in Texas,” Cort says. “Juries in this state don’t get another option other than death in capital murder cases and they won’t, not as long as we’ve got cowboys like Bush in office.”
“People call him the Texecutioner,” Carolyn says.
“Because he’s a serial killer.” Cort waves his arm. “He’s sent more men to their death than any other governor in the history of the United States, more than one hundred this year alone. Talk about losing sleep. I couldn’t close my eyes if I was him.”
There is a ringing pause and then Cort goes on at a lower volume. “It’s on all of us, though, killing people this way. It’s not just the fault of the judges or the juries or the governors. We go along, all of us, blind, like sheep.”
“But what’s the answer?” Carolyn asks.
Cort’s silence is eloquent in its bewilderment, its appeal. Someone should provide a remedy. Someone should rescue his brother. He, Cort, is failing in the attempt. Powerless to prevent this terrible thing that is going to happen. It’s his fault. He should be able to do something. Sophia sees all of this; she reads it in the ether. And she turns from it, taking her purse from the kitchen island to the desk as if presenting her back will absolve her.
Cort is saying if his brother’s jury had been given another option, they might have chosen it. “There are extenuating circumstances.”
Sophia faces him, feeling somehow compelled and when he meets her gaze, she gets the sense that he is appealing directly to her now and it seems inevitable.
He says, “If we can just get the right information in front of the right judge, maybe a miracle will happen. Maybe Jarrett can win clemency. At least then he’d be here where his wife and kids could visit him. At least I would still have my brother in my life.”
“Does he want that?” Carolyn asks.
“He doesn’t want anything except to die. His family, we’re the ones who want to stop the clock.”
“I read about his wife,” Carolyn says. “She’s trying to get a court order, right? She wants her husband to take medication for depression. She doesn’t agree that he was in the right frame of mind to call off his appeals. I was really amazed by that since—”
“Since Jarrett shot and killed her dad. Yeah. I know. It’s weird. Complicated.”
“I remember when it happened.” Sophia says this slowly almost speaking to herself. The pulse at the base of her throat flutters and she puts her hand there. “It was around six years ago, wasn’t it? There was a raid, a government raid on Louis Tilley’s restaurant.” Sophia looks at Cort.
He nods.
“They went there to recover artifacts,” Sophia says. “In particular, I remember a Mayan codex that was stolen. An agent was killed.”
“A federal marshal. That meant the death penalty was automatic. But no one’s excusing what Jarrett did. No one’s saying he’s innocent. He isn’t. He did the crimes.”
“But he could still have his sentence overturned, couldn’t he?” Carolyn says. “I mean, look at Jody Doaks. You know about him, don’t you?”
“Carolyn....” Sophia protests.
“You know Mom’s testimony got his sentence commuted.”
 “No,” Sophia corrects, “that was the Texas pardon board’s decision per Governor Bush’s instruction. He said that the jurors hadn’t been told certain facts about Jody during his initial trial. I only stated what those facts were and provided my professional opinion. What I observed of Jody’s behavior that seemed to support the claim of mental deficiency.”
 “The media called the clemency an unprecedented act of mercy,” Cort says, “which may mean Bush has a heart after all.”
“I’m sorry,” Sophia says, “but if you came here thinking I would intervene in a similar fashion on behalf of your brother, I can assure you, I won’t.”
“I don’t need your help,” Cort says. “Or your pity.”
Sophia frowns. “I’m not offering pity.”
Cort picks up Carolyn’s suitcases. “I should get back to work. Want to show me where to put these?”
“This way.” Carolyn gestures him toward the stairs and then casts a glance at Sophia and her expression seems to contain a reproof, but she’s gone before Sophia can decide.
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Sophia hears Cort come back downstairs and the click of the front door when he closes it behind him and now the muffled tread of Carolyn’s step overhead is audible and steady, as if she’s agitated, but perhaps she is only putting things away. Not home an hour, Sophia thinks, and already they are at odds. She would like to go and talk to Carolyn. Explain that she is not without sympathy; she would help the Capshaws if it were possible. But it simply isn’t. Sophia fills the kettle and puts it on for tea. And now, there is this other thing to worry about with the stolen artifacts, that Mayan codex. She had nearly forgotten about it.
Russ had been perturbed when the story broke. He had collected pre-Columbian art too. Sophia didn’t care for it; it was too crude and primitive. She hadn’t liked Russ’s preoccupation with his collection either. It had seemed obsessive to her. The way he’d looked at the pieces when he’d handled them. He had appeared so enrapt as if there was nothing in the world of more importance. Really, it had been as if no other world existed. She could be in the same room and he wouldn’t notice. If she spoke to him, he wouldn’t hear. It had bothered her. It still does.
But now the phone rings and she reaches for it, glad for the distraction.
“I wanted to be sure Carolyn got in all right,” Phil says, “and to make sure you’re both still coming tomorrow.”
Sophia carries her cup of tea out onto the deck outside to the patio table. “Wouldn’t miss it. Shall I bring the potato salad?”
“It wouldn’t be the same if you didn’t.” There is the slightest hitch before Phil says what Sophia is thinking. “Of course it won’t be the same anyway, will it, without Russ?”
“No,” Sophia agrees. Phil and Russ had been on friendly terms; they’d played an occasional round of golf together after which the four of them, Phil and Dorie, Russ and Sophia, might go out to dinner or to the ballet or the symphony. It had been a pleasant relationship, a comfortable routine, gone now, or at least altered beyond recognition. Three’s a crowd, three blind mice, three strikes and you’re out.... Sophia sips her tea that is too hot and scalds her tongue . . .
...and now, inexplicably, a thought of Wick Bowen appears in her mind, something to do with being able to picture him in a theater seat at the ballet but not on a golf course. She wouldn’t mind if Wick hated golf right along with pre-Columbian art. What she does mind are her thoughts about him.
“Are you all right, Sophia?” Phil asks. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
She says it’s all right, that she’s all right. She says, “You know I’m having the house painted,” and when Phil asks how the job is coming, she says, “It’s fine,” adding, “but you won’t believe who the painter is or I should say who he’s related to.”
“You’re kidding,” Phil says when she’s finished explaining.
“I wish I were. Truly, I should have known. The day Cort came and asked for the job, he brought up Jody Doaks, but I thought it was out of curiosity.” Sophia fiddles with her spoon, eyeing it unhappily.
“You think he wants your professional help with his brother.”
“He denied it.” Sophia makes a tiny snick with her tongue. “Did you happen to see Trent Hunter’s segment about Jarrett Capshaw this morning? Hunter mentioned Jody and I kept waiting to hear my name too. I’m surprised he or some other reporter hasn’t called me. I can’t take it again, Phil. All that awful publicity.”
“Well, you can bet it’s getting ready to explode. You’ve got two governments mixed up in it and a man on death row sitting in the catbird seat. Personally I don’t think they’ll execute Capshaw, not as long as there’s a chance he’ll tell them where the codex is.”
“I had nearly forgotten about all of that. Louis Tilley, involved in a smuggling ring. Why? The man could have bought whatever he wanted. Why steal it?”
“That’s what greed does for you. Or to you.”
Sophia is quiet.
“Russ knew Tilley, didn’t he?”
“Not well.” Sophia pushes her hair behind her ear. She gets up to pace, sits down again. “At least not that I know of.”
“You seem upset. Are you? You don’t think Russ was involved, do you?”
“Russ? Heavens no.” Did she? “Russ didn’t like Louis; he called him a blowhard.”
“Huh. Did you realize that his daughter is married to Jarrett Capshaw?”
“Louis Tilley’s daughter is Jarrett’s wife?” Had she known this?
“Uh-huh. Grace’s Table? Louis’s restaurant? He named it for her. She’s been running it ever since he died.”
Sophia doesn’t answer. She walks into the yard trying not to notice the birdbath, crusted with algae and tipped far to one side. Underfoot the scratchy assortment of yard litter, what is the drab discarded dress of a summer’s worth of neglect muffles her steps. She’s been an indifferent gardener in recent months, but until today, she hasn’t noticed really. She supposes her awareness is a sign of healing, but there’s a part of her that doesn’t want it. Some errant impulse that doesn’t want to recover, to start over. To take up the thread and face her life again. In the cold light of Russ’s absence.
That empty, heartless light.
She looks down the path at the arbor that is smothered now in the faded blooms of an old Bourbon rose as lavish as its name, Zephirine Drouhin. It needs pruning, an overall tidying.
“Sophia?” The note of caution is back in Phil’s voice and catches her attention. “This changes the subject, but you remember Greg Slade, the young man who was treated in the ER a few years ago after a drug overdose?”
“How could I forget?” She’d been with Phil the night he’d been called to the hospital by Greg’s parents. The Slades had taken their son there after finding him at home nearly dead from the effects of a toxic cocktail of methamphetamine mixed with cocaine. Sophia had sat with Greg’s mother Sharon, while Phil dealt with Greg’s doctors. It had been a long, strange and hideous night that had somehow ended in the grace note of a miracle when Greg survived. But that night is just one more thing Sophia wishes she could forget. “Please tell me the Slades aren’t coming tomorrow. You said before they couldn’t make it.”
“I know, but it turns out they’re going to be in town after all attending a presidential campaign fundraiser for Governor Bush.”
“I suppose it was foolish to assume I would never run into them again.”
“Sharon asked me specifically whether you’d be here. She asked about Carolyn, too. She mentioned Carolyn and Greg knew each other, that they went to high school together. I don’t know that I ever knew that.”
“They worked together on Greg’s dad’s first run for state senate. Carolyn was a huge fan of Jasper’s, but I think she’s lost touch with Greg.”
“He lost touch with most of his friends when he took up company with whatever drug was available,” Phil says dryly.
“Suppose all of that comes up tomorrow?”
“I don’t know why it would, but it’s not a problem, is it? Unless you didn’t tell Carolyn.”
A pause jitters.
“Sophia?” Phil prompts. “Please tell me you told her.”
“About Greg’s overdose, yes, but not—” Sophia bends her head to her hand pinching the bridge of her nose. “I didn’t tell her about my experience.”
“But during the Doaks’ trial when Hunter was nosing around, when you were worried he could find out, you said then you were going to tell her.”
“I meant to.”
“I know Russ was against it, but he’s—” Phil expels a huge, frustrated breath. He won’t say it, the word dead and it hangs between them.
Sophia says, “I still plan to, in time.”
“You mean once Russ has been gone long enough.”
“And Mother, too. When there’s no one left who can be—” Hurt. Another word shimmers in Sophia’s brain. She touches her temple, the corner of her mouth. She has patients like herself, who keep information from her. They keep secret certain crucial facts that might be helpful in treating them. She has said to those patients: How can I help you if I don’t know your whole story? If you keep things back. She has been frustrated by them. She is frustrated with herself. She could tell Phil; she could explain it all to him; she knows he’s safe and even if he found what she had to say appalling, he would still only want to help her.
He says her name, asks if she’s all right. He says, “If it’s any consolation, Sharon made a point of mentioning how much she and the Senator appreciate your continuing discretion.”
“As I appreciate theirs. Sharon did promise,” Sophia adds.
“I’m sure they’ll honor—” Phil begins.
Sophia cuts in. “What I don’t understand is why they’re making such a thing of it. Greg was your patient. You’re the one who helped him kick his addiction, not me.”
“You’re splitting hairs, Sophia. The important thing is that between us, they got their son back. You can’t put a value on that.”
Sophia didn’t want to put a value on it; she wanted it forgotten.




Chapter 5
Saturday, September 18, 1999 - 29 days remain
After breakfast, Jarrett lies on his bunk; he closes his eyes. He would sleep but the air is full of noise from the new kid, Cameron Dancey, housed in 29 cell halfway down the run. He’s howling and the sound is brutal, a jackhammer of fear. It’s got everyone stirred up, pacing, yelling. There are answering shouts: “Shut up! Shut the fuck up!” The discordant chorus bangs off the concrete walls. The guards pace back and forth. They’ll call out the goon squad and gas Dancey’s cell if he doesn’t stop. He bellows on, oblivious, calling for his mama, Jesus. Anybody. He’s a man lost, abandoned in a remote galaxy, beyond hope of rescue. Condemned. Like every man in here. Jarrett cocks his elbow over his eyes. The ragged cries eat at him; they shake the ground of his apathy, pierce the cultivated shroud of his indifference. He sits up.
Yesterday, in the rec yard, Mo D said Cam was a meth-head, that he’d been on the stuff when he abducted and murdered his girlfriend. Mo had called Cam a drug-crazed kid. Mo had been on a rant about it; he’d come off like drugs were to blame. Like Cam isn’t the one who took the drugs in the first place. Like if you just took away all the drugs people wouldn’t be violent. Jarrett thought of saying it wasn’t that simple. He thought of telling Mo D that he’d been as sober as daylight when he’d pulled the trigger and shot the men who were his victims. But his life is so short now, he doesn’t want to waste time arguing.
Reaching under his bunk, he pulls out the book L sent to him. It’s a collection of talks given by an eastern mystic named Jeddu Krishnamurti. Jarrett never heard of the guy until L gave him this book. On the flyleaf she’s written that she found it in a prison library and that it saved her life. Like Krishnamurti, Jarrett has no clue who L is either, or how she knows of him. He’s only sure L is female because in her first letter to him, she said she wasn’t the sort of woman who stalked prison inmates. “I don’t want to be married to you or any of that,” she had said. “I’m not a religious nut....”
In the note she enclosed with the book, she had written that she knew what it was to seek death, to know utterly and completely that death was what you deserved and that orchestrating it yourself was the final act of courage. She had tried for it twice herself and failed, she said. After the second time, she had found Krishnamurti’s book and ever since, she’s been unsure about her beliefs. L had ended that letter by saying she would be interested to hear Jarrett’s thoughts.
He opens the book now at random.
Questioner: “So you have the two energies, you have the violence and the love.”
Krishnamurti: “It is the same energy, sir.”
Jarrett closes the book. Cam is quiet. The run is quiet. There is no nose-burning, eye-watering smell that would be pervasive by now if the guards had made good on their threat to gas his cell. Jarrett wonders who to thank for the blessing. God? Does he believe in God? A hereafter? Given that he has less than one month to live, he should probably decide.
The prison chaplain has offered to baptize him. Martin said that once a man is saved, he will often look back on the sinner he was and not recognize himself. The padre has counseled that this should be a moment of extreme joy. He has warned that shame and guilt are their own jailors. Jarrett understands the padre’s meaning in his head, but it’s hard to keep to the high road when what you see behind your closed eyes are the wounded images of your family’s faces and what your heart knows is that you’re their Judas.
He wonders who L is. She has seldom given him much of a clue and seems more interested in who he is, his history, his background. When she asked what led him to become involved in smuggling, Jarrett wrote back that he’d married into it. He’d explained it was what his father-in-law had been into. Pre-Columbian antiquities and Cuban cigars. He had written that running artifacts across the border was safer than running dope or illegals. Although, looking back, Jarrett guesses they had all been wrong about that.
In one letter, L wrote that prison wasn’t a building, but a locked room in your mind. She has written to him of isolation, anguish and remorse, the unrelenting anger and frustration you can feel when you’re locked up, and it’s as if she’s walking around inside his head taking down dictation. Something in the way she puts words together makes Jarrett think she’s been incarcerated herself. He’s written things to her that he would never tell anyone else.
He has said to L that if by some fluke he ever got out, he would go after Cort; he would kill his brother, whom he loves, with his bare hands, for loving Grace. Jarrett has written to L that he is sorry he ever married and became a father. He has admitted that he is afraid for his children. Suppose the evil in him is something he has passed on to them? He has spoken to L of his fear that he is going to hell and nothing can save him.
Later when he sits down in the visitor’s booth opposite Grace as he’s lifting the heavy old fashioned receiver, a bizarre thought occurs to him: What if she is L? The notion takes his breath. But almost immediately he sees it for the head game that it is. It happens a lot when you’re locked up; your brain conjures all sorts of craziness. Jarrett had known this guy in the county lock-up, Beaner, who thought he’d been abducted, that the jail was a planet located somewhere in a remote corner of the universe. He’d talked to his abductors, Jarrett had heard him, Beaner, thrashing in his bunk, begging the little green men to carry him home.
Grace is saying something about Brian, a visit to the dentist. Jarrett tries to focus, to care, but Jesus, where does she think they are? At the breakfast table? It occurs to him that he feels more of a connection to L, a woman he has never seen, never touched, never made love to and somehow the idea is vaguely sickening. It’s as if he’s committing some kind of emotional adultery against Grace, his wife, who has done everything but lay down her life for him. He watches as she noodles her finger along the edge of the countertop that separates them.
“You won’t believe this,” she says, “but I heard Blanca Salazar is coming.”
“To watch me get the needle?”
“Jarrett! For God’s sake.”
“It’s a long trip from Guadalajara. I didn’t realize she hated me that much.”
“She blames you because Rafe’s dead and she’s a widow left to raise her poor little fatherless child alone. When I heard her say that on the news, I almost gagged. As if she and Rafe weren’t in it up to their eyebrows.”
More than that, Jarrett thinks. Deeper than he ever knew. Rafe Sanchez had been Grace’s father’s pilot, his South American connection. Someone whom Jarrett had believed was his friend. Tilley hadn’t expected that, Jarrett thinks, that he and Rafe would hit it off. Rafe was supposed to be Tilley’s man. But Rafe had played Tilley, played him and Jarrett both, and Rafe had died for it. Jarrett looks at Grace. “Why do you care anymore what she says when it’s done?”
“It’s not done, Jarrett. She’s out there deliberately courting the media, looking for attention. She’s got them so stirred up they’re stalking our kids. She’s after a book deal, a movie deal, whatever, and she’ll twist the facts, you watch! She’ll try to make herself and Rafe look like victims. She’ll cast you as the monster. You would never have been involved if it wasn’t for Rafe and my dad. And Blanca knew. I know she did.”
“She lost her husband too, Gracie.” Jarrett lowers his face; his gaze is soft, pleading. “Let’s not waste time—” he begins.
But she explodes. “I lost my father! I’m losing my husband! I’m raising three children alone. We were friends, guests in Blanca’s and Rafe’s home. We were Carlito’s godparents, Jarrett.” Grace pauses. Her jaw trembles, but her gaze is fierce. “I didn’t know what Dad was doing. How could I not know?”
Jarrett looks at the ceiling; he brings his gaze level. “This has to stop.”
“What?”
“Everyone being hurt by what I did.”
“How will your execution stop it, Jarrett, except for you?”
He puts up his hand. He wants her to shut up, to not tell him again what a coward he is, to not recount the cost of his actions.
She lays aside the receiver, pulls a tissue from her pocket, presses it against her face, blows her nose. Retrieving the phone, she asks “Why won’t you face facts?” and her voice is as deadly flat as her expression.
“What do you mean?”
“Ending your appeals, you aren’t doing it to save us grief. You’re getting the State to do what you can’t.”
“Which is?” he asks although he’s heard the term state-assisted suicide used in conjunction with his name before.
“Kill yourself. You always do this, make decisions without considering the effect on your family. You keep your secrets and do what you want and the hell with everyone else.”
“It’s my life.”
“It isn’t just your life, Jarrett. Why can’t you see that? You aren’t the only one effected. Look at Thomas. He’s angry and fighting all the time. He won’t even come here.”
“So, if you were the mother of the marshal I murdered would you feel the same? Or suppose you were Blanca, Carlito’s mother? Never mind how you feel about her, do you think you would be asking me to live?”
“I’ve told you before, that’s an unfair question. I’m not their mother. I’m your children’s mother. I’ve already lost my father. What good is it if you’re dead too? It won’t bring Dad back or Rafe or the U.S. marshal. I’m sorry if I sound cold and unfeeling; I’m sorry for their families, but you aren’t the same man who did those things.” Her eyes fill. She bites the inside of her mouth.
God. The word bursts in his brain. “I can’t stand to see you suffering this way.” But this is only part of it. The rest of what he can’t stand is knowing that, contrary to what Grace says, he is the same, the very same broken, angry man he was when he came in here. He thinks what his mother said about him is true, that he was born angry and he’ll die the same way. Grace says people can change, if they want to badly enough. Now she’s talked herself into believing he has.
She sniffs and swipes at her cheeks again. “It’s not that I’m suffering constantly,” she tells him. “No one is. Wounds heal. Grief ends.”
“When the debt is paid.”
She shakes her head.
“It’s no kind of life for our kids or Carlito or the marshal’s kids. As long as I’m alive, all their lives stay wrecked.”
Grace shakes her head faster.
Jarrett keeps talking. “You, Cort, the kids, lawyers, the financial burden, it’s a constant drain. You think I can’t see the toll it’s taking? It’s like I’m committing the murders over and over and over.”
“It’s suicide.”
“It’s the punishment that fits the crime, Grace. Sweetheart,” he adds and, again, he’s pleading.
“Well, you keep winning, don’t you? Judge McPherson agreed you’re in your right mind. But even he said that if the depression were treated—”
He interrupts. “I’m not depressed.”
She talks over him. “—it’s possible you might change your mind.”
“What McPherson said was that an inmate can be considered competent as long as he has a rational and factual understanding of the consequences of his decision, which I do.”
“But that’s like saying you understand what death is. How can you? When none of us do? And if you do understand it so clearly, I wish you’d explain it to me and to our children.”
“I would if they would see me.”
Grace props her forehead on her hand. A sweep of her hair falls over her knuckles. Jarrett thinks how soft it is. He remembers the silken feel of it sliding through his hands and a sudden hurtful warmth tightens his groin. The sensation is so useless, so futile. He tightens his teeth against it.
The silence captures the sound of their breath.
“Cort tells me he’s back to painting houses.
Grace looks up at Jarrett.
“He’s doing that instead of renovation work because it pays more money, right? He’s doing it so he can help you out.” Jarrett slaps the counter. “Answer me.”
“Yes,” she hisses. “I don’t know how I’d make it otherwise. Between the legal fees and the mortgage, not to mention the credit cards—”
“The house is still on the market?”
“Yes, not that it matters. The real estate agent says the asking price is too high, but if I come down, I’ll lose money. I can’t afford to keep it either. There’s just no place left to go except foreclosure.”
“You’ve got to stop paying the lawyers. You know once the government is done with it, there won’t be one red cent left of your dad’s money.”
She drills him with her gaze. “Okay, I will, I’ll call off the hearing if you promise me right now you’ll take an anti-depressant. We can petition the court for a thirty, or even a sixty-day stay, to see what effect it has.”
“It won’t have any effect, assuming you would even get a ruling in your favor—”
“If you won’t lift a hand to help yourself, then you leave me no choice.”
Jarrett rocks forward. “I can’t stand to see you this way.”
“Then take the medication.”
“Gracie, please.” He holds her gaze. “Please, please, babe. Let this end. Let me do what has to be done.”




Chapter 6
Summer - 1979
The night Jarrett Capshaw met Grace Tilley at Grace’s Table, he didn’t know she was “out of his league”. That’s how his mother would word her disapproval when the relationship became quickly serious, and then years later, when the scandal broke that left Grace’s father and two other men dead, the tabloids would make reference to the same disparity in his and Grace’s backgrounds as if that fact alone was responsible and Jarrett should have known better.
And maybe he would have if Grace had been doing something other than waitressing the night they met. He’d been out with Paula Jean Baranski and his major concern had been whether dropping a hundred bucks on a meal in a posh restaurant would get Paula Jean into the sack for dessert. Then Grace came to take their order and from the moment he looked into her eyes, he was hooked. She named the house specials, pheasant, red snapper, something-something; he didn’t care. He was watching her mouth and wondering how it would feel to run the tips of his fingers along her full lower lip. He had to curl his hands into fists to keep from it. And it was messed up, too. She wasn’t his type. Grace was blonde; Jarrett preferred brunettes like Paula Jean. Grace was slim. He liked them better stacked on top the way Paula was. That’s what Jarrett would tell Cort later. Jarrett would smack his head, look at Cort and say: “What the hell am I doing?”
And Cort would laugh, laugh his ass off. Jarrett always liked it when he could do that. Get a laugh out of Cort. Didn’t happen very often.
Paula Jean, on the other hand, wasn’t laughing when Jarrett hustled her home with the screwball intention of returning to the restaurant to hook up with Grace. Paula Jean was pissed; she threw her shoe at him, called him everything but a white man and said he was making a big mistake, that he’d never get a second chance. He’d wonder about that after he went to prison, if Paula hadn’t been reading his future, even predicting it.
He would guess the delay the old woman caused him that night might have been a sign, too, if you were into that sort of thing. Jarrett was back downtown, within a block of the restaurant, stopped at a red light, when he saw her. She was pushing a grocery cart packed with assorted junk along the curb. He didn’t really pay attention to her, though, until the punks jumped her, knocked her down and took off with her cart, then he reacted from reflex, jerked the car out of traffic, and got out running.
He bent over the fallen woman long enough to hear her mumbled stream of profanity, long enough to register her ripe smell, a rank mix of booze and road filth, an underscore of lost hope. The punks, a half block ahead, turned out to be kids, maybe twelve, thirteen. He caught them, one by his skinny bicep, the other by his shirt collar and bounced them against each other making them both fall. Jarrett said he was a cop, that he could take them in or they could get home to their mamas. Struggling to their feet, they opted for the latter.
“What the hell kind of morons are you anyway?” Jarrett dogged them a few steps. “Picking on a damn old homeless woman. If you’re gonna rob somebody, make sure they can take it.”
He came back to the cart, righted it, and pushed it to where the woman waited. He still wanted to punch someone, but when the old woman offered to reward him with sex and showed him her toothless gums, his anger dissipated.
“Thanks, but I’m gay,” he told her and he gave her five bucks because he knew how sick inside it made you feel to offer a gift and have no one want it.
He should have gone home then, or back to Paula’s to try and make it up to her. The voice in his head even told him he should. It said the restaurant was closed by now and Grace was gone. But Jarrett didn’t listen; he was never big on taking anyone’s advice, much less his own. The voice was wrong anyway. Grace wasn’t gone.
His heart almost jumped out of his chest when he caught sight of her. Coming out the service door with an older man. Jarrett crossed the parking lot, intercepting them. Grace seemed startled to see him. The old dude demanded to know who he was.
“Jarrett Capshaw, sir,” he answered, extending his hand.
The old guy ignored it.
“You had dinner in the restaurant tonight.” Grace’s gaze was quiet.
Jarrett nodded. He studied her face, the faint suggestion of tension in her brow, the delicate point of her chin, the short sleek cap of her hair that even in the dirty fluorescence of sodium vapor light shone an icy shade of blond. She had unbuttoned the top two buttons of her man-tailored, white oxford shirt exposing the delicate hollow of her throat. Jarrett wanted to touch that place, to find and record the tiny pulse of her life that was there.
She told the old guy Jarrett had ordered a house specialty. “The cinnamon-roasted pheasant,” she said and the lilt in her voice suggested laughter. She was enjoying Jarrett’s discomfiture, reveling in his rapt attention. He had no shame. He would pull the moon from the sky for her if she asked.
“Congratulations,” said the old guy.
“Uh, sir,” Jarrett kept a civil tone, but with an effort, “are you the chef? Because I knew I wouldn't sleep if I didn't come back and tell the chef in person that the meal I ate here tonight was extraordinary, absolutely the finest I’ve ever had.”
Grace cleared her throat.
The old dude—Who is he? Please please don't be her boyfriend—was looking as if he might be considering defensive tactics.
Grace said, “He left me a great tip, Dad.”
Dad. She’d called him Dad. Jarrett restrained an urge to whoop like a fool.
“This is my father Louis Tilley,” she said.
Louis Tilley? The Louis Tilley? Jarrett swallowed. Not the chef, not the manager, but the goddamned owner, and not only the owner of this restaurant, either. Louis Tilley operated one of the largest food and entertainment conglomerates in Texas. Jesus. The guy was rich. So how come his daughter was waiting tables, working for slave wages and tips?
Jarrett stuck out his hand again; Tilley ignored it—again. Fine, Jarrett thought. Bastard. They eyed each other. Grace would say later they reminded her of a couple of mad dogs and even then, she was the bone between them. Whatever. The thing Jarrett would remember, with a degree of pride, was that he didn’t look away. Tilley was accustomed to intimidating people; he was clearly banking on it with Jarrett. It didn’t happen. Not then, not ever. Jarrett would always take some degree of satisfaction from that even after Louis was dead.
“You'll have to forgive his manners.” Grace’s gesture indicated her dad.
For her sake, Jarrett shook his head. “No, no, I’m the one who should apologize. It’s late and I’m keeping you. I’m really sorry, sir.” The emphasis was as put on as Jarrett’s grin. “I promise I’m not crazy. Here—” He took out his wallet, extracted a business card. “I’m the fleet manager over at R&M Pharmaceuticals and I’m also one hell of a good mechanic, best in the city. You ever need work done on your car, I’m your guy.”
Grace took his card. Her father didn’t blink.
“I hope you don’t mind if I call on your daughter, sir.” The pretty speech was a damn joke. Tilley knew it, but pretended not to. He pretended he hadn’t even heard, but Grace nodded and Jarrett smirked.
Tilley paid no attention. He said, “Let’s go,” addressing Grace as if Jarrett wasn’t there.
Jarrett thought about grabbing the starched front of Tilley’s immaculate dress shirt. The man was tall and heavy set, but Jarrett was taller and in better shape. He could have easily set Tilley on his ass. Instead Jarrett found Grace’s gaze and made a phone with his fingers near his ear. He wasn’t sure of her response. She seemed to hesitate. He thought she gave the tiniest shake of her head as if something had changed her mind about him. She tucked her hand into her dad’s elbow and they walked away.
Like they were better.
Grace didn’t so much as look back and it pissed Jarrett off. People like her and her dad thought they’d invented the system; they thought they were the only ones who knew how to work it. But if there was a reason for Jarrett to breathe it was to show jackasses like Tilley they were wrong. That’s what Jarrett thought that night watching Tilley walk away with his daughter. Later on, though, he would wonder, when he was left with nothing but time to wonder, whether all he’d needed was a look from Grace; maybe then, he could have walked away, too.




Chapter 7
Saturday, September 18, 1999 - 29 days remain
“Did you see how shaky Cort was when he talked about his brother yesterday?” Carolyn asks. “I feel terrible for his family. I wish there were something we could do,” she adds meaningfully.
“I can’t be involved, Carolyn. I’ve made it clear.” The words are more sharply spoken than Sophia intended, but she and Carolyn have made such a pleasant start to the day, first sharing breakfast and idle chatter, now washing the dishes together, she hates losing the mood.
“Why, Mom? Are you afraid the press is going to find out he’s here?”
“You remember how it was last time. I don’t ever want to look outside and see reporters all over the lawn like that again.” Sophia shudders. A new thought falls into her mind: Suppose there are reporters with Senator Slade at Phil’s barbecue today? Sophia hadn’t considered the possibility. She knows the risk involved, but Carolyn hasn’t a clue.
“Remember Carla Faye Tucker?”
“What about her?”
Carolyn slides a glass onto the cabinet shelf. “She said she found Jesus.”
“I think a lot of inmates make that claim.”
“But people really believed in her. She married a prison chaplain. The Pope spoke on her behalf. Texas executed Carla anyway.”
Sophia frowns. “I’m confused. The way you sounded off yesterday about the Illinois governor and his moratorium, I assumed you were in favor of the death penalty.”
“But in Jarrett Capshaw’s case, there are extenuating circumstances. Cort said the federal marshal didn’t follow procedure. He should have called out, announced himself and he didn’t. Jarrett had no way of knowing there were government agents all over the building. He didn’t know who he was shooting at. A man in the doorway holding a gun. It sounds terrible to say the marshal should bear some of the responsibility, but—” Carolyn shrugs. She shakes out the dishtowel, arranges it over the oven door handle.
Sophia rinses the sink.
“I guess I thought it wasn’t so much to ask, for you to have a look at Cort’s brother’s case. What could it hurt?”
Sophia shuts off the water. “You used to volunteer me to bake cookies for homeroom and you got angry with me then, too, when I had to refuse.”
“I’m not angry.”
“I hope not.” Sophia dries her hands.
“I broke my engagement.”
Sophia meets Carolyn’s gaze.
“Last night when Larry called.”
“Was that the plan, then? Is that why you came home loaded down with so much baggage? You aren’t cleaning things out, you’re moving back in.”
Carolyn shakes her head, but her meaning is unclear. She has pulled on an old flannel shirt of Russ’s over her T-shirt and faded athletic shorts. Raiding her dad’s closet is a lifetime habit. There’s a picture of her somewhere, in one of the old photo albums, that was taken around the time she turned three. She’s walking away from the camera, dressed in one of Russ’s shirts, hem dragging behind her like a bridal train. Sophia thinks she ought to hunt up the picture, show it to Carolyn. They could share a laugh, perhaps it would lighten the atmosphere between them.
“Do you feel like talking about it?” Sophia asks.
“Want more coffee?”
Sophia says yes when in truth she’s had enough. She prefers tea, but Carolyn is partial to coffee.
They sit at the table and while Sophia stirs sugar into her cup, Carolyn unwraps the customary chocolate kiss to drop into hers, but then she rewraps it. “I have to stop this. It’s a terrible habit.”
“You could have worse.”
Carolyn returns the candy to the crystal dish, that is already half empty, Sophia notes, and pushes her mug away.
“Larry was married before. I found the divorce papers in his files. I realize I shouldn’t have looked through them,” Carolyn takes her cup to the sink and empties it, “that you wouldn’t,” she says over her shoulder.
Sophia doesn’t comment. Carolyn’s confession has reminded her of the box full of love letters she’d found years ago in a closet at the farm. They’d been addressed to her mother, but Sophia hadn’t let that stop her; she’d read every one and every one had been signed with some tender closing: I’ll love you forever ...Until we can be together again ...You are the beauty of my life ...followed by the name: Teddy. And Teddy was not Sophia’s father’s name.
“It lasted less than a year.” Carolyn returns to the table and sits down. “He was married before he finished law school. It was over by the time he came to Paris.”
“When you two met.” Carolyn had left college to go to Paris and work for a travel magazine. She had wanted something different, a year abroad. Russ hadn’t been happy about it.
“Supposedly that’s why he was there, nursing a broken heart. He put off telling me, he said, because he was afraid of losing me.”
“And so he has.” Sophia picks up her mug.
“Why do you sound like that?”
“Like what?” Sophia is startled by the edge in Carolyn’s tone. She sets down her mug.
“As if I’m the one who’s made the mistake.”
“That isn’t—”
“I don’t care so much that he was married, Mom, but he should have told me, don’t you agree? Everyone else knows. His parents, his friends. I’m the only one who didn’t. It’s humiliating. It makes me feel stupid.”
“I can’t imagine it was deliberate. There must be some explana—”
“I knew you’d think I was making too much of it.”
“But what I think isn’t impor—”
“Ah!” Carolyn tosses up her hands. “Why can’t you just be my mother for once?”
Sophia opens her mouth, closes it.
Carolyn presses her fingertips to her eyes.
The silence is so absolute that Sophia imagines she can hear the tick of the minute hand as it sweeps the seconds from the face of the clock on the mantle in the living room. She glances at Carolyn’s bowed head. She has a distinct sense there is something more working here than romantic trouble. “Cecie?” she finally says.
“Okay, so what if I look like a fool, this isn’t just about my pride being hurt.” She meets Sophia’s glance, blinking, distressed. “It’s about telling the truth. How good can a relationship be if you can’t tell the person you claim to love the truth?”
Sophia holds Carolyn’s gaze.
“What?”
“Nothing. It’s just— I guess what I want to say is that sometimes the past is better left in the past.”
“Is that my mother the psychologist talking or my mother’s own experience?”
“It’s— I—” Sophia stumbles, gestures. “It’s a combination, I suppose. I don’t know.” Her face grows warm. She doesn’t look at Carolyn even though she knows not looking is the act of someone who is guilty, who has something to conceal. She waits for Carolyn to call her on it, but she doesn’t.
She stands up and announces she’s going for a run, that she needs to clear her head. “What time should we leave to go to Phil’s?”
“We don’t have to go at all, if you don’t want to.”
“But I do. I haven’t seen Phil and Dorie since Dad’s funeral, plus the Slade’s are going to be there, right?” Carolyn reties a shoe lace. “Unless you’ve changed your mind about my situation being an embarrassment.”
“No,” Sophia says. She pushes her coffee away truly regretting that she drank any of it. Her stomach feels on fire. She takes Carolyn’s hand. “You and Larry will get through this. You’ll work it out, and I’m here, okay? To listen or—or in whatever way you need me.”
Carolyn lowers her glance from her mother’s face to her mother’s hand holding hers and it’s as if she finds the sight very curious, which Sophia supposes it is. She tightens her clasp. “I mean it, Cecie. I want to help, if I can.” In whatever way you’ll let me, she might have added.
Carolyn sighs; she frees her hand, but gently, and when she thanks Sophia, her gratitude, while tentative, seems genuine.
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Sophia has wandered away from Phil and Dorie’s other guests to admire the climbing rose, an antique noisette named Rêve d’Or that is in full bloom on the pillars of the gazebo. When Dorie asked, Sophia had recommended the climber for the loveliness of its buff yellow blooms and its fragrance, but most of all because it is nearly thornless.
“It’s beautiful,” a voice at Sophia’s elbow remarks.
She turns into bright light and is rendered nearly blind. Still she recognizes the senator’s wife, whom she has managed to avoid until now. Sophia is already thinking of how she might escape as she offers her hand in greeting, as she says, “Mrs. Slade, how nice to see you.”
“Sharon, please. After everything you’ve seen me through,” she adds. She holds Sophia’s hand overlong in both of hers that are elegant and slim and the same warm shade of deep brown as her eyes. Her gaze is warm, too, filled as it is with the memory of the night she’d nearly lost everything she loved in the world. That was how she’d phrased it in her thank-you note to Sophia after Greg was released from the hospital.
“That night is still the worst one I’ve ever experienced,” Sharon says releasing Sophia’s hand. “That you were there is one of the more fortunate accidents of life. I won’t ever stop being grateful.”
Sophia’s smile is a polite reflex. She would argue the use of the word “fortunate”. If she weren’t afraid of offending Sharon, she would remind her they had spoken in confidence, that Sharon had given her word.
But even in hindsight, knowing the potential for exposure, Sophia couldn’t have walked away from Sharon that night. That’s what her husband, the senator, had done. The moment Phil and Sophia had arrived at the ER after Phil had received the Slades’ summons, Jasper had bolted through the exit door leaving his son’s fate to his good friend and ex-college roommate, Phil and the ER doctors and his wife’s fate to Sophia.
They had talked together through those awful hours in the way that a crisis situation seems to call forth, in the way someone talks when they are vulnerable and feel their dark night will never end. Sharon had been angry at Greg and at Jasper and terrified of losing them both. She had blamed them; she had blamed herself. Sharon had cried until she was dry and finally silent. And she had been so deep in humiliation and regret for having broken down, for having confided such intimate details to Sophia that Sophia had felt compelled to share her own story, not only to ease Sharon’s mind, but also to give her hope for Greg’s recovery.
It was something like that, Sophia thinks now. Anymore, her memory of it is unclear. It is a little like trying to recall a conversation you had while drunk. You can’t think of one single thing that was said, you just have a sickening sense of mortification, of unease.
Sharon finds Sophia’s gaze. “It’s still hard for me when I think that Jasper could just abandon me while our son—while he might have—” she breaks off.
Died, Sophia finishes in her mind and she hopes the shadow crossing Sharon’s expression is merely the recollection of bewildered anger and grief and not an ongoing effect. “It was a difficult time for you.”
“It wasn’t easy for you either, I know, but just hearing how you survived helped me so much. You gave me the strength I needed to cope. You said Greg would make it, that he would find his way through it the way you did and you were right.”
Sophia looks toward the pool. The crowd has thinned; luckily, she hasn’t seen anyone from the media. Carolyn is standing near the cabana talking animatedly to the senator. She had mentioned wanting his autograph for a friend. Sophia prays that’s all they’re discussing. But now it occurs to her that it’s quite possible Sharon never shared Sophia’s secret with her husband. The less said the better, Sharon might have decided. Although Jasper had acted out of an overwhelming and very human fear and a sense of helplessness, Sophia doubts the media or the senator’s constituents would view what he’d done with compassion.
“I’m sorry, if I’ve upset you,” Sharon says.
“No, it’s all right,” Sophia murmurs rather than the truth.
“You know, when you told me that catastrophe could be an opportunity to heal a relationship, I didn’t believe you. Up until I heard your story, I thought it was easy for you to be so calm and cool with your fine healthy daughter off at college. But after a while, I started to understand. We truly are better off for having endured that horrible time. We’re stronger in our marriage, as a family. I’m stronger and it’s because of you.”
“I’m glad I could help.” Sophia forces another smile. She fingers a rose, bending to take in its fragrance. “I was so sorry to hear of the loss of your husband,” she hears Sharon say and she straightens in dismay. “I wanted so badly to come to the funeral, to be there for you.”
“The flowers you sent were lovely,” Sophia interrupts. She doesn’t want Sharon to feel burdened with the need to explain, nor does she want Sharon to feel an obligation. If only it were possible, Sophia would wipe the memory from Sharon’s mind.
“But the flowers can’t begin to repay your kindness to me and to my family.”
“Please,” Sophia puts up her hand, “don’t give it another thought.”
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She lets herself though the old iron moon gate and closes it behind her. Except for the small shallow lake and its weathered pier, the parcel of land that Sophia calls her secret garden lacks improvements or even an owner that can be traced. She has thought of buying the property and perhaps now that she’s on her own, she’ll look into it.
She traverses a path that is shaded by a towering mixed canopy of oaks and loblolly pines. The sweet autumn clematis that has gone to seed here is blooming and beneath its vanilla-scented fragrance, the air is redolent with sharper notes of dust and mold, the ancient process of ongoing decay. Eons of silence.
The light is green and swimmy. Shadows dart like fish.
At the pier’s end, she sits and, swinging her feet over the edge, she immediately spies a rare water boatman beetle. The bug is on its back working its legs through the shore-line sludge like tiny oars. A dragonfly swoops and rises quickly on gossamer wings. She bends back her head, closing her eyes, letting the sun warm her face, thinking of Sharon Slade. Yesterday’s chat. How peculiar it is that they have met only twice and yet Sharon is privy to every intimate detail of the darkest period of time in Sophia’s life. Sharon knows things about Sophia that no one else knows, outside of Russ and her mother. Sharon knows things about Sophia that she has never imagined herself saying out loud to anyone. In fact she was schooled to push the very thoughts from her mind. And her drug use, her old addiction, is the least of it.




Chapter 8
Spring - 1955
Sophia saw the shoes first when she opened her eyes, a pair of Ferragamo oxfords, and the sight of them jolted her. Terrence wore Ferragamos. He had them specially made. Had he found her? But no, she must be dreaming, because she was lying prone on the grass, near the parking lot judging from the oily smell, and the shoes were close enough that looking at them made her cross-eyed, made her head hurt. She groped for reality, struggled to sit up.
But the man in the shoes knelt beside her and cautioned her to be still. “You could be hurt.” His gaze, his demeanor, was concerned, even tender. Not jumpy, not wild.
Not Terrence.
He was around the same age as Terrence though, thirty-something, she thought, (thirty-four, she would learn later), but seemed older, more distinguished and confident. Sophia became quite still in his presence. She wasn’t agitated by his scrutiny. Rather she was intrigued by the warmth of his glance, his beautiful, green-eyed glance. And those eyelashes, so thick and curly, they were wasted on a man. She thought how she would like to touch his hair, there at his temple, where the dark was threaded with silver. He wore it a bit long, a bit disheveled. Charmingly disheveled, Sophia would think remembering later. He danced his fingertips lightly from the feathered tip of her eyebrow to her shoulder. She caught the wink of a cufflink and thought faintly how she loved a shirt with French cuffs on a man. She wondered if she had died.
“You wait here,” he instructed, “while I find a phone to call an ambulance.”
“Oh, no, I’m fine.” She wriggled the hem of her skirt down to cover her knees, suddenly conscious of her disarray. She didn’t know what to do with her hands and finally laid them on either side, feeling stiff, like a corpse. “I—I must have fallen,” she said, but she wasn’t sure.
His face hovered above hers. “There’s a phone booth on the corner. It’ll just take me a moment.”
“No. Please, I’m okay.”
“You didn’t fall.” He cupped her elbows, assisting her to sit upright. “I was backing out and hit you.”
“With your car.” She remembered now—a flash of taillights, a screech of brakes. Big car. Black sedan, she thought. Lincoln? In fact it would turn out to be a new Lincoln Continental, a 1956 Mark II to be exact. Like the one Elvis Presley owned, Mrs. Cavanaugh, Sophia’s landlady, would tell her with a knowing smile.
He kept her elbows cupped. The heat from his palms radiated up her arms feeding the heat in her cheeks. Still, even in her confusion, even given how he was crouched with his lovely gray suit jacket open, his tie askew, she thought she had never seen such a gorgeous man. Errol Flynn, maybe. She felt like such a child compared to him. She was a child, a clumsy, little idiot.
“It was my fault,” she said when he offered yet another apology. “I wasn’t paying attention and stepped into your path.” She kept his gaze a moment while the facts reassembled themselves. The last chapter in the whole nightmare that was her life now and then her face crumpled and she moaned softly, unable to stop herself.
“What is it? You’re hurting, aren’t you? I knew it.”
“They called the police,” she spoke anxiously to her lap. “They said I failed the lie detector, but I didn’t take the money. I’m not a thief.” She closed her mouth, clenching her teeth. But it was too much. The awful noise in her chest burst out anyway, the tears came and her nose ran as if she had no shame, no sense of what was proper.
He pressed a handkerchief into her hand, patted her back. She was undone by his kindness, mortified by it.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “My life is just a horrible mess. Everything—” She looked up at him. “I work—worked in that dress shop back there.” She gestured.
“The Coach House?”
“Yes and this morning the manager found ten dollars was missing from the cash register. She called the police. They made us take a lie detector.”
“You failed it?” he prompted.
“It’s because when the policeman asked if I’d ever taken anything in the past, I said no. I had to. I couldn’t tell them I’d taken Terrence’s car.”
“Terrence?”
Sophia caught her lip. “I have to go.”
“Terrence is your boyfriend?”
“Was, he was my boyfriend once. I drove his car into a telephone pole. It was a Jaguar.”
The man’s eyes were huge. No doubt, he thought her insane.
She pressed her fist to her mouth to stop her wild talk, but then pride took over. She wanted him to know she wasn’t crazy. “I couldn’t tell the policeman what happened,” she began reasonably. “That’s why the test showed— I was afraid to say anything because— I just ran out of there and I wasn’t looking where I was going when you—when I— Oh God! I shouldn’t be telling you this.”
“You had the accident here? In Houston? When?”
“No, in Fort Worth. It was weeks ago now, but I know Terrence is looking for me and I can’t let him find me. If he does, it won’t be good. You just don’t know.” She started to stand. She had to get away. Now. Before she screamed.
“Wait.” The man put his hands on her shoulders. “I don’t think you’re in any shape to go anywhere.” He searched her gaze. “What’s your name?”
“Sophia,” she told him.
“How old are you?”
“Nineteen. Nearly twenty,” she added quickly.
 “Well, Sophia, I’m Russ. Beckman.” He tacked on his last name. “If you won’t let me call an ambulance, what about your family, a friend? There must be someone. Your mother or dad?”
“No!” Alarm spiked her voice. “There’s no one, not anymore.” A fresh outbreak of tears slid humiliatingly down her cheeks
He slipped his arm around her waist, supporting her so that she could stand, telling her he was taking her to his family’s doctor, that she had to let him do that much for her. “Please,” he said. “Otherwise I may never get a good night’s sleep again.”
Sophia went with him. What else could she do? She sat down in the front passenger seat of his shiny new Lincoln, balanced her elbow on the window ledge and stared at the passing traffic without interest. The tears she seemed unable to control pooled in the corners of her mouth. It was as if a dam had broken. She pressed the sodden handkerchief Russ gave her to her face. She was such a fool riding with him, a total stranger. If something happened to her, she would have only herself to blame. “If you would just use the brain God gave you, Sophia.” That’s what her mother would say if they ever spoke again.
But God didn’t care about her and neither did her mother. No one did.
They drove several blocks in silence. She recognized the neighborhood. River Oaks. Where all the rich people lived. Many of the women who shopped at the Coach House lived here. Russ probably did too; he looked made for it. Why was he helping her? She was no one from nowhere and any moment he would realize it. Sophia closed her eyes and her head swam. Fresh panic peppered her mouth.
The car stopped. “We’re here,” he said.
She looked out at the elegant two-story, rose-colored brick mansion with white columns. She had never seen a home that was so lovely. It took her breath. “Is this your house?” Sophia whispered.
“No. Don’t be afraid.” Russ turned to her slowly, carefully. “This is Dr. Sullivan’s house. He offices here. He doesn’t like driving in the city.”
Sophia sagged against the car door, huddling into herself. They sat like that for several minutes. Reaching out a finger, she traced the outline of the glove box paneled in burled wood. Smooth and glossy. She said, “I don’t have any money.”
“I’m taking care of it. It was my fault.”
“You don’t know what you’re getting into.”
“Do you want to tell me?” he asked. “I’m a good listener.”
She thought he would touch her then; she sensed that he wanted to. But he didn’t. He waited and she felt his patience and his concern. She felt like a weary bird who after hours of arduous flight over endless miles of ocean has finally spotted a bit of land. She thought it didn’t matter anymore what happened to her and so she told him. Everything or almost, and when she finished, when he said nothing, she thought it was disgust at her, at what she’d done, that kept him silent, and then she felt his touch on her chin.
 And his eyes when he brought her face around were filled with such kindness that she couldn’t stop a fresh outbreak of tears. He wiped her cheeks with his thumbs and said it would be all right, that he would see to it.
He would tell her, but not until years later, that he was already in love with her by then and that not long after their first meeting he knew he wanted to marry her. Her youth, her lack of breeding, his mother’s disapproval, nothing could have stopped him. She didn’t know of his ultimate plan for her. She only knew he cared about her in a way no one else in her life ever had. She felt safe with Russ. He promised to take care of everything. He said he could make her terrible history, her awful mistakes, all of it, disappear. He would help her build a new life. With him. And over time, it unfolded exactly as Russ predicted until Sophia almost forgot the deeply troubled person she’d been before he rescued her. He gave her hope; he restored her faith in herself, her goodness. Under his guidance, she got her GED. She went on to college and grad school, and graduated with honors. The difference he made in her life seemed miraculous to her. She was grateful, so much so that at times, she would bend her face to his chest and cry. Looking back, she would think that the day she wrecked Terrence’s car was the lowest she would ever sink.
She would think she knew all that she lost on that day.
All the time she and Russ were together, she was convinced she knew the truth.
But she was wrong. About everything.




Chapter 9
Tuesday, September 21, 1999 - 26 days remain
Carolyn is upstairs showering and Sophia is in the breakfast nook going over patient notes. The television is on, tuned to the morning news, and while the volume is low, she registers Trent Hunter’s voice. He’s having a conversation with researchers from Spain, two men and a woman, and a curator from the Museo de América de Madrid, via satellite, but it’s hearing Louis Tilley’s name mentioned in connection with the missing codex that causes her to look up. Hunter is once again advising the audience of the pertinent facts: that the codex, a manuscript of 41 stucco-coated, bark-paper leaves was found in a cave near Belize in 1986 and brought to the museum for study, that it had been stolen from the museum in 1992 by Rafe Salazar, the pilot who worked for Louis Tilley, who had taken it with the intention of selling it to two different buyers. According to Hunter, if the plan had worked, proceeds from the double sale would have netted Salazar nearly five million dollars.
One of the researchers, a man wearing a polka dot bow tie and a disgruntled look says it could have been sold for half again as much and its value would not have been equaled.
“Even though its authenticity was never established?” Trent asks.
“We were in the process of that. We’d conducted a number of tests, infrared photography and the like, to bring out more detail on the pages, then poof,” the lone woman on the panel makes a small tossing motion with her hands, “the manuscript was taken. The very idea that a private collector should even have possession of such a thing at any price.”
“There is the problem that an art thief does not know or care about the proper storage of such antiquities, much less the study of them.” A tag near the bottom of the television screen identifies the Spanish-accented speaker as the museum curator.
“Precisely.” The woman is nodding.
Sophia takes off her reading glasses. Russ had mentioned this, that even if the codex was recovered, it could be fatally damaged. He’d been upset about it. Sophia is upset now remembering. The thing is she has no idea how well Russ knew Louis Tilley, nor does she know precisely how Russ acquired the antiquities in his collection. For all she knows, he’d been involved in the unfortunate business with Louis and at any moment the art museum in Houston, to which she had donated the collection after Russ’s death, will call to inform her that Russ had bought every piece on the black market. Was it possible? Would Russ have risked it? Jeopardized his reputation for an art object? It doesn’t seem reasonable to her even given his devotion to his collection. His reputation was more precious to him.
“It isn’t simply its rarity that makes it important,” the woman researcher says, “but also what it revealed through the initial translations, a veritable treasure trove of details,” she waves her hands, “regarding a cosmic event of magnificent proportions.”
“But isn’t there a manuscript, also Mayan, that predicts the event will occur at the time of the winter solstice in 2012?” Trent smirks at the camera, eyebrows shot prominently toward his hairline as if he is sharing a joke with the viewers.
“Yes.” The camera switches to the researcher seated next to Trent. “But according to the 2037 codex, the 2012 prediction is in error.”
“But,” bow tie speaks up, “any discussion regarding the predictions of these codices is pointless, unless you take the Maya’s beliefs about time into consideration.”
“For instance,” Trent prompts.
“Well, for one thing, the very fact that the Mayan Long Count calendar can define any date past or future for millenia indicates that for the Maya time was without end or beginning. The inference is made that anything can happen, any event is possible but ultimately survivable. That time, at least if you believe in the Mayan calculations, will continue ad infinitum.”
“It’s rather comforting actually,” says the curator.
“Yes,” bow tie answers. “Not only were the Maya the first culture to develop writing in the Americas but they also seemed to have a grasp of the concept of eternity not seen in other civilizations. Not even now in our own modern day is this concept discussed with any degree of ease or understanding.”
“Eternity is a daunting concept for the human mind,” the woman says.
It’s too abstract, Sophia thinks, too vast. She remembers Phil commenting once that no matter how much they protested, most of the human race liked the grind, the well-worn path. It was in the nature of humans to resist change. Better the solid ground under your feet than an unknown flight into thin air.
When Trent asks how the Mayans defined time, the individual panelists take turns explaining the long count calendar.
“It was broken into components,” bow tie begins.
“A tun, for instance,” says the researcher next to Trent, “is made up of kins, or days, and measures nearly one year, while a b'ak'tun measured approximately 394 years.”
“By the Mayan reckoning civilization is currently in b'ak'tun 13,” the woman continues, “which concludes thirteen years from now on the equivalent Gregorian date of December 21, 2012.”
“But,” the curator points out, “the Mayan long count registers dates far beyond that point, from b'ak'tun 14 through b'ak'tun 20, a time spanning roughly 3000 years.”
“When it comes to a cosmic event, though, it’s all conjecture regardless which year you choose, 2012 or 2037, or some other date,” the woman says and heads nod.
“Not more than reconstructed theory,” bow tie says. “Any interpretation of the dates cited is a matter of best guess. And could be off by some amount,” he adds.
“Quite possibly a number of tuns,” quips the man seated beside Trent.
“But my understanding is that the stolen 2037 codex may contain more exact and accurate information regarding a cosmic event, am I right?” Trent is leading the experts who eagerly agree.
“Given that the Mayans were such skilled mathematicians and astronomers,” bow tie says, “what they wrote with regard to any such event, and its potential for worldwide devasatation, at the least bears further study.”
The panel concludes with the plea to delay Jarrett Capshaw’s execution to allow time to question him further regarding the codex’s whereabouts. To prevail upon his humanity to tell what they’re convinced he knows. In the panel’s opinion, if he could be made to understand that quite possibly what is at stake is the survival of mankind, then surely he would disclose its location.
In Trent’s final remarks, he mentions that an envoy of diplomats and university and museum personnel is scheduled to meet with Governor Bush to ask for his intervention in the matter at an as yet undisclosed time and place the following week. Trent faces the camera to bid his viewers stay tuned. His brows rise again giving him a comic air of intensity as he promises to follow this fast-moving story to its conclusion.
Sophia switches off the set. It would be so much easier to believe Russ wouldn’t have become involved with such nonsense if she didn’t so clearly recall his fascination for the objects he’d collected. She wishes now she had paid closer attention. Instead she had kept a willfully naïve space around herself, the one that claims what you don’t know can’t hurt you. Setting down her pen, she stacks her patient folders. The murmur of Carolyn’s voice drifts down the stairs as if she might be on the phone. Talking to Larry? One more thing to worry over. Worry upon worry all gathering like crows.
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It is nearly four-thirty and Sophia is leaving her office after her last appointment when she sees the boy. He’s sitting on the bottom step leaning back on his elbows, but he jumps up when he hears her. Their eyes catch.
She pauses. “Can I help you?”
“I’m waiting for my mom,” he says.
And that quickly it dawns on her. “You’re Thomas.”
“Yes, ma’am. Thomas Capshaw.”
The volunteer’s son, he might have added. Sophia can’t pretend she doesn’t know, doesn’t intuit from his expression that he’s waiting for her to tag him in this way. He must be as accustomed as Cort to the notoriety that surrounds their family. She sees the same stoic acceptance of this fact in Thomas’s manner, too, but it’s misplaced in someone so young and wrenches her heart.
“My mom had to take my little brother to the dentist. Uncle Cort said it was okay to wait for her here.”
“It’s fine.” Sophia comes down the rest of the steps to stand opposite him. He’s dark-haired like his father and his eyes are a vivid blue and have the same intensity she noticed in his dad’s mug shot. Although she guesses Thomas must be somewhere around fourteen or fifteen, he’s solidly built, taller and broader through the shoulders and chest than other boys his age. She has to look up to study his face. Fading patches of acne lie on either side of his nose; his jaw is peppered with new-sprouted stubble, not quite ready for shaving, although she imagines he’s tried it.
But the child he’s leaving behind lingers in the still-soft curves of his face and she suffers an urge to brush her fingertips along his brow, touch his cheek. Nostalgia, she thinks. She so vividly remembers Carolyn at this age, her vulnerability, her awkwardness, the astonishing glimpses of utter poise. “I was going to have a glass of lemonade,” Sophia says. “Would you like to join me?”
“I better not.” Thomas looks over his shoulder toward the street. “Mom’ll be here any time.”
“How about if I tell Cort you’re in the backyard with me? He can tell her where you are.”
“Okay,” Thomas agrees, but he’s wary.
Sophia almost smiles. He’s wondering whether she’s crazy, a crazy old lady.
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She finds Cort settling a tarp over the hydrangeas on the east side of the house. “I met Thomas,” she says walking toward him.
Cort straightens, squinting at her from under the bill of his painter’s cap.
“I’ve invited him to have lemonade on the patio while he waits for his mother. I hope it’s all right.”
“Oh, no.” Cort lifts the cap in sharp underscore of negation.
“No?” Sophia frowns.
“I mean you shouldn’t go to the trouble.”
“It’s no trouble. Carolyn baked oatmeal cookies this morning, a double recipe, we’ll never be able to eat them all. Besides, I’ll enjoy his company. Will you tell her where we are when she comes? Or would you like to join us?”
Cort waves his hand in the direction of the ladder that holds a primer-dripped paint bucket and a couple of brushes. “I should finish this section.”
“Well, if you change your mind.”
“Thanks,” he says, but he sounds more disturbed than grateful.
Sophia hesitates. She wants to say she understands, that she’s sorry, that she can’t imagine how difficult it is to stand by while time runs out on your brother’s life. It’s her nature, her profession, to reach out, but Trent Hunter is everywhere with this story. All day, without provocation or consent, her mind has kept wandering back to this morning’s segment on the codex. She has even had the bizarre thought that Russ might have had possession of it; suppose he’d hidden it here? It’s insane, completely insane to think such a thing and yet, there it is.
She shades her eyes watching Cort ascend the ladder. “I’m surprised you don’t have reporters following you everywhere.” She lifts her voice slightly.
He looks down on her. “After six years of me giving them the cold shoulder, they’ve figured out I’m a waste of time.” He picks up his paintbrush, holds it poised looking inquiringly at her.
Sophia lowers her hand. She wonders if his cold shoulder has extended to Trent, whom she cannot imagine backing off a story for any reason. In the event Cort has talked to Trent, she wonders if her name came up, or Russ’s. She wants to ask; she wants to point out that eventually some reporter, if not Hunter, himself, will make the connection that Cort is painting Doctor Sophia Beckman’s house. The Widow Beckman. The one-time wife of prominent, but recently-expired, international investment banker, Russell William Beckman, who, by the way, also collected pre-Columbian art and rubbed shoulders with Louis Tilley. And, oh, lets not forget this, she’s a psychologist, the very one who interceded on Jody Doaks’ behalf.
What a lot of coincidences, folks! Hunter’s voice rings through Sophia’s mind.
“Trust me,” Cort calls from his perch, “I wouldn’t be working here if it meant putting you at risk of getting grilled by reporters. Any of those buzzards come around here I’ll boot them off the property.”
Sophia shades her eyes again. He seems to be reading her mind and perhaps he’s speaking the truth. Perhaps he even means it. She thanks him and turning, retraces her steps. She won’t ask about the codex. It would be giving the whole matter more credence than it deserves.
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While Thomas polishes off a glass of lemonade and two cookies, Sophia asks about school and teachers and learns he likes math and baseball. And motorcycles. He dusts his hands.
She says, “Have another,” and she’s gratified when he does.
“Your birdbath is about to fall over,” he informs her, gesturing.
“Yes, and the grass needs mowing,” she says with a sigh, “and fence boards need replacing and the list goes on.”
“I could straighten the birdbath, if you want.”
“It’s awfully heavy.”
He gives her a look. “I can handle it, no problem. You have some sand and a level?”
“In the garage.” Sophia leads the way. “I gather you’ve done this before.”
“I help out my uncle all the time.” Thomas shoulders the bag of sand. “He doesn’t just paint houses, you know. He renovates them, too, the old ones that are on the historical register. He knows everything about how stuff was built back in the day. He’s like a master craftsman. Mom says he’s an artist.”
Thomas’s obvious pride carries a hotter note of defense as if he feels compelled to stand up for his uncle, or, perhaps, it’s the family’s name he feels compelled to protect. Either way, Sophia thinks, it’s regrettable. She watches him shift the basin off the pedestal and onto the ground and reiterates her amazement that Cort works by hand. “You don’t see that very often nowadays.”
“Yeah, because it takes too much time and when you’re done, there’s no money in it. That’s how come he’s back house painting, because of—because Mom needs—”
The money. The words hang in the air, unacknowledged and awkward in their suggestion of dire circumstance, along with Thomas’s embarrassment. He stoops, quickly, grabbing the bag of sand. Sophia wants to offer him reassurance, but she’s afraid it would only worsen the moment for him.
He smoothes the sand he’s poured with his foot and says if they had a couple of flat rocks, he could set one on top of the other. He uses his hands, roughs out a square. “If I could make a base, the birdbath would stay straight better.”
“Well, that’s a smart idea.” Sophia is impressed, delighted.
He squints at her. “They’d have to be heavy.”
“Follow me,” she tells him, “I think I have just what we need.”
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Once the basin is reseated Sophia lays the level across the width of the bowl, eyeing the alignment. When she pronounces it perfect, Thomas crosses his arms. “Cool,” he says.
And Sophia laughs at how pleased he seems to be with himself and from pure gratitude. “Thank you,” she says. “What do I owe you?”
“I work for cookies,” he tells her and his sudden grin is unexpected, engaging.
“I don’t guess you’d be interested in a job, would you?”
“Seriously? You mean like yard work and stuff?”
She nods even as she wonders at herself. Was hiring Jarrett Capshaw’s brother not enough? Is she really asking his son to come to work for her too? “I’ve let things go for so long, I could use your help. I could pay you, say, eight dollars an hour?”
“For real? Man, that’d be great. I’m saving up to buy a motorcycle and I could use the money.”
“I guess we have a deal then.” Sophia sticks out her hand and they shake on it.
Thomas drops to his knees and begins settling the loose dirt around the pedestal with his hands.
“So, how old are you, Thomas?” Sophia kneels beside him, wielding the trowel.
“I’ll be sixteen next month.”
“I didn’t know you could drive a motorcycle at fifteen.”
“The small ones.” He sits back on his heels. The prominent bones of his face—brow, cheeks, jaw—are white-ridged with late-afternoon sunlight. “I’ve got a Honda Rebel now, but what I really want is a Harley.”
“Well, I have to admit those worry me.”
“My mom’s the same way. She’s about to have a cow. She’s all on my case saying I have to talk to my dad first.”
“She’s probably afraid for you. You’re so vulnerable driving one of those.”
“No.” Thomas picks up something small, a pebble or an acorn, and tosses it. “It’s a bribe to try and get me to visit him. I guess you know he’s in prison. It’s all over the news.”
Sophia murmurs assent; she keeps her gaze low.
“I don’t want to see him. He’s an idiot and anyway he’ll be dead by this time next month—”
“Thomas?”
His chin comes up. “It’s my mom,” he says and he’s on his feet in one fluid moment, but too flustered to make introductions.
The women take care of the business themselves, exchanging names. Grace Capshaw’s hand in Sophia’s clasp is small and fine-boned like the rest of her. It is surprising that someone of such petite stature can be Thomas’s mother. He seems to tower over her.
Sophia smiles. “I hope you don’t mind, but I put your son to work.”
“I see.”
Sophia looks where Grace is looking, at the knees of Thomas’s dirt-stained jeans. “Oh, dear,” she says.
“Miz Beckman offered me a job,” Thomas announces.
Sophia doesn’t correct him and say it’s Doctor Beckman. She doesn’t particularly care to be addressed as Doctor. “I could really use his help,” she tells Grace. “Things are in such a state back here. I’d like to have him come regularly, starting tomorrow, if that’s doable?”
“Sure,” Thomas says. He looks at his mom. “You or Uncle Cort would have to bring me, or, if that’s a problem, you could always give me back the keys to my bike.”
Before he can finish, Grace is shaking her head.
“Why not?” Thomas demands.
“You know why not.”
He looks at Sophia, blinking, irate. “I’m in trouble for getting into a fight I didn’t start with these punks who went after my little brother, who’d be dead now if I hadn’t been there.”
Sophia gently disengages her glance. He’s hunting for support, but it isn’t her place to give it.
“Thomas,” Grace is understandably perturbed, “for heaven’s sake, this isn’t the right time to discuss—”
“C’mon, Mom, it’s only a couple more days until you’re going to give me back my privileges anyway.”
“That’s enough, mister. If you’re finished here, Brian’s waiting in the car and Megan’s still at daycare. We need to go.”
Thomas picks up the bag of leftover sand, the trowel and the level. “I’ll put this stuff away first.”
Sophia and Grace watch him head across the lawn, pace clipped, offended.
“I’m sorry,” Grace says. “Teenagers,” she adds.
Sophia laughs. “My daughter’s twenty-six now, but there were days I thought she wouldn’t make it out of high school alive.”
Grace’s smile is quickly gone. “I guess you’re aware of our situation? Cort said he mentioned it. Never mind that you can’t turn on the news without seeing something about us. But those reporters, they’re like vultures, they take everything you say and twist it.”
“Then use it against you.”
Grace glances sidelong at Sophia.
“I’ve had some experience,” she says.
“Because of Jody Doaks.”
Sophia doesn’t answer.
Grace pins her gaze to the middle distance. “Sometimes I think I’m going to lose my sanity before this is—” She hesitates.
Over. The word hovers in Sophia’s mind.
“Settled,” Grace says instead.
But then she probably hasn’t faced what appears to be inevitable, her own widowhood. And under such horrific circumstances, Sophia thinks. “It must be very difficult.”
Grace nods. Her lower jaw slides forward in a fight for composure. “I worry most about my children. I don’t want them to see that I’m scared.”
“Have you considered talking to someone?” Sophia touches her temple. Don’t start, a voice warns.
“Like you, you mean?”
Something of Sophia’s regret must show on her face because Grace turns away, mouth pursed, blinking. Sophia’s heart swims. She bites her lip, but even she knows it’s useless. She’s under the influence of the same impulse that drove her to help Sharon Slade and look where that has left her: stressed out and exasperated with herself. But this feels inevitable somehow. Sophia feels as if there is a fist in her back pushing her. Pushing this. Whatever it is.
Grace pulls a tissue from her purse; she blows her nose saying she doesn’t have the money or the time for appointments even if she were inclined to seek help. “Every day it’s something,” she says, “some catastrophe with the kids, or the restaurant, or the lawyers.”
“You do realize it wasn’t simply my testimony that got Jody’s sentence commuted.” Sophia wants this much to be clear. “There were other witnesses called by the defense, other factors were considered.”
“Cort told me that’s what you think, that he came here to ask you to get clemency for my husband.” Grace fixes Sophia with a look, a wan smile. “But what worked for Jody Doaks would never work in Jarrett’s case. He’s got all his mental faculties.”
“Of course, I didn’t mean to imply—”
The bite of Grace’s laugh is truncated, harsh. “If only Jarrett could be excused by pleading mental defect.”
Sophia doesn’t respond.
“If I were to see a therapist,” Grace continues, “it would be for my children’s sake, because I need guidance in how to help them prepare for the loss, the potential loss of their father. Even I know there isn’t much short of a miracle that can save Jarrett now.” A ragged edge of impatience wears in Grace’s tone as if she is tired of defending herself, her belief, albeit slim, that there are such things as miracles.
Sophia looks toward the garage where the last of the sun’s rays silver the ridgeline. She clasps her elbows feeling a chill in the air. She feels her heart, its measured beating. What must it be like to know the exact day you’re going to die? To have the time fixed? A square on a calendar, a marked place. She looks at Grace. “I can’t promise a solution,” Sophia speaks over the voice of her reluctance, her deep misgiving, “but if you feel that talking things over would be of help to you, perhaps to your children, then I’m available for that. Say tomorrow, around three? I’m sure we can work out something reasonable regarding my fee.”




Chapter 10
Fall - 1979
“I don’t think you should see Dad without me.”
“You worry too much.” Jarrett glanced up from knotting his tie. Grace’s reflection floated behind his in the mirror. She was lying in his narrow bed where he’d left her to shave, shower and dress. She wasn’t wearing anything but the sheet and it was a major distraction.
“You don’t know him the way I do. He’s up to something.”
“Trust me, it’ll be fine.” Jarrett gave the silk knot a final pat, admiring his work in the mirror.
Grace’s face, the top half, hovered in a section of glass above his shoulder. She’d levered herself up on an elbow and he could see her eyes crowded with something more complicated than worry. But he wouldn’t take the look apart, or even remember it, until years later, when he was jailed. Remembering her expression then, he’d wonder if he’d pushed her, would she have told him what was behind it, although, truly, he already knew. Her reasons for marrying him weren’t better than his for marrying her. They’d both had something they wanted to prove.
But the morning of the meeting with her father, Jarrett was still fooling himself that Tilley was like him in that they both wanted Grace’s happiness. Jarrett figured what he’d hear from his father-in-law-to-be was a lecture about taking good care of his daughter, or there’d be a discussion about what Tilley expected from Jarrett regarding his future as a member of the family. Jarrett really did think—and it would prove to be a big mistake—that Louis was making an effort to be friendly.
Jarrett found Grace’s reflection again in the mirror. The sheet had slipped to reveal the curve of her breasts, one rosy nipple and whatever focus he’d had evaporated. He went to her, kissed the hollow of her neck, the round cap of her shoulder, took his mouth lower.
“Jarrett,” she whispered.
“It’ll be fine,” he said fighting an urge to strip out of his carefully knotted tie, oxford shirt, and wool slacks, and climb into bed with her.
“But—”
“No buts.” He raised his head, reluctantly drawing the sheet back over her breasts, but unable to refrain from smoothing his hand across their fullness, a last caress. “I know there’s been a lot of bad blood, but that’s over. I promise. No matter what your dad says today, I’m not taking the bait.” He kissed her upturned mouth. “Who knows,” he said, “maybe he’ll offer me a job. What would you say to that, Miss Gracie?” Jarrett laughed.
She didn’t.
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What Louis offered Jarrett, initially, once he’d waved him into a leather wing-backed chair in front of his desk, was a cigar. “Cuban,” he said, sticking one between his teeth. “I get them flown in,” he informed with a wink.
“They’re smuggled?”
“Try one.”
Jarrett declined. He didn’t smoke.
Tilley fired up.
Watching him, Jarrett reconsidered: maybe he should smoke, act like a big shot. Establish some kind of common ground. Hell, even a poor-ass loser like himself could hold a cigar.
Tilley said, “You leave Gracie in bed?”
“I don’t see where that’s any of your business, sir.”
“When you’re screwing my daughter, you’re making it my business, boy.”
“She’s over twenty-one, we both are.”
“But you still live with your mama, don’t you? Over in shantytown? I hear that’s where you and Grace have been playing house.”
“Only until our apartment’s ready.” Jarrett kept his expression immobile.
“She’s accustomed to a higher standard, but you know that, don’t you, boy?” Tilley contemplated the glowing ash of his cigar. Jarrett had the sense that he’d stockpiled an endless round of insults and he’d keep firing until Jarrett exploded. That might have happened once, but Jarrett was a new man now, changed, because of Grace. Let Tilley rattle until hell froze.
Jarrett studied the wall of mahogany floor-to-ceiling shelving behind Tilley’s desk. Supposedly there was a door hidden there and a flight of steps that led down to what Grace said was her dad’s bunker. Tilley’d had the room built adjacent to the restaurant’s wine cellar back in the 1950’s, and like the wine cellar, the bunker had concrete walls a foot thick. Tilley kept his collection of South American artifacts stashed inside, where he could precisely control the temperature, lighting and humidity. The collection, Grace said, was worth several million. She’d shown Jarrett pictures. He hadn’t seen the value. The statuary and pottery was so primitive, it looked as if it had been molded by kindergarteners. He hadn’t said much to Grace one way or another, but inside he’d been thinking give him some clay, he could do better and he didn’t have one artsy bone in his body.
Jarrett lifted his chin at Tilley. “Isn’t there a door in that wall?”
“Grace been talking out of school again?” Tilley shook his head and fell silent, pushing out his lower lip as if he were considering what should come next. “I’ve got a proposition for you,” he said after a bit. He stubbed out his smoke and tugging a business-size check from beneath his desk blotter, he pushed it, face down, across the polished oak expanse. “How about you let my daughter go and take this instead.”
Jarrett picked it up and studied the amount. His heart fishtailed in astonishment, a hotter inkling of fury. “You want me to beat it and this is what it’s worth to you? What keeping Grace away from me is worth?”
Tilley didn’t answer. He was busy scribbling on a notepad. He tore off the sheet. “This guy, Rafe Salazar? He works for me. He’s got his own plane. You call the number there, he’ll fly you anywhere you want to go. He’s a young hustler like you; he’ll know the right place. I’m thinking maybe Rio or Veracruz. Just take care you don’t get the clap, huh?” Tilley smirked.
“If you had such a problem with me, why let your daughter plan a wedding? Why take it down to the wire?”
“Plans can be cancelled, like that.” Louis snapped his fingers. “Take me one, two phone calls.”
“You’d do that to your own daughter?” Jarrett got up.
“Sit down.” Louis made out another check and handed it over. “That’s my final offer.”
Jarrett didn’t look at it. He was afraid to. The first one was more money than he’d ever seen; he was afraid of the temptation he felt, faintly shamed by it. He wanted to figure it was normal, but he didn’t want to test himself again. He tore the checks in half and tore them in half a second and a third time and without taking his eyes off Tilley, let the pieces flutter from his hands. “You shouldn’t have bothered. I’m marrying your daughter on Saturday come hell or high water. Seems as if it would make it easier all the way around if you’d just accept it.”
“Name your price.”
“I don’t have one.”
“Every man has a price.”
“So what’s yours? How much would I have to pay you to get the hell out of my life?” Jarrett sat down.
Tilley’s gaze narrowed.
Yeah, get your eyes full, old man, I’m not going anywhere.
“You’ve got nothing I want,” Tilley said.
“Your daughter. I have your daughter,” Jarrett replied.
Tilley snorted, looked off, looked back. “You know I told her what you’re really after, that it isn’t her you want, it’s her money. Her mother’s trust fund.”
“That’s how you got your start, right? The way Grace explained it, her mother was the one with the fortune. You came from nothing like me and she bankrolled you.”
Tilley came forward. “You ever hear this line: Keep your friends close and your enemies closer?”
“It’s from The Godfather. A piece of advice Don Corleone gives his son.” Jarrett half grinned, pleased he had the answer. “So, you’re giving me advice now?”
Tilley snorted and then apologized. “Forgive me. I keep forgetting you never went to college. Did you even finish high school?” He flapped his hand before Jarrett could frame a retort. “The original quote is from The Art of War. It’s a book by a Chinese general named Sun Tzu.”
Jarrett widened his smile, showing his teeth, working at it, making it real. “I know I have a lot to learn, sir.”
In retrospect, as he was sitting inside a jail cell facing death, this would seem a laughable understatement. But the flicker in Tilley’s eyes at the time made Jarrett think he’d surprised Tilley, maybe even impressed him, although when Jarrett suggested that to Grace later, she told him he was way off.
“If you think Dad admires you because you didn’t lose your temper or take his money, think again,” she said.
“I don’t care about his money.” It was a flat-out lie, but Jarrett wanted to believe it. He wanted Grace to believe it. He touched her cheek, smoothed her hair behind her ear. “You. I only care about you.”
They were in the country, in Jarrett’s car, parked off a winding dirt road having driven out of Houston to find some privacy. He tilted her chin, brushed her lips with his. “I brought a quilt. What do you say we spread it over there, under those trees.”
He was looking at the wide apron of shade beneath a nearby thicket of live oaks, imagining the freedom of making love somewhere other than his mother’s house, where he’d been raised, where his mom turned up the television every time he and Grace walked through the front door and into his bedroom. No one spoke or made eye contact. Like they could pretend what was happening—the s-e-x—wasn’t. Like he was still some high school kid fooling around with a bad girl under his mother’s nose. It amazed him every time Grace consented. He thought she would do anything for him, but he didn’t know why and it pissed him off.
Even as he wanted her, wanted her lifestyle, wanted to run with her crowd, he wondered what was she thinking? That he could be somebody? Like who? Her old man? Those rich prep school bastards she’d dated before Jarrett, the PhD’s, the MBA’s, who were brokers or doctors or lawyers now? She could have any one of them; she’d dated plenty. What did she see in him, a punk from Crapville with a juvie record? He wanted to believe she saw something good, something worth loving. The man he wished to be, who’d stood up to her dad, stupid as it sounded. Stupid as it would turn out to be.
He brought his gaze back to hers.
She said, “My father is incapable of love, so if you’re looking for that.”
“He seems to think a lot of some guy named Salazar.”
“It isn’t Rafe he cares about. It’s the stuff Rafe brings him. Dad loves having what no one else can have. He loves power and money and his own opinion. He loves having control.”
“My old man’s a jerk, too, but without the bankroll.”
“I’ve had to work, the same as you.”
Grace had worn out this line. He’d tried arguing that it was one thing to work because you needed money to eat and something else entirely to work because your dad wanted you trained from the ground up in his business. The very business that had made him filthy rich and that he expected his daughter to one day inherit. But Grace couldn’t or wouldn’t see Jarrett’s point. It was as if she wanted to have shared in his hard time and it touched him in an odd place in his heart. It became sort of endearing, so he had given up fighting with her about it. “I know,” he said to her now.
Still not satisfied, she balanced her elbow on the window ledge. “Growing up poor does something to people, it twists them all up inside. I hope it hasn’t done that to you. You aren’t going to be mean to me or to our children, are you? Because you grew up with nothing.”
“I’m not your dad, Gracie.”
“He has weird ideas about work and money. He thinks if you don’t suffer, you won’t grow a backbone. He thinks making me wait tables is building my character.”
“As of right now, you’re done with that.”
She didn’t answer. He shifted away from her. He hated it when she got moody like this. He didn’t know what she wanted from him and if he asked, she’d say nothing. She was so damn frustrating. He could take her home, but he didn’t want to. He wanted to spread the quilt in the dimpled shade beneath the trees and make love to her, but when he tried to take her into his arms again, she didn’t yield. She covered her face with her hands, bent her head to his chest and he realized she was crying.
“I keep praying that somehow Dad will come around, that we can be a family. He can be a decent man, a kind man. I know you don’t believe me.”
Jarrett held her, resting his chin on the crown of her head while her tears dampened his shirt. His own throat ached at the longing in her voice. He imagined it too, that little family, but it was stupid. For shit. Nothing like that existed except in the movies, Jimmy Stewart and all that.
Grace straightened, sniffing. “I think we should leave Texas after we’re married, move somewhere else. Across country. Oregon, maybe, or Wyoming.”
“Wyoming? What would we do there? Punch cattle?” Jarrett made a fist and showed it to her, grinning furiously. “In their teeth?”
“I’m serious. He’s not going to change his mind about us.”
“You’re underestimating my charm,” Jarrett teased.
She groaned.
“Look, Grace, we don’t need his approval. We don’t need him to be a family.”
“He’s my father,” she said to her lap.
“Yeah, and I’m going to be your husband. He knows I’m not somebody he can push around. I made it clear.”
Grace looked up. “That’s what scares me.”




Chapter 11
Monday, September 27, 1999 - 20 days remain
“Jarrett would never admit it,” Grace picks up a thread from their last session, “but when we were first married, he honestly thought Dad would come around.”
“You didn’t share his conviction?” Sophia asks.
“I wanted to.” Grace balances her elbows on the arms of the club chair. She looks battered, gray with fatigue. The result, Sophia thinks, of living hour after hour in full catastrophe mode.
“His own father walked out on his family. Cort was ten, I think, and Jarrett was twelve. It was—” She stops.
Sophia waits. A lot of the practice of psychology is waiting. It is patience. She quells an urge to check her watch. She thinks she is no longer suited to this work. It is a thought she’s having with increasing frequency. She thinks Grace as much as Jarrett needed her father’s acceptance, his attention and respect. Sophia will suggest this at some point and chart Grace’s response.
Sophia will say a father can be physically present but emotionally absent and that the effect can be as devastating as an actual desertion. She will not say that she has had experience of this through her relationship with her own father. Psychologists don’t confide personal information to their patients. That’s what friends are for, but Sophia has never had many friends and none who were close.
“There were whole days when their mother didn’t get out of bed,” Grace says. “Jarrett felt responsible. He wasn’t as old as Thomas is now, but he worked like a demon after school to earn money to support the family. Sometimes, when he couldn’t find legitimate work, he—he figured out other ways to—” Grace stops again.
Sophia waits again.
“I don’t know that I should talk so openly about our private business. I don’t see how this helps me with my children, which is why I’m here. I don’t necessarily want them knowing these things about their dad.”
“You’re concerned with how he appears to them.”
“I feel as if I’m betraying him, our—our life together. I’m not sure I should.”
“You want to preserve the impression of normalcy.”
“Yes, of course. Wouldn’t you?”
Sophia doesn’t answer.
“I don’t know how to do this, Dr. Beckman!”
“Sophia, please.”
“Sophia,” Grace repeats agitatedly. “Some days I wake up and wonder why I’m still breathing. It’s all I can do to get out of bed.”
“But so far you’ve managed.”
“Do you know what a friend said to me once? A former friend, I should say. That everyone has something. I wanted to scream at her, no! Not like this. People die, of course people die, well-loved people. But from terminal illness, from old age and accidents, not from being deliberately strapped down to a gurney and shot full of chemicals.” Grace gives her face a sharp swipe with both palms. “People should not be put down like dogs.”
Sophia is thinking of the murdered men, of how they were put down, when Grace echoes this same thought, when she says, “I know they weren’t given a chance.”
The silence that ensues is frail and somehow hot and lasts the span of one wing beat, then two, before Grace says, “I’ll tell you something terrible,” but then she can only spread her hands.
“It’s all right, Grace. You can say anything here. Truly. That’s the whole point.”
“I’ve wondered—” she clears her throat— “so many times I’ve wondered why couldn’t Jarrett have terminal cancer or—or kidney failure or die in a collision on the freeway? Something awful but ordinary? It would be so much easier. If you think I’m horrible, I don’t blame you. I think I’m pretty horrible myself.” She looks at the ceiling struggling not to cry.
As if when your heart is broken and you are terribly hurt and afraid, it is noble and brave to withhold tears. To conceal any evidence of your emotions, your wounds. As if they are nothing. An inconvenience. “I think you’re human, Grace.”
“I think if we hadn’t married, he wouldn’t be in that place.” She pushes the words through clenched teeth and when she levels her gaze, her eyes are riddled with grief. “I knew that I shouldn’t—that the marriage was—was probably a mistake.”
“You didn’t love him?”
Grace ponders one telling moment before answering that Jarrett was different from anyone she’d ever known before. “He was from a whole other world; he was tough, street-smart; he had a criminal record.” A sudden rueful smile transforms her face. “Did you read Wuthering Heights?”
“Ummm.”
“I used to think Jarrett was like Heathcliff, you know, dark, brooding.”
Sophia holds Grace in her gaze. Why does she feel compelled to save him after he’s murdered her father, even though there’s no love lost there either? The note is jotted on a previous page of Grace’s file. Sophia has yet to ask in hope that an explanation will come voluntarily. She has the sense there is something more troubling Grace’s mind with regard to her marriage, some further source for disturbance other than what she’s told so far. If Grace does love her husband, it’s not a comfortable love. It doesn’t lie easily within her heart. And Sophia doubts it will rest in peace there once he’s gone.
Grace traces her eyebrows with her fingertips and the gesture seems self-conscious, almost defensive, as if she can read the speculation in Sophia’s mind. “Cort told me you lost your husband recently.”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry for what I said before. I didn’t mean to suggest that any sort of loss is easy. It can’t be; I’m sure it still isn’t. Were you married a long time?”
“More than thirty years.”
“You must miss him terribly.”
“Yes,” Sophia says, but not until after her own longer than natural moment has passed. A moment when her answer might as readily have been no or some ambivalent combination of the two. She and Grace share a look between women, the sort of look that contains a wealth of understanding about the complications inherent to love and relationship. It is a look outside the patient/therapist connection. Sophia takes up her pen.
“Jarrett wants me to stop paying the lawyers. He thinks by dying, he’ll save what’s left, but it’s too late now. I’ve hung onto the house as long as I can. I used to pretend that if I just kept everything the same, I’d wake up one day and it would be. We’d be the way we were.” She sounds wistful. “Or the way I thought we were.”
“Have you found another place?”
Grace shakes her head. “After, once the—” She breaks off, closing her eyes tightly, but the tears come anyway; they rim her jaw, fall to speckle the backs of her hands. “I am so sick of crying, of how weak I am.”
“No, Grace.” Sophia passes her a tissue. She says the tears are good, the body’s way of relieving itself of tremendous strain. And even to her own ears her words sound useless. Like little leaf boats launched into the watery eye of a hurricane. She peeks at her watch.
Grace blows her nose. “I’ll be glad when the house is gone,” she says. “People in that neighborhood, people who were once our friends, have said terrible things.”
“What sort of things?”
“That I was involved, that I knew what Dad and Jarrett were doing, that because I worked at the restaurant, I must have known. How could I not? I’ve wondered myself.” Grace shakes her head. “It was there, all those years, what Dad and Rafe dragged Jarrett into. I just didn’t want to know. It’s like the truth that you don’t want to see because once you do, you’ll have to do something about it.”
Grace averts her gaze. “Ignorance is not bliss. It’s weakness.”
“It sounds as if you feel some responsibility...?” Sophia dangles a pause.
But Grace veers in another direction. “There are still rumors circulating that Dad was trafficking in drugs, that the artifacts were a cover for drug smuggling. It’s easier for people to understand, I guess. We’re conditioned to hearing about raids and killings over drugs, but over artifacts?”
“How about you? Would it be easier for you if it were about drugs?”
“No, but I was raised with the art. It was always in the house until Dad built the bunker.”
“Bunker?”
Grace describes an underground room at her father’s restaurant. “There aren’t many museums that have a facility so precisely engineered,” she says, “but I didn’t think a thing of it. Other dads were obsessed with collecting sports memorabilia, or they had boats and vacation homes and played golf incessantly. One of my friends’ fathers was a fanatic about mountain climbing. He spent hundreds of thousands of dollars. It was his hobby and my dad’s hobby was his art collection.”
The hobbies of wealthy men, Sophia thinks, men with an excess of money and time.
“They’d sit around at Grace’s Table with him smoking his high-dollar Cuban cigars, his smuggled cigars, and I know more than one of them bought Columbian art from him, too, stolen Columbian art, pieces they’ve held onto even while they’ve spread rumors and leveled their judgments of him. And me,” Grace adds.
“You feel they blame you.”
“I blame me.”
“Why?”
“My father was one of the most successful and powerful businessmen in this state,” Grace says, and if that’s her answer, it seems non sequitur.
Sophia makes a note: Self-blame? Why?
“He ran the largest chain of luxury hotels and restaurants in the southwest, but now....” What Grace began as a defense lapses into a deep sigh. “People ask me why as if because he’s my father I should know how it happened. How a wealthy, well-respected man gets involved in such a despicable business.”
“How do you answer them?”
“Greed. I tell them it was greed and lies and obsession. You have some and want more.”
A silence blooms like a bruise. Outside, someone calls out, a dog’s name, perhaps, or a child’s. Sophia hears the ring of the hammer. Thomas, she thinks, working on the fence. Obsession. She jots the word.
“It never occurred to me that Dad would lose his grip on reality. It was like finding out the Rock of Gibraltar had collapsed into the sea.”
“Can you explain?”
“You know about the codex.”
“From the news reports.” Sophia nudges her desk blotter. She has a quick image of herself, when this hour is over, racing into the house, searching Russ’s closet, every nook and cranny.
Grace mentions Rafe Salazar, the double sale of the codex, calling it a betrayal.
Sophia jots a note: Russ + Rafe Salazar = ?
Grace says Rafe was having an affair with the wife of a man who worked in his organization. “When this man found out, he wanted revenge. He knew Rafe had another buyer for the codex and he called my dad and told him exactly when to expect Rafe to come for it. The man knew Dad would never let Rafe—” Grace takes a moment. “This never gets easier, no matter how many times I tell it.”
“No,” Sophia says. “I can imagine that it wouldn’t.”
“It was supposed to be Rafe’s last big score. He was leaving the country with his wife and son and disappearing for good. Finding out must have broken Dad’s heart. He had a bond with Rafe that he never had with anyone else. I think more than anything, that’s what pushed him to—to shoot Rafe and then—then Jarrett walked in and found them, Dad holding the gun, Rafe dead on the floor.” Grace scoots her hair behind her ears. She says the same caller who tipped her dad also tipped the government. “If I’d only known that, known about the raid, but I didn’t. I didn’t know anything. I was so blind.”
Sophia leaves the space in silence.
“Sometimes I hate my dad and sometimes I hate Jarrett for killing him because I’ll never know why. What was the purpose of having all that stuff? Only to kill and then be killed?” Grace pats her chest. “Why couldn’t Dad love me? I was alive, his own flesh and blood.”
“You lost your mother when you were fourteen, right?”
“Dad was a single parent, I know. I know all about how difficult that is.” Grace looks away, looks back. “Do you know what I wish, I mean other than that this had never happened? I wish it was over and every time I do, I feel sick and ashamed and terrified because it’s the same as wishing Jarrett dead.”
“I think what you truly wish for is relief.”
“Here’s another thing, if the codex is out there,” Grace seems not to have heard, “and if it’s genuine, its worth is incalculable, and as long as those federal agents believe there’s a chance Jarrett can lead them to it, they won’t execute him.”
Sophia doesn’t answer.
“There are people petitioning Governor Bush next week to let them speak to Jarrett about it. The execution could be set aside. It could.” Grace brings her flattened palms down on the armrests of her chair, but the gesture seems contrived to Sophia, as if it is Grace who is lacking conviction.
“You think I’m crazy,” she says. “Pathetic. Grasping at straws.”
“Not pathetic.” Sophia closes Grace’s folder.
“We’re out of time.”
“Yes.”
“No, I mean there’s no time left, period. It’s what I keep trying to explain to my family. Very soon, unless something changes, Jarrett will be gone.” Grace presses a knuckle to her mouth. “The children have to see their father and tell him good-bye. It’s all that matters now, but I can’t convince them, not by myself. I need your help.”
“In what way?”
“Will you speak to Thomas? If he agrees to visit then Brian and Megan will go too. Please? He seems to like you and you really are my last hope.”
Against her better judgment, Sophia says she’ll try; she says she can’t make any promises.
After Grace leaves she reopens Grace’s patient folder and sits staring at her notes, that word: Obsession.
She runs over it with her fingertip as if she might obliterate it and her discomfort. It’s something she should look at, settle within herself, if she’s going to do her job effectively and help this family. But she doesn’t want to look, to see the connection.
Tilley = Salazar = tie to Russ? She pens the note feeling what is becoming a familiar dart of alarm. Why hasn’t she told Grace that Russ had been acquainted with her father? But suppose Grace knows and has her own reasons for not divulging the fact?
Sophia tosses aside her pen. How can therapy continue under the circumstances? It would seem there is a breach of some kind. She might ask Phil, but only if she intends to raise the issue of Russ’s potential involvement with Louis Tilley. And what if her suspicions are groundless? The result of paranoia, her overactive imagination?
She thinks of her earlier impulse to search the house for the codex and can’t picture herself going through with it.
She thinks of Grace’s plea that she speak to Thomas.
She casts her eye over her jotted notes.
Everyone has something....




Chapter 12
Early Spring - 1954
The first time Terrence hit Sophia, he drove his fist into the meaty tissue above her right breast where the bruise wouldn’t show. It was early; they were in the kitchen where they ordinarily began their day. Terrence asked for a coffee refill, but Sophia was heating Dylan’s formula and asked him to wait.
“Hold on a sec,” was what she said. She didn’t think about it. She’d said the very same thing to him dozens of times. She lowered the flame under the pan filled with simmering water that was heating the formula and lifted the heavy ceramic coffee carafe from the warming plate. And that quickly she felt Terrence move in behind her. At first, oblivious, she smiled and almost turned in anticipation of his kiss, but something warned her. A sharp note in his breath perhaps, some disturbance in his aura. She would never know, but something raised the hair on her scalp in the moment before he spun her around and slammed his fist into her so hard the blow caused her to stagger. The coffee pot flew from her hand and exploded on the terrazzo floor.
Terrence bellowed but whether in response to the sudden spray of hot liquid or his rage at Sophia wasn’t clear to her. She was so astonished at his behavior, even her own injuries weren’t clear to her.
Her palm would blister; the cut on her right heel would become infected, but she wouldn’t feel the pain of either wound for hours. She was like those cartoon characters, she would think later, the ones who after they suffered some unanticipated blow were depicted with stars whirling over their heads. What had happened? Terrence adored her. From the moment he had set eyes on her. Almost a year ago.
He’d been in line behind her at the supermarket and followed her outside; he’d asked for her name. She’d been flattered by his attention. Terrence was older and so suave in his manner. Not good looking exactly—he had curly red hair and light hazel eyes—but there was something compelling in those eyes, something very sexy in his demeanor that drew her. Plus he drove a Jaguar.
When he pointed it out, Sophia went up to it, she trailed her hand along its sleek, polished silver fender. “It’s beautiful,” she said.
He came to where she was and lifted her chin with his index finger. “You’re quite beautiful yourself,” he said turning her face this way and that. “Exotic. Something between Liz Taylor and Sophia Loren. Were you named for her?”
Sophia shook her head, feeling self-conscious. Confused. Fat. Could he not see how fat she was? From having Dylan a few weeks ago. And she was blue, too, baby-blue, from tending a newborn and having to live with Aunt Frances, who complained constantly on the phone to Sophia’s mother that Sophia was worthless and lazy, no kind of mother for an infant. “I’m not running a home for unwed mothers,” Frances would tell Esther. “If Sophia doesn’t take responsibility soon, I’ll put them both on the street, so help me, God....”
Terrence still held Sophia’s chin. “You’re cover girl material,” he told her. And when she demurred, he insisted. “I’m a fashion photographer. You’ve probably heard of me. Terrence Lucky? Do you read the Star Telegram, look at Vogue?”
She shook her head.
“Mademoiselle, Glamour?”
“Photoplay,” she answered. “Photoplay and True Confessions,” and then she quickly qualified that with, “I’m living with my aunt. It’s all she has,” so Terrence wouldn’t think she was the one who was dull and unsophisticated. Those might be her roots, but they weren’t her destiny.
“Photoplay, hmm?” He smiled. “How old are you?”
“Nineteen,” she lied.
“Well, Miss Sophia, it is Miss, isn’t it?” He didn’t wait for her answer. “I make my living spotting looks like yours.”
He handed her his business card and said she ought to call him. He said he could make her famous. He said where he lived, a renovated loft in a pricey neighborhood near downtown Fort Worth. It was an easy bus ride from Aunt Frances’s house, but when Sophia left there the following week, it was in the middle of the night, after the buses stopped running.
And she walked carrying the baby and her suitcase to the phone booth near the corner of Elizabeth Boulevard and 8th Avenue. Terrence answered her call on the second ring and hearing the kindness in his voice, Sophia began to cry. She sank to the concrete floor of the small glassed-in cubicle, unmindful of the grime, the faded scraps of litter left by the numberless horde of callers who had preceded her, and while Dylan slept, soundlessly, in the cradle of her bent knees, she told Terrence about her life. Not the whole story because, as he said, what did it matter? It was the past, a closed book. Ancient history, he said. And when they finished talking, he came for her in his gleaming silver Jaguar. He held her tenderly, and Dylan too, and he promised her that he loved children, that he had room for them both in his loft, in his life.
Terrence promised Sophia that she could trust him.
And she did. Even after the first time he hit her. In the deathly ring of silence that followed, she thought it must be a mistake, an accident, but then Terrence drove two fingers into her shoulder. He was sick of her, he said, sick of the way she put Dylan’s needs ahead of his. Sophia was trying to make sense of his accusation when he shoved her again, hard; her backside collided with the granite countertop. Her jaws snapped shut catching her lip. “Does that brat pay your bills?” he demanded. “Answer me. Who pays your goddamn bills?”
“You.” Sophia made the word behind her hand, blood from her mouth slicking her palm. She searched his gaze and she wasn’t so much frightened as perplexed. Who was this man and what had she done to make him so angry?
Some of the heat went out of him. She felt certain of it, certain that he would apologize, but the noise in his throat wasn’t soft, wasn’t conciliatory, but harsh, a kind of growl. He raised his fist, menacing her again. She sank to the floor and stayed there, knees pulled to her chin, long after he slammed out of the loft.
It was hours before he returned. She was still in her robe, drinking wine. She’d dosed herself with Demerol too. Terrence seemed to have a never-ending supply. She’d even put a few grains in Dylan’s formula and he’d, thankfully, been quiet while she’d spent the day crying herself sick.
The sound of Terrence’s key in the lock set off fresh waves of panic. She wasn't dressed; her eyes were puffy from crying, her face, with its broken lip, was bloated and ugly. She perched on the edge of their bed waiting to be cursed, waiting to be told to get out of his sight. But instead, he went to his knees at her feet and laid a bouquet of white roses in her lap. “I'm sorry,” he whispered. “Call me pathetic, but I'm jealous of your kid. I wish it was just us.”
Sophia stared down at him. She tangled her fingers in his unruly curls. God forgive her, she'd wished the same thing herself.
When he pushed her robe from her shoulders, she allowed it. When he cupped her breasts in his hands and took first one and then the other nipple into his mouth, she moaned, feeling the instant heat of her desire.
And every time after that, when he hit her, she knew she deserved it. Didn’t she wish all the time she didn't have Dylan? It was unnatural; she was a freak. And not all the Demerol or the wine in the world would alter the truth about her or redeem her or cause her to forget.




Chapter 13
Friday, October 1, 1999 - 16 days remain
“Isn’t that Grace Capshaw’s car?”
Sophia follows Carolyn’s glance through the windshield as they turn into the driveway. When they left to pick out paint samples, only Cort’s white truck had been parked on the driveway’s apron. Now Grace’s black SUV is parked there as well and then Grace herself appears in the same moment Sophia is saying, “I just saw her this morning.”
She’s gesturing sharply at Cort who’s at her side. They’re obviously arguing.
“Uh-oh.” Carolyn brakes to a stop. “What shall we do? Wait till they see us?”
But they show no sign of that even when Carolyn cuts the engine and gets out. Sophia follows her reluctantly. She opens the back passenger door, retrieves the small carton that holds the samples.
“Thomas doesn’t need his privileges yanked,” she hears Cort say. “He doesn’t need a shrink talking to him either.”
“Don’t tell me what my child needs.” Grace stops near the office steps.
Cort walks in a distracted circle. “He needs space. He needs us to respect him enough to allow him to make up his own mind.”
“But when he’s grown, the guilt will kill him. Why can’t you see that?”
Cort stands still. “You may be right, but whether he visits his dad or he doesn’t, it should be his decision and he’ll have to live with the consequences, right or wrong, the way the rest of us will.”
Sophia straightens inside the cover of the rear car door. Carolyn is motionless beside the front fender. They might both have been invisible.
Grace bends her head to her hand, and somehow, Sophia intuits the terrible cost and tender risk of Cort’s gesture when he slides his palm along the bare curve of Grace’s upper arm to her elbow. “You can’t save him from every hard knock in life, Gracie.”
She shakes his hand away. “Don’t call me that,” she says, but her voice lacks conviction.
Sophia has the impression that Grace would like nothing more than to have Cort hold her, she is that close to breaking. Her eyes are on his, her step toward him is almost imperceptible. The moment of intimacy shimmers, elongates. It is evidence of the bond Sophia has suspected, but she is uncomfortable as a witness. She slams the car door. Grace and Cort spring apart. Carolyn looks at Sophia startled.
She proffers the carton. “We have the paint samples,” she says pushing the pleasantry. “Grace, I didn’t expect to see you again until Monday. I hope nothing’s wrong.”
“I came to talk to Thomas,” Grace answers, walking toward Sophia. “He’s working on the fence.”
Sophia hears the ring of the hammer. Somehow she thinks she is not imagining the fury that drives the rhythmic blows.
“He was rude to me earlier. Very rude.” Grace underscores the words.
“You can’t take it personally.”
Grace raises her finger at Cort. “Don’t you make excuses for him, for a situation you know nothing about.”
Cort tosses up his hands. “You’re right, I don’t know shit except that I’m late delivering a bid and last I heard, somebody still had to earn the money to pay the bills, the lawyer bills and the shrink bills. Sorry, Doc.” He holds Sophia’s gaze and there’s something accusatory, even coercive in his eyes that sends a tremor of alarm running along her spine. It’s as if he’s asking: How dare you?
What? Sophia thinks. How dare I what? Stand aside and do nothing, she supposes. Like the driver who passes an accident without stopping to render aid.
But now Cort grins and while the grin is as wry as it is brief, it alters everything about his expression and Sophia can’t be certain at all of what was there before. More evidence of her paranoia, she decides. She’s seeing calamity lurking behind every bush, every paint brush.
Cort gets into his truck.
Grace offers an apology for creating a scene and her manner suggests exasperation, a degree of chagrin.
“It’s all right.” Sophia and Carolyn utter the reassurance together, but it’s Carolyn who reaches out her hand as if she, like Cort, would soothe Grace with her touch.
“It’s so terrible what you’re going through.”
“Yes.” Grace fishes her keys from her purse anxious to be away.
Relieved, Sophia starts for the house, but then Carolyn announces that she and Thomas have talked. “I don’t know if it will help you to know this, but he’s afraid you’ll blame him.”
Sophia takes her hand from the door.
Grace pockets her keys. “He told you that? When?”
“Yesterday. I made lemonade and took him a glass and we started talking. You know, sometimes it’s easier to tell someone other than your mom—” the word sounds overly weighted with emphasis to Sophia— “when you’ve done something stupid, when you’re— Oooh—” The sound Carolyn makes is brittle, wincing.
“Cecie? What is it?” Sophia takes a step toward her.
“My head!” Carolyn’s eyes squeeze shut; her fingertips dig into her temples. “It feels as if someone just planted an ax in my skull.” Beads of moisture clot her hairline, show up beneath her eyes, slick her upper lip.
“Is it your sinuses? She gets these terrible sinus headaches,” Sophia explains for Grace’s benefit.
“You should probably go inside,” Grace says.
“Yes, go on, get out of this air.” Sophia makes a little shooing motion.
“I hope you don’t mind about Thomas.” Carolyn squints at Grace. “I would never repeat our conversation to anyone.”
Grace assures her it’s fine.
“He wants to fix things, but he doesn’t know how,” Carolyn says walking backward toward the house. “It’s like when you wish you could take something back, but you can’t.”
Sophia feels a nibbling concern. She calls out that there’s aspirin in her medicine cabinet if Carolyn wants it. Sophia won’t keep anything stronger.
Carolyn’s small wave of acknowledgement is like a flag asking for mercy. Sophia’s heart sinks. There is some other meaning here, as with the extra baggage, something else Carolyn is trying to say. If Russ were here Carolyn would confide in him and he, in turn, would tell Sophia. But how would it work now? Would Sophia just never know Carolyn’s troubles? Would they drift farther and farther apart until there was nothing left of a connection? Was she to have no one? No family at all?
“Thomas didn’t say what exactly was his fault.” Carolyn’s voice lifts.
“I think I know,” Grace answers. “Thanks for sharing.”
Carolyn waves again.
“I like your daughter,” Grace says when the door closes behind Carolyn, “but I hate when my kids do this, when they talk to someone other than me about their problems.”
“Or when they won’t talk at all.” Sophia speaks almost unconsciously and then goes on before she can stop herself explaining that Carolyn’s visit was only to have lasted the weekend, that she’d appeared with this ridiculously large amount of luggage. “She’s been home two weeks now,” Sophia says, “and all I know for sure is that she turned down the job opportunity of a lifetime and broke her engagement. It’s all very—” She stops. What is she thinking? As if this could possibly matter to Grace Capshaw of all people? How foolish she sounds. “I’m sorry. It’s nothing compared.”
“Please, you have no idea how much I miss being an ordinary mom having a kibitz about the kids....” Grace trails off on such a wistful note that Sophia reaches for her hand.
They exchange a look. Grace says, “I’m still not sure talking is such a good idea. It makes me feel so— So exposed. I’m scared of losing control, of not getting it back.”
Sophia waits.
Grace finds her keys. “But I’ve slept better since we started.”
“Well, that’s a good thing.”
“Yes.”
“Cort seems to care very much.” Sophia hazards the observation.
“I wish he didn’t.”
No, Sophia thinks. That would be the last thing on Grace’s list of wishes.
“Cort wants me to leave Thomas alone, to stop pressuring him, but what if I lose him? How will I stand it? I already feel as if our relationship will never be normal again.”
“I know,” Sophia says and she’s speaking straight from her heart, from her own burgeoning concern. She and Grace exchange another glance, another moment that is full of understanding and mutual commiseration. They are just mothers, two mothers, who by sharing their worry are lightening their burden and it’s lovely. Sophia had forgotten the refuge a friendship could provide.
“Do you like Carolyn’s fiancé?”
“Very much,” Sophia replies and when Grace asks what happened, Sophia tells how Carolyn’s snooping led to her discovery of the divorce decree dissolving Larry’s prior marriage that she had known nothing about. “She feels he betrayed her.”
“You sound as if you think she’s making too much of it.”
“Yes, but what do I know?” Sophia shrugs.
“Absolutely nothing. I mean you’re just the mom and a psychologist with years of experience.” Grace smiles.
A psychologist who isn’t acting like a psychologist, Sophia thinks. She should shift this dialogue into clinical mode or else end it. Instead, she returns Grace’s smile, ignoring the lecture going on in her head.
Grace fingers her keys. “I guess you haven’t had a chance to talk to him.”
“Thomas? Not yet. What did you mean when you said you knew why he felt he was at fault?”
“The last time he saw his dad, Thomas blew up. He called Jarrett a loser and said he hated him.” Grace tips back her head, blinking rapidly. “This is hard.”
“Yes, it is.”
“He said he’d be glad when Jarrett was dead. And then he— He called his dad an f-up, only he didn't say f—”
Sophia shifts the carton of paint samples, tucking it under her elbow. She realizes she hasn’t heard the hammer and resists an urge to look around. What if Thomas is nearby?
“It was a few days later that Jarrett petitioned the court to stop his appeals and it seems pretty obvious that Thomas thinks he’s to blame and he can’t face his dad.”
“Do you blame Thomas?” Sophia asks softly.
“No. Maybe. I mean Jarrett denies it, but what if Thomas’s outburst is the reason he dropped his appeals? I keep wondering what would happen now if Thomas apologized, whether Jarrett would change his mind. It’s a long shot, I know. Thomas would have to see Jarrett, for one thing.”
“He doesn’t want to.”
“No, but they’ll be moving Jarrett soon from the Terrell unit to The Walls in Huntsville. “That’s where they—”
Sophia nods. She’s aware that The Walls is the unit where the death house is, where the actual executions are carried out.
“Jarrett doesn’t want us to see him there, so after school today, when I picked up the kids, I told them we had to visit their dad before he leaves Terrell and Thomas just went off. He started yelling that he didn’t want to hear another word about Jarrett. Not another fucking—” Grace’s voice breaks.
Sophia slides her hand under Grace’s elbow as if she might hold a part of Grace’s pain.
“What if his last words to his father are words of hate? I don’t care what Jarrett did, he doesn’t deserve to have his life end thinking we hate him.” Grace shields her eyes. “How am I going to live with it? I might as well put the killing drugs into him myself. Truthfully? I wish I could go with him.”
“Grace?”
“It’s my fault this has happened.”
“What do you mean?”
Grace drags in a breath, wipes her face. “After Dad got the tip about the double sale, he had Jarrett take the codex out of the restaurant, so it wouldn’t be there when Rafe came for it. Dad used Jarrett that way, you know? He gave him the corner office and the six-figure salary, but he treated Jarrett like his flunky. Jarrett knew it, too, but it was a game to him, and to Dad and Rafe. They used each other, manipulated each other.”
“What happened, Grace?”
“Jarrett brought it home. He knew it was stolen, knew people, dangerous people were looking for it. He and my father both knew. They put my children at risk and I couldn’t ignore that. I gave Jarrett an ultimatum. I said he had to take the codex back to my dad, immediately, and quit the whole sorry business, or I would take the children and we would leave him. He would never see us again.”
“Did he believe you?”
“He was— It was like something broke inside him. If only I hadn’t threatened him. I sent him back there to—to the restaurant right when—just when—”
Sophia rubs Grace’s arm murmuring, “It’s all right,” but of course it isn’t.
“When he got there, Dad had already shot Rafe. He was dead on the floor, blood everywhere. There were federal agents everywhere, too, but neither Dad nor Jarrett knew that. I think by then Dad had completely lost every sense of reality. He was waving the gun around, shouting at Jarrett that they had to get the mess cleaned up and get rid of Rafe’s body and when Jarrett argued, Dad pointed the gun at him and said Jarrett could die too, as easily as Rafe.”
“Jarrett didn’t back down?”
“No. He went for the gun and he and Dad struggled. The gun went off and then it was my dad who was dead.” Grace’s shrug is small, defeated. “Because of me. Because I threatened Jarrett with losing us. If I hadn’t, Dad and the marshal would still be alive and Jarrett—”
“Oh, but I think you’re taking on—”
“Dad shot Rafe in the back of the head. The bullet Jarrett fired into my dad blew apart his femoral artery. He bled to death. The marshal was shot in the abdomen. He died three days later from a massive infection. Jarrett talked about the sound, how after the gun went off, he couldn’t hear anything. He said he went stone deaf.”
“Grace, why don’t we go into the kitchen? I’ll make—”
“That isn’t all.” Grace levels a glance at Sophia. “When I gave Jarrett the ultimatum, when I said he had to quit working for Dad or I’d leave him, a part of me wanted him to refuse.”
“You wanted him to let you go?”
“Yes, then no one could blame me, not even the kids, when they learned the truth.” A small pause is filled with rue. “I didn’t— I didn’t love Jarrett as much as I should. I didn’t cherish him. I think I didn’t know, didn’t really know what that meant, not until—” Tears collect in the corners of Grace’s eyes and she clenches her jaw as if that will lock them in place. “What can I do? It’s so complicated and—and it isn’t only because of what I did or—or Thomas or—”
“Yes.” Sophia looks purposefully at Grace now so that there can be no confusion between them.
Grace’s face crumples, her tears brim over, tracking her cheeks, making silvery threads. “Am I so obvious?”
Sophia gives her arm a squeeze.
“I’m afraid of my feelings for him. It’s as if in loving Cort, I’m being unfaithful to—aahhh. I should go on daytime TV. Not that we’ve done anything. It isn’t physical. I—I want that. I’ve asked, but Cort is so—” Grace gropes for the proper description— “honorable.”
“That’s an uncommon word nowadays.”
“Cort is an uncommon man.” Grace presses her fist to her mouth. “I shouldn’t do this, make comparisons. I shouldn’t be in love with my husband’s brother. I am not honorable.”




Chapter 14
Fall - 1979
The old neighborhood was scarcely a twenty minute drive from where Jarrett lived with Grace, but it was another world. His world, the one he’d been raised in. The one he couldn’t get out of fast enough, but not long after the wedding, he found himself back there, cruising the streets, looking at the houses, squat brick boxes, each on their gruff square of used-up lawn, and his throat closed. He felt like he might break, bawl like a baby and he hated the weakness and the voice in his brain that said this was his turf, where he belonged. He didn’t fit in Grace’s world.
He told his mother he was a fish out of water. She was down on her knees in her vegetable patch in the back yard, yanking out a yellow-mottled snarl of tomato vines, what was left of a rotting row of peppers. She planted the garden every spring in a manic rush of anticipation and then within weeks she’d be crushed by the heat, overcome with her chronic despair. There never was much of a harvest except for what the coons got.
She sat back on her heels and squinted up at him. “I tried to tell you those people don’t mix with folks like us.”
Stick with your own kind, had been her advice. She practiced her own version of snobbery.
“Have you had a fight?” she asked and her face reflected grim satisfaction: Grace was trouble, she’d been right.
Jarrett broke his gaze from hers. A chain link fence smothered in wild trumpet vine surrounded the lot and he watched the bees weaving in the air above its orange-red blossoms. “I know everything you’re going to say.”
“Then why did you come?” Since you know everything, Mr. Big Shot, Mr. Want-It-All.... It was how she thought of him. His marriage into the Tilley family was a slap in her face. He’d flouted every hard thing she knew about society, about knowing your place and sticking to it. She went back to digging, resentment sharp in every move.
Jarrett shifted his feet so that his shadow fell over her, affording her protection from the sun. He remembered a story she told about a trip they’d made to Galveston Bay once when he was around four. She’d been distracted a moment, tending to Cort, but some sixth sense had caused her to look up in time to see Jarrett venturing into the surf, being swept into deep water. His mom was no swimmer; the ocean made her nervous, but she came after him that day. When he regained consciousness after she used CPR to revive him, the sand was warm under his back and his mother’s tears of relief were freckling his salt-crusted face. His clearest memory from that day was of her smile. She had looked like an angel to him. She had plucked him from certain disaster; she had saved him.
Maybe that was why he’d come today because he felt as if he was drowning.
“Is it the job then?” His mother started to rise and Jarrett put his hand under her elbow. The point was sharp against his palm. There was nothing to her really, a little papery flesh stretched over a thin network of bones. He wondered if she’d ever been happy.
“How is it you can take off in the middle of the workday? I don’t understand what it is that you do.” She dusted dirt from her knees. “That fancy title you have, VP of whatever—”
“Property development. I’m the vice president of property development.”
“Yes, I have your business card. But what does that mean?” Mistrust rode in her voice. In her world, the world of the pissed-off poor, a guy didn’t start at the top. He didn’t get the corner office, the Cadillac, the hefty expense account, but Jarrett had all those perks. Tilley had made sure of it, that his post-wedding job offer was more substantial than a check Jarrett could tear up and walk away from.
Keep your friends close and your enemies closer....
Jarrett knew the game and the rules and he figured as long as he was onto Tilley it didn’t make a shit if he was the low-man, acted the grateful protégé, because look how he was living? The lifestyle was beyond his dreams. But it wasn’t working; he didn’t feel right. He didn’t get how to relate to Tilley’s cronies, the bunch of ozone-rich, over-educated money men Tilley ran with. Philanthropists, the old man said. Venture Capitalists. Captains of Commerce. The list of their names read like a who’s who straight from society reporter Maxine Messenger’s column in the Houston Chronicle. They played polo and golf; they belonged to clubs, sat on the boards of do-gooder charities. Jarrett had nothing in common with them. He wasn’t good at their kind of bullshitting; he didn’t know the difference between a salad fork and a dessert fork. The thick forest of crystal that confronted him at a formal dinner broke him out in a sweat.
The worst thing was Tilley knew Jarrett’s humiliation; the old bastard took pleasure in it.
Jarrett could tell his mom all of this, but instead he described his “job”. He said he was responsible for looking at property, that he scouted locations for resorts, that it wasn’t the kind of work that required regular hours. He made it sound as if he was important to Tilley and his organization. It was how Jarrett wanted it to be. If it was an ego thing, which was what his mom would say if she knew, so be it.
She cleaned the tines of her trowel. “You don’t even have a college degree, Jarrett. You’ve done remodeling jobs with your brother, worked as a mechanic.”
“Jesus, Ma, how many times do I have to tell you? I ran the whole fleet.”
“I don’t mean to hurt your feelings. I just—”
“Do you have any tea made? It’s hotter than hell out here.” Jarrett followed his mother through the screen door letting it slam behind him and even if she hadn’t said: “Don’t slam the screen door,” he would have heard her anyway, she’d warned him so often. The same as she’d warned him it was useless to dream, to wish for more than what life gave you. It was as if she’d imprinted his mind with her caution and while he realized she only wanted what was best for him, it aggravated him that he couldn’t shut her out. Couldn’t rid himself of the stifling sense that he’d never be free of this place and that he’d never feel okay anywhere else. He sat at the table, boiling and unhappy, and when the old A/C window unit kicked on, honing the worn underscore of mildew in the air, it set him off. He slapped the table. “Goddamnit, Ma. When are you going to replace that piece of shit?”
“When I get the money.”
“I told you I’ll buy you one. I’d move you out of this dump if you’d let me.”
His mother set down the tea glasses and ignored him.
He passed his glass back and forth between his palms, took a swallow, thought about leaving.
“When I last spoke to Grace,” his mother spoke up quickly as if she’d read his mind, “she told me you’d been to Mexico again, the Yucatan, or somewhere.”
“Mexico City. I flew there with Rafe to pick up a shipment.”
“It seems as if you’re down there all the time now.”
“If we pick up inventory there, it’s off the books. We don’t have to pay duty on it.”
“That’s illegal.” She ladled sugar into her glass, stirred dissonant circles.
“C’mon, Ma, everybody does it. Since when are you a fan of financing big government, huh?”
“It’s drugs, I bet. That’s how people like Louis Tilley get rich. They run drugs.”
Jarrett laughed, even though he’d suspected the same thing. “It’s not drugs.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I’ve unpacked the crates. It’s those little statues and dumb-looking clay dishes. A bunch of junk that’s supposed to look like the old stuff. I told you, Tilley’s big into it. Not the knockoffs, but the real thing. He calls it art. I call it crap.” Jarrett crooked his little finger. “Uneducated slob that I am, I don’t have the intellect to properly appreciate it.”
“So maybe the statues are full of drugs. I’ve seen that before on TV.”
“They’re decorative pieces, Mom, part of the furnishings for the resort properties. We just finished outfitting the newest one in Phoenix. La Paloma it’s called. Arnold Palmer designed the golf course.”
“You’re a decorator?”
He made a face. “Besides finding resort property, I oversee the construction, interface with the architects, the superintendents. I get all those headaches. That’s why Tilley pays me the big bucks. The other stuff, the trips I make with Rafe, that’s more like vacation, you know? Getting to travel, to see different places. It beats hell out of going into the office every day. Anyway, Rafe’s a regular guy. I can talk to him.” Jarrett shrugged. According to what he’d heard, Salazar was worth more than Tilley, but Rafe wasn’t a bastard about it. He could enjoy a couple of cold cervezas and a plate full of nachos. He cared whether the Astros had a chance at winning the pennant this year. Jarrett thought, outside of Daryl Tibbets, who’d been his best man at his wedding, Rafe was probably the closest friend he’d ever had.
“How well do you know this Rafe person?” His mother sipped her tea.
“Not well, but—”
“But what?”
“Sometimes,” Jarrett began, stopped, went on. “Sometimes I feel like I’m getting played, I guess.” He might as well tell his mom. It wasn’t like he could air his doubts with Grace.
“By Rafe?”
“No. Tilley.” Jarrett toyed with the sugar spoon. “I get this feeling if I don’t go along—”
“What?”
I’ll lose it all, Jarrett thought. Grace, the job, the bennies. Tilley would see to it. That’s what scared him, but if he put it that way to his mother, she’d go off. Start yapping about his self respect as if that meant anything to anyone outside of, maybe, her. Money, big money, that was what counted. In Tilley’s world, money talked and bullshit walked. No one gave a damn about respect, self or otherwise.
“Jarrett?”
“Louis smokes cigars.”
“I know. They stink to high heaven.”
“He smuggles them into the States from Cuba. Or Rafe does. He has connections.”
His mother’s glance reflected disapproval.
Jarrett plowed on. Years later, when the memory of the conversation returned, he’d see how hard he’d been trying to tell his mom the truth, which was that he was afraid. Crazy afraid. If she’d asked him of what, though, he doubted he could have said. He might have told her he felt like he was at war, like he was running but not fast enough. From his prison bunk, he would see himself sitting in his mother’s kitchen that day, still a free man, and he’d think somewhere in his mind he must have entertained a wild hope that she’d see what was happening to him, the way she had when she’d saved him from drowning, and she’d stop him. He would think that’s why he kept talking, feeding her clues.
“What if some of the artifacts Rafe brings into the country aren’t knockoffs?” he asked her. “What if they’re the real thing?”
“You mean the real pieces are being mixed in with the fakes?”
“It may look like a bunch of dime store junk to me, but the real stuff is worth a fortune to collectors. Thousands, millions.”
“Are you saying it’s stolen?”
“I’m saying Rafe and I pick up these guys, big spenders from New York, Paris, Hong Kong and fly them here or to Phoenix or Vegas. We put them up in a suite in one of our hotels where these things are sitting around.” Jarrett sifted sugar from the spoon back into the bowl making a series of tiny pyramids. “It’s like they’re shopping.”
“But who or where is the stuff being stolen from? Museums?”
“Maybe, or they could be robbing the digs, you know, the actual tombs. Rafe’s got crews working for him, guys who know all the places and ways.” In fact, Jarrett had gone with Rafe a couple of times to pick up items, once near Belize. Another time they’d met a guy on an airstrip somewhere in Guatemala. There had been mountains in the distance. The Sierra Madre de Chiapas mountains, according to the map Jarrett had studied. “Customs wouldn’t know any better than me what they’re looking at.”
“Jarrett, for heaven’s sake, you have to go to the police. What if you get caught? You already have a record.”
He made a face. This was a whole different ballgame, a whole different league than the juvie stuff. “What if I’m wrong? It’s not like anybody has actually said—”
“You can’t think for one second that Louis Tilley cares what happens to you?”
“Mom, calm down.”
“I will not. He doesn’t care what happens to you. He’ll sacrifice you in a heartbeat.”
Jarrett clenched his jaw. She didn’t know what she was talking about; when had she ever? “You never believe anything good can happen. Why is that, Ma?”
“That isn’t true.”
“Guys dumber than me have been successful.”
“You aren’t dumb. You just want too much. You always have. Life isn’t a rags to riches fairy tale. When things come too easily, there’s always a catch.”
“I know what I’m doing.” He stood up.
“But you’re worried. I can see it in your eyes. You didn’t stop by because you feel good about what you’re doing. Did you?” she insisted.
The screen door slammed and Jarrett was grateful when Cort appeared. He tossed his keys on the countertop, gave Jarrett a one-armed hug. “What’re you doing here, ace? Slumming?”
“Leaving.” Jarrett gently squeezed his mother’s shoulder.
It would be a long time before they would speak so frankly to each other again. By then Jarrett would be awaiting trial for murder and his mother would be diagnosed with cancer. She wouldn’t live to hear Jarrett sentenced to death and he would always be grateful that she was spared that much at least.




Chapter 15
Saturday, October 2, 1999 - 15 days remain
Sophia finds Thomas at the far end of the fence-line, wielding the hammer. She waits until he stops to say his name, “Thomas?” and he turns, lifting his cap.
Wiping his brow with his elbow. “Hey, doc.”
“Hey, yourself.” She holds up a thermos and two cups. “I brought lemonade. I thought maybe you could use a break.”
“I should probably finish.”
She sets the thermos and cups on the garden bench near the rose arbor. “How about if I help? I’m not much with the tools, but I’m pretty good at step-and-fetch.”
“Step-and—huh?”
She laughs. “Never mind,” she says and picking up a board, she hands it to him. “Seriously, it might go faster with two of us working unless you’d rather be alone?”
Thomas says it’s fine, whatever she wants, but Sophia won’t delude herself that she’s welcome. His wish that she’d mind her own business is as palpable as the unhappiness that shadows his eyes. She thinks of his mother’s and his uncle’s drama that took place in the driveway yesterday and how unfortunate it is if he happened to overhear it.
She begins passing him slats and nails and he hammers them into place. They get into a rhythm repeating the process several times before he pauses.
Sophia compliments him on his expertise. She says, “I’ve got another job. What do you know about piers.”
“Piers?”
“There’s a lake on the other side of this fence.”
Thomas cranes his neck.
“You can’t see it from here, it’s beyond the trees, and there’s a pier you can sit on, but it’s old and it worries me.”
“Do you have a boat?”
“No, the lake is small and shallow and it isn’t exactly mine. I just borrow it. I think the property is abandoned. I’ve never run into anyone there. I’ve been borrowing it for years.”
“That gate with the round window, is that how you get to it?” Thomas nods down the fence line. “It’s pretty cool.”
“It’s called a moon gate. I found it at a salvage yard. I dragged some Virginia bluestone back there too and made a path. It’s very peaceful with the trees and the pier over the water.”
“It’s your secret garden.” He grins.
“Exactly.” She smiles pleased at his perceptiveness.
“Well, I can look at the pier for you; I can probably fix it, too.” Thomas gives the fence slat another hammer blow, looks at her sidelong. “But you don’t have to make up stuff to talk to me.”
“What makes you—?”
“Mom wants me to see Jarrett. She went off on me about it yesterday, then she went off on Uncle Cort; now she’s got you involved.” Thomas shoves the hammer into the back pocket of his cargo shorts and reaching around Sophia, he pulls another rough cedar slat off the stack. “It’s not going to happen.” He straightens and from his look, Sophia knows he heard at least some of yesterday’s discussion between her and his mom, but she won’t ask.
“Do you always call your dad by his first name?” she says instead.
“Usually.”
“Any reason?”
“Well, the way I look at it almost any guy can father a kid, but it takes more than biology to be a dad.”
Thomas’s answer sounds rehearsed, as if he’s repeated it dozens of times. Maybe he even believes it by now, but Sophia doesn’t. It’s a defense, a cover against what she senses in Thomas is an unraveling hem of panic and bewilderment. He’s foundering as badly as Grace. But fifteen is so young. She glances off. She was pregnant when she was Thomas’s age. It shocks her to remember this; it is like having a glass of ice water thrown in her face.
She assumes it’s this feeling that prompts her to admit that sometimes she calls her mother by her first name too. And then she suffers a twinge of anxiety at having given up this personal detail. But there is something about this boy, this soon-to-be fatherless boy, who is groping in the dark confusion of his feelings for solid ground, the ground of his family. Groping for that warm, safe, flesh and blood connection and it’s not there. In the same way that hers was not. She meets Thomas’s gaze that is hostile and difficult.
He says, “So you get where I’m coming from.”
“I do,” Sophia answers. All too clearly. The thought arcs through her brain. She can feel the slippery ligature of his anguish and his need under the rough burr of his attitude and her heart reaches out to him. She waits through a fresh series of hammer blows. “Is that why you don’t want to see him,” she says when Thomas steps back, “because you feel as if he isn’t really your dad?”
“Mom thinks I’ll be sorry after he’s dead, but she’s wrong.”
“How can you be sure though? I mean even shrinks like me can find the whole subject of death, the finality of it daunting, even frightening to grasp, especially when it’s a family member.”
His eyes reflect the flash of a smile. It is her use of the word “shrink”, she thinks, that has mollified his attitude.
But his tone of voice isn’t giving an inch. “Mom’s the one who can’t grasp it, that it’s over.” He gives the air an emphatic slice with his hand. “There’s no reason to see Jarrett again. He doesn’t care about his own life anymore much less ours. He’s done.”
“You seem very sure. Can you tell me why?”
“How come you call your mom by her first name?”
“I suppose I feel about her the way you feel about your dad. We aren’t close.” Sophia answers honestly. Thomas deserves the truth, and in fact, it is surprisingly refreshing to deliver it. It is as if a cool wind is blowing through her mind.
“What about your dad?”
“He died years ago, cancer.”
“Were you there? Did you visit him? Did you say good-bye?”
“No.” Sophia guesses where Thomas is heading before he speaks again.
Before he asks her, “Do you feel guilty?”
“The circumstances were very different,” she begins, but then she drops it. However little her father might deserve it, her every remembrance of him is encumbered by the weight of his failure of her, the sense that he was never there for her, never took her part. Never fought for her. It’s so childish and wrong to blame him for what were essentially her mistakes. As an adult and a psychologist, she knows this. Sophia fingers the nails, aligning them in the box. Dylan’s death is on her hands, not her father’s, not Esther’s, but hers. Hers alone.
“Look, I know Mom thinks I blame myself for how Jarrett called off his appeals, but I don’t. Why should I? What I said was the truth and I don’t feel bad about it. You can tell her I said so, okay?” Thomas’s eyes are hot with insult, that angst that teenagers are so practiced at. “Tell her I don’t care anymore what she does or Uncle Cort or any of them.”
Sophia holds his glance. “It seems as if you’re referring to something more than just your dad’s situation.”
He looks beyond her, into the middle distance, his discomfiture evident in the working of his jaw, the flush that crawls over his cheeks.
He knows, Sophia thinks, how his mother and his uncle feel about each other. And why wouldn’t he? Children are intuitive; she’s already felt that from Thomas. She considers asking him pointblank, but as quickly dismisses the notion. Given his regard for Cort, or in spite of it, Thomas’s emotions are bound to be in a muddle. It’s unlikely he would be at ease discussing them with her. A boy his age is scarcely at ease with his own sexuality much less his mother’s.
“It’s Bri who’s in trouble.” Thomas brings his gaze around that is adamant and brims with caution. He wants the subject changed.
But even as she follows his direction, asking, “What sort of trouble?” she wants to tell him that whatever he says to her will be held in confidence even from his mother. But to speak so directly could damage the rapport she feels growing between them and so she’s left with only her expression, the tone of her voice, to convey this meaning.
“He hardly talks anymore.”
“About your dad?”
“About anything. Mom doesn’t see it. She’s never home and when she is, all she does is harp on visiting Jarrett. It’s like she doesn’t care that going to the prison makes Brian cry, makes him throw up. I tell him jokes, try and make him laugh.” Thomas lifts his chin, draws in a sharp breath. “Bri’s the one who’s life is wrecked.”
“But how exactly? Why do you feel he’s any worse off than you or your sister?”
Thomas toes the ground.
She dips her chin wanting his attention. “Thomas? Did something happen?”
“Mom and Jarrett had a huge fight the night before Jarrett got arrested.”
The night Grace delivered her ultimatum, Sophia thinks.
“Bri was home by himself. Meggie was at Gram’s and I was over at my buddy Luke’s house. Bri was scared and like a doofus, he tried to stop Mom and Dad, but they just kept yelling and he—”
“Thomas?”
“He’s a good kid,” Thomas lifts his cap, shovels a hand over his hair, “a real good kid. I’m the problem, the black sheep.”
“But that night, Brian did something that worries you?”
“Forget it.” Thomas reaches for another board. “It’s not a big deal.”
“But it seems to be.”
“Do you want to know why I went off on Jarrett?” Thomas doesn’t wait for a response. “Because I can’t stand the way he sits there looking all hang dog and saying how he’s a loser and he’s real sorry—” Thomas’s chest heaves. “Why didn’t he know better?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean everybody knows you can’t dig up stuff out of a tomb and bring it into the United States without reporting it. How come Jarrett didn’t know? How come my mom didn’t? Why was he stealing stuff anyway? Him and my grandfather? And they’re all the time telling me it’s bad and I’m not supposed to?” Thomas snorts in disgust.
Sophia withholds comment. He has a right to his grievance, a right to have someone—an adult—listen without argument, without making an excuse or trying to explain what is inexplicable. What is patently wrong.
Now Thomas mentions Rafe Salazar, saying that he never trusted him the way Jarrett and his granddad did. “The guy was so fake, always on me like he wanted to be my best buddy. ‘Call me Uncle Rafe,’ he’d say and his wife was always looking all googly-eyed at me, telling me what a handsome boy I am. Now every time I turn on the TV I get to hear her go off about how she hates my dad. I bet she hates my whole family. I bet she wishes we were all going to get the needle.”
Thomas grabs another board and Sophia hands him a nail, and another, and a third, and he pounds them with furious vigor and she thinks the noise of this, the brunt force it requires, is better than any therapeutic advice or consolation she could offer. He steps back, giving the newly-installed fence board a shake, testing it. “They came here from Guadalajara for the trial. Did you hear about that? The trial?”
“I’d like to hear what you have to say about it.”
“Salazar’s kid was there; he was six-years-old, the same age Bri was, and he cried a lot like Bri.”
“You children were in the courtroom?” Sophia is dumbfounded.
“Mom couldn’t find anybody who would stay with us more than a couple of days at a time because of the reporters. They were always outside our house. They even ran down the driveway beside the car when we tried to leave. This one housekeeper said Mom couldn’t pay her enough money to take it. My grandma stayed with us some, but she kept getting sick.”
“Your mom told me she passed away. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah. Lung cancer got her. She wouldn’t stop smoking.” He rubs the crease between his eyebrows. “Maybe I shouldn’t be talking about this.”
“Not if it makes you uncomfortable.” Sophia thinks it is her fault if it does.
He grins suddenly. “I keep forgetting you’re a shrink.” He pokes his tongue between the inside of his lower lip and his teeth, mugging a little. “But don’t worry, I’m not like that other guy, the one you testified for.”
“You mean Jody Doaks?” She’s a bit dismayed that he’s mentioned this.
“Yeah. I might be a little crazy, but I’m not psycho.”
“I can see that,” Sophia deadpans, “from your expression.”
He laughs and Sophia is grateful. But then he shifts his glance and she has the renewed sense, stronger now, that there’s something more weighing on him and he’s wondering, the same as his mother does, whether Sophia can be trusted. She waits hoping for his confidence. But then Cort comes across the yard, calling Thomas’s name, saying something about Megan, that she’s locked Brian out of the house and won’t let him in.
“Where’s Mom?”
“Work,” Cort answers Thomas. Where else? his look seems to ask.
“But I’m not done here.”
“I’m sure Dr. Beckman understands.”
“Of course,” Sophia says.
o0o
Sophia and Carolyn are snapping the green beans Carolyn bought that morning at the farmer’s market when they hear the outdoor faucet come on.
“Cort must be through for the day,” Sophia says. “I wonder how long until the job is finished.”
Carolyn looks up. “Honestly, Mom, you’re so paranoid. There hasn’t been one reporter, not so much as a phone call.”
“When I hired him, he told me it wouldn’t take him more than a couple of weeks.”
“Well, he’s missed days because of his situation, which seems understandable, at least to me.” Carolyn backs up her chair and takes the colander filled with beans to the sink. “Why don’t you ask, if you want to know?”
o0o
He doesn’t see her at first and her steps lag for a moment. What is she doing, nagging this man about this job? As Carolyn pointed out, there is so much on his shoulders. Instead of venting her petty concern, she wants to tell him to go home. How can he work at all? Where does he find the will. The—? Courage. The word appears in her mind. It is a trait she lacks, one that she recognizes is present in Cort. She has seen the toll his family’s ordeal is taking in his eyes and yet he is here.
Now he catches sight of her and turns off the water, shakes it from the brushes.
“I don’t want to delay you, but I wondered if you have a minute.” She shades her eyes against the late afternoon sun.
“Sure.” He answers congenially enough but his look has an edge.
And she is somehow put back on her guard when, truthfully, she no longer has any definite idea of what or whom she’s guarding against. It could just as well be the snare of her own feelings. She asks about the work and he apologizes for the delay. He says he’s going to have to take another day, that he and Grace have to drive to Huntsville and see to the post-execution arrangements for his brother’s body.
Sophia feels ridiculous and flustered. She says something about taking whatever time he needs and after he’s thanked her, they stand balancing the awkward silence that falls between them.
Cort wipes his hands with careful attention. “About yesterday,” he begins.
The scene in the driveway, Sophia thinks. “You and Grace are under a great deal of pressure.”
“The clock is ticking.” Cort holds her glance.
She crosses her arms. His meaning is clear and horrible and she wishes there were something she could offer him to mitigate the tension, but there is nothing.
“I’m afraid you have the wrong idea about me.” He’s staring intently at her now as if he expects her to agree.
But she has no intention of having a discussion with him regarding her doubts about him. Let him be the one to defend himself. He’s the one on a mission, the one with the agenda. Let him explain what he wants from her. She’s dying to know.
But that isn’t what he has in mind after all. He stuffs the rag into his back pocket and says, “I never knew my birth parents.”
Sophia is nonplussed.
Cort says his parents were killed in a boating accident before he was a year old, that the couple who adopted him, Lonnie and Arlene Capshaw, were nice people, good people. When he pauses, Sophia thinks of excusing herself by saying to talk further would be unprofessional, although she’s not certain that it is, strictly speaking. She could say she has no interest, but that would be a lie.
“What I remember about being a kid is that I was happy most of the time.” Cort’s voice is quiet. “We didn’t have much, but I didn’t notice, not the way Jarrett did. Then Lonnie lost his job; we had to go on welfare and that really got to him. One day he just didn’t come home and life got a whole lot worse. Mom was depressed; she couldn’t find work, or if she did, she couldn’t hold onto the job. She just never had any energy. We couldn’t keep the lights on. You know the drill, I guess. Sometimes I’d get so hungry I’d cry.”
Bending, Cort picks up a pebble and sidearms it into the grass. “Jarrett would go to different corner markets, the ones outside our neighborhood and steal food.”
“Did your mother know?”
“She suspected, but she was caught, you know? The food stamps weren’t enough; we were always hungry. Jarrett made sure we got fed and that the lights stayed on. He got us through, but along the way he got a lot of weird ideas about right and wrong too. The first time he was jailed, he was fourteen. It really changed him.”
“In what way?”
“He wasn’t scared straight if that’s what you’re asking. He still swiped stuff, but he worked too, worked hard. Did Grace tell you about the job he had after he graduated high school?”
“Managing the fleet of cars—”
“His boss Bill Everly was a great guy. He paid Jarrett a good salary, more money than Jarrett or any of us had ever seen before. He got Jarrett to invest some of it, too, you know, he did the 401K thing. We had health insurance. It was great, but at the same time, it went to Jarrett’s head. He just had to drive a Corvette, dress out of GQ, that kind of thing. When I was seventeen, he bought me a pair of handmade Italian loafers. What did I need with a twelve-hundred dollar pair of shoes? It pissed me off; we got into it. Jarrett ended up busting my nose. He tossed the shoes out the car window when we were driving down the freeway.”
“Was it that he wanted to feel he was taking care of you?”
“No. Well, maybe. But to be honest it was more like he had something to prove. That he was— Maybe not better, but as good as the next guy? If that makes sense. He wanted to impress people.”
“Even you? Is that why he bought you the shoes?”
Cort’s sigh is heated, impatient, but whether he’s annoyed with Sophia, himself, or Jarrett, isn’t clear. “He hated it that we were poor, that he had to wash his socks and underwear in the sink, that kids at school made fun of us for wearing the same shirt all week. He was ashamed of the neighborhood, his house, his life. Me, his own brother.”
“That must have been awfully hard on you, Cort.”
“Yeah, but you know, I’m making it sound like he was a self-centered, greedy jerk, when, really, his heart was—is huge. Ma and I would have starved if it hadn’t been for him. He was always there for me. He made sure I had what I needed.”
Sophia glances sidelong at Cort. Is he defending his brother? Excusing him?
“Sometimes I hate him.”
Ah. Sophia carefully loosens her gaze, letting it drift, giving Cort a wide-open space in which to fit all the difficult words.
“I love him too. When I was a kid, I looked up to him, admired him.” Cort hesitates. “I’ve never said this stuff to anyone before.”
Sophia offers the same assurance of confidentiality that she has given Grace and attempted to convey to Thomas. She wonders how much farther out on a limb she’s willing to go for this family.
“Jarrett’s senior year, we were on the track team together in high school. I was a trainer, but Jarrett was an ace runner, mostly cross country. He could go mile after mile and never lose his breath or his stride. He could have gone to college on his talent, the Olympics—aaagh—” Cort flaps his hands. “That’s water under the bridge now. But we traveled, you know, with the team, all over Texas, Oklahoma, other states and everywhere we went, Jarrett would look up Lonnie Capshaw, our adoptive dad, in the phonebook. He wanted to find him.”
“Did you want to?”
“Not the way Jarrett did. It wasn’t going to make Lonnie less of a jerk, but Jarrett’s my brother.” Cort shrugs. “We were at a meet in Tallahassee, Florida, when Jarrett dialed a phone number and Lonnie answered. He was living with a woman and claimed they were married, which would have been fine, if he’d ever bothered divorcing Mom.”
“That must have been quite a shock.”
“It gets worse. We snuck off and went to see him and what does he do? Holds us up for cash. Then he tried to get us to drink with him like it was only a day or two and not a matter of years since we’d seen him. Jarrett went ballistic, he started knocking Lonnie around. I tried to stop him, but he was a maniac, plus he was as strong as an ox. Pretty soon Lonnie was in bad shape, blood everywhere. The wife—” Cort tweaks air quotes— “called the cops.”
“Was your dad okay?”
“I made sure he had a pulse before we left and we did get out of there before the police came, but it was wild. Scary,” he adds. “I’d never seen Jarrett that out of control before.”
Sophia follows Cort’s gaze into the street. Three boys whoosh by on bicycles, peddling fast, shrieking laughter.
“We got kicked off the track team for going AWOL. Jarrett said he didn’t care, but that’s what he always said after every chance he ever screwed himself out of. But that time he screwed me too. I was mad as hell.”
“I can see why. Especially given that the meeting with your father didn’t accomplish anything.”
Cort laughs a not-funny laugh. He mentions his mother, how she worried herself sick over Jarrett. “In a way I was relieved when she passed before his trial ended, but on the other hand—” Cort bends his head, sniffs back a sharp breath. “She wasn’t that old and she was all right physically and then he goes and kills a couple of people and gets himself arrested and we’re dealing with not just the cops this time, but the feds and a freaking media circus, and then boom, she’s gone. The doctor could just as easily have written that a broken heart and not cancer caused her death.”
Sophia looks at Cort.
“Yeah. I blame him that she died.” He answers her unasked question. “It doesn’t make me very happy either.”
“No.” Sophia doesn’t want to go, even in her mind, to the place where Cort is leading her, his particular corner of hell.
“As a kid Jarrett was shy; he didn’t sleep well, he was moody, but he didn’t get—I don’t know. He was just a lot more intense after Lonnie took off, that’s all.”
Sophia watches as Cort gathers his brushes and stows them in an empty paint bucket. She’s thinking of Grace’s description of Jarrett. Dark and brooding, she’d said, a present-day Heathcliff. And like Heathcliff, Jarrett was also orphaned and had grown up to become a victim of his passions. Sophia had read once that Emily Bronté had been advised to write Wuthering Heights under a pseudonym and that she’d also been compelled to defray the cost of publishing the novel due to fears that the story wouldn’t be well-received because the themes were too disturbing for the time. One hundred and fifty years have passed since then and nothing has changed, Sophia thinks, such stories still exist and they are still disturbing.
Cort straightens. “You want to know what’s funny? Jarrett always called Lonnie a loser. He was always saying how much it scared him to think he’d end up like that. Now he tags himself that way.” Cort clicks his tongue at the irony. He takes a brush from the bucket, riffles the bristles, studying them.
Sophia thinks of what Thomas said about his dad, how it angers him: The way he looks all hang dog. She wonders if she should mention this to Cort, that it’s this as much as anything that’s keeping Thomas away from the prison. She wonders why Cort has told her his long tale. Perhaps he’s only trying to make sense of it, or perhaps, despite his protestations, he is using the job as a means to gain her sympathy in the hope that he can induce her to take up his cause to save his brother.
Whom he loves but also hates.
It’s a terrible predicament, one that might be resolved in time. But as Cort pointed out there is no time.
“Mom thought he’d been abused.”
Sophia looks at Cort. “Before your parents adopted him, you mean? Was there some sort of evidence?”
“Not more than her instinct. She never knew his circumstances.”
“The adoption record was sealed?”
“Yeah. Listen, do you think we could talk about Grace?”
“Well, you realize our sessions are confidential.”
“I don’t want to hear any of that. I know her, that’s all; I know how she works. There are things I can tell you that it could take her months, years, to tell you. For instance, has she said why she stayed with Jarrett? That it’s out of guilt?”
“As I said, I’m not at liberty to discuss—”
“Look, Dr. Beckman, Jarrett isn’t the only one who’s been doing time in this family and after he’s—after his is done, Grace is going to have years left to think of all that she did and didn’t do to cause this.”
Cort’s gaze is desperate in its appeal that Sophia is unable to disengage herself from it, from him. She thinks of taking him upstairs to her office; they could fill out a patient chart, insurance forms, run through the usual routine questions, but Cort would refuse such procedures outright. He’s asking for her help now and here, one person, one human being, to another. All the rest is red tape and rules, layers of formality that, in this case anyway, seems pointless.
“Did she tell you she gave him an ultimatum?”
“Yes.”
“Did she say she threatened to call the cops on him, if Jarrett didn’t quit the business?”
“No.”
“Jarrett thought Grace tipped off the feds. He thought his own wife caused the ambush he walked into that night.” Cort catches Sophia’s sidelong glance. “No,” he answers. “She didn’t do it; she couldn’t have.”
From the way Cort says this, Sophia realizes two things, that Cort has never entertained a single doubt about Grace and that he thinks he is wiser about her than his brother. And she thinks a third thing, that Grace would be hard pressed to find a man more deeply concerned for her. She hasn’t met Jarrett though, Sophia thinks. She doesn’t know if his eyes assume a glow, if his entire expression warms at the mere mention, the mere thought of her.
“Grace thinks it’s her fault Jarrett got mixed up with her father. It’s her fault Jarrett’s sitting in a cell waiting to die. It’s killing her, too. Her guilt is killing her.” Cort shoves the paint bucket with the toe of his boot. A car passes in the street.
He wipes his face. “I have no idea where that damn codex is, but if I did, I’d rip it up myself. I don’t care how important a find it is. If it holds the frickin’ key to mankind’s survival, I don’t care. So much has been lost because of it. I don’t have to wait for 2012 or 2037 or some other wigged out prediction about the end of the world. This, right here and now, this feels like Armageddon to me.”
Sophia waits out what is an injured silence.
He says, “If that sounds over the top, I’m sorry.”
“No,” she says. “It’s understandable.”
“I love her.” Cort’s stare drifts. “I always will. Even if she’ll never have me,” he adds.
o0o
The light is diffuse, the bedroom crowded with fractured shadows. The ticking of the clock on the mantel downstairs looms into the deep night silence. The sound pulses, rhythmic, banging, an anvil brought down on steel. Sophia puts her hands over her ears. The Capshaws, their ordeal. Her head is full of it. If she were to fire Cort tomorrow, resign as Grace’s therapist, tell Thomas she has no further need of his after-school services, she would still be with them, marking time in fractions until the clock, the execution clock, stopped. When the State, if the State should actually go through with ending Jarrett Capshaw’s life.
And what then, when it’s done? Grace is in love with Cort and he with her; they need each other. And yet out of mutual respect and devotion, they are bound by their shared commitment to save the life of the one man who, if he is granted clemency, will keep them apart. Cort is honor bound; Grace is bound by guilt to a marriage that by her own admission was a mistake.
Sophia doesn’t want to care, to be touched by their plight. To be involved. To lose sleep of all things. She tosses aside the bedclothes. In the bathroom, she opens the medicine cabinet, examining the contents of the shelves as if she’ll see something stronger than aspirin.
It is as if she wants to see something stronger and it makes her afraid in the pit of her stomach. She puts her hand there but she is powerless to stop the near-physical thrust of remembrance: of Fort Worth, Terrence, the confused, drug-addicted girl she’d been. After Russ died, his cardiologist offered her a prescription for something to help calm her anxiety, but she had declined.
Because she has a morbid fear of losing herself again, of tumbling like Alice down the rabbit hole. The fear is sharper without Russ. Alone, she isn’t as sure of her strength to resist. She thinks of her old nemeses, Demerol, Nembutol, Cecanol, her bad companions. Sisters to oblivion. They’d had such a powerful hold on her and that appetite, the perverse longing, is like an itch she dares not scratch.
In the bedroom, she switches on a lamp, sits on the edge of the tumbled bed wishing to feel Russ’s weight behind her, shifting close. Imagining it, the warm pressure of his hands cupping her shoulders, the tender rumble of his voice. He turns her toward him. She burrows against him, listening to the steady sound of his heart beating beneath her ear. But she can’t or won’t be fooled.
Or comforted.
There is only herself, the ragged skirt of lamp light. The ineluctable tick of the living room clock. She thinks how satisfying it would feel to smash it and instead pulls a pillow onto her lap. Who might she have been had she and Russ not met?
No one. Dead of an overdose probably. It was where she’d been headed when he rescued her, when he took her in hand so to speak. Tutored her ala Professor Higgins to the ever-willing Eliza Doolittle. She had worshipped him, too, for a while. How could she not? He had found Dylan for her, found out the awful truth of what had happened to her baby son and even confronted with the reality of Sophia’s despicable behavior, he had declared her worthy to live.
“You’re very young,” he had said when he brought her the terrible news. “You were younger still when you—” Russ had broken off here. Out of delicacy Sophia had thought. The truth was that by not framing her untimely pregnancy with words—and he never had—he kept the drama and its taint at arm’s length.
“You made a mistake, a youthful mistake,” he had continued. “You’ll forget in time and it’s best if you do.” He had flattened his palm between her heaving shoulder blades and talked as if all she had done was to drink too much spiked punch at her high school prom.
“It’s unfortunate the little tyke died.” Russ’s disembodied voice bumps the walls of Sophia’s brain. “But his injuries were so severe, there was nothing you could have done.” Even then she’d intuited Russ’s relief that she would come to him unencumbered by a living child.
Forget, he had said.
When she cried over Dylan, when she wakened from the despair of her dreams, strangling on her remorse and her longing for her baby, her deep wish to make amends, Russ had advised her to forget. “It’s over. There’s not a trace left, nothing to tie you to it.” Russ had managed to eradicate forever the avalanche of paperwork that surrounds any misfortune. They had not needed to speak of it again and they hadn’t. The times Sophia had suggested Carolyn ought to be told, Russ had said no.
“You have to trust me in this; believe me I know what’s best,” he had said.
“The truth is best,” Sophia had argued.
“Suppose she hates you?”
That was the question that had stopped her cold; Russ had known it would; he had framed it for that reason. He had bidden her again to let it go.
Sophia couldn’t blame him. She doesn’t now. How was he to know that what he asked was impossible? He had not felt Dylan move inside him; Russ had not borne Dylan’s living dimpled weight in his arms. He hadn’t nuzzled the crown of Dylan’s head and felt beneath his cheek hair as soft as dandelion fluff. He had not failed a child, abandoned a child. Russ had never had to live with that. Sophia could lie—she had lied—but she could never forget. She feels the loss of Dylan, still, in her bones, her teeth, the sockets of her eyes. When that door in her mind swings open.
She looks now through the open door of Russ’s closet now at his suits and dress shirts that hang in regimented order. Shoes are stowed in their cubbyholes, each pair properly treed and bagged in flannel. Ties are divided according to color. He never knew her, she thinks, not really. He may never have loved her either, but only the image of her he’d created. Although she isn’t certain of that and now she never will be.
She resents that too.
Along with his control of her, the lingering inference that she wasn’t born good enough, that she was, in fact, always the pig’s ear and never quite the silk purse he’d envisioned. After he’d put her through grad school and she’d earned her PhD, she’d been so grateful for the opportunity that she hadn’t minded how he meant it to be used, as social currency. The right to be addressed as “Doctor” had been offered up in lieu of proper breeding. Sophia pushes the pillow off her lap and balancing her bare heels on the bed rail, she props her elbows on her knees.
I loved him and I hated him. Cort Capshaw’s comment about his brother surfaces in her brain and she feels a kinship with it. She studies the floor and wonders if she shares a kinship as well with the 2037 codex. Suppose it is somewhere in Russ’s closet? Cort had said if he were to find it, he would destroy it. Would she? Did Cort or Trent Hunter know whether Russ had been connected to Louis Tilley? Whether Russ had purchased stolen artifacts? Whether he might have known the whereabouts of the codex?
Was the museum poised to break the news to her? It would be devastating, of course, but Sophia can’t deny—and her thought is as intractable as it is ugly—that some part of her wouldn’t take satisfaction in seeing Russ exposed. In seeing him, albeit posthumously, regarded as fallible and just as subject to temptation as the next person, as she herself has been.
Sophia lies back, shielding her eyes with her elbow. She will not search Russ’s closet. She will not.




Chapter 16
Tuesday, October 5, 1999 - 12 days remain
On Tuesday afternoon Sophia is outside filling the birdbath when she hears the motorcycle, but she thinks nothing of it until Thomas calls her name.
“Dr. Beckman?”
She looks up, shading her eyes. “Thomas? I didn’t expect you until tomorrow. Your mom called and said—”
“I know. When she cancelled on you yesterday, she wouldn’t let me come over either.”
Thomas is scheduled to work the same days that Grace has her appointments. It’s a way for her to keep tabs on him. Sophia turns off the hose nozzle. “So she gave you permission to come today?”
“Yeah. She needed some stuff at the store anyway. Here, let me take that.” Thomas reaches for the hose and begins to coil it, deftly, in a way that Sophia envies.
“You’re a long way from your neighborhood if all you were meant to do was pick up something at the store.” Sophia glances toward the house, but Cort is out of sight around the corner.
 “I thought I’d check out the pier.”
“Okay,” Sophia says, but his demeanor seems too casual. She thinks he’s using the pier as an excuse. It is only part of the reason he’s come. And even as she leads the way through the moon gate, she’s dismayed. She can only imagine what Phil would have to say about her lack of professionalism. But obviously, since she hasn’t discussed the situation with him, his advice is nothing she wants to hear.
She pauses at head of the pier, while Thomas walks its length. At one point, he lies prone on his belly with his head overhanging the side. To examine the pilings underneath, Sophia assumes. He gets to his feet. “I think we should ask Uncle Cort to have a look. He’ll know better what it’s going to take to fix it up.”
Sophia agrees and against whatever is left of her good judgment, she suggests they sit at the pier’s end. Thomas joins her readily. He slips off his shoes and socks and dips his feet into the water. Sophia surprises herself by following suit and it feels so refreshing, she wonders why she hasn’t done it more often.
Thomas scoops up a handful of pebbles and tosses them, one by one, into the water. “I could pitch a tent back here, get away from everybody.”
“Sometimes I feel the same way.” Sophia looks out over the surface of the lake that is as smooth as daylight and the color of old nickels. The air is summer warm, but she thinks she can discern a cooler promise of fall embedded in its current. She mentions the geese, that they stop at the lake sometimes. “Although I haven’t seen them yet this year,” she adds.
Thomas says he could build a lean-to for his motorcycle, fish for his dinner.
“What about school?”
“I’d quit, get a job. It’d be the life.”
“It’s hard, going to school?”
“Yeah. It’s like everyone feels sorry for me, or else they rag on me. Everyone except Luke. He’s the only one who hasn’t sold out on me.” Thomas tosses another rock.
Sophia thinks how as a child, she’d longed for a best friend, but she’d been isolated at the farm. Her mother had discouraged her in any case. Having a friend meant exchanging confidences and in Esther’s opinion, a family’s dirty linen didn’t belong in someone else’s closet.
“I used to hang out with a lot of guys,” Thomas is saying. “We played ball and stuff, but now it seems like all most of them want to do is fight me.” Thomas flings another stone. “It’s like they think fighting us makes them tough because our old man’s on death row, or, probably, they just want to get on TV. They’re jerks either way.”
“Do your teachers know? Are they doing anything?”
Thomas’s look says: Get real.
Sophia suffers a pang of annoyance. Of course they aren’t doing anything. Gritting their public school teeth, counting the days until the execution is over. This, too, shall pass.
“The school counselor told me I should learn to walk away,” Thomas says. “I said, yeah, right, like I’m going to turn my back on Bolt Devers. He’s the one who came after Brian the other day, biggest punk in the whole school.”
“Bolt, that’s an interesting name.”
“His real name is Kevin, but he had some kind of accident, got a screw in his head to keep his brain from falling out or something.” Thomas pulls his feet out of the water.
Sophia does the same.
“He’s always trying to start something. Mom says it’s on me because I’m a hothead. My grandma used to tell me if I didn’t learn to control my temper, I was going to end up in a cell next to Jarrett’s. Sometimes I think I might.” Thomas tugs on his socks.
Sophia looks at him and then quickly away before he can see her reaction. It never fails to amaze her, the terrible things a so-called caring adult will say to a child, whom they will swear they love. How many times had Sophia heard it from Esther, that she was reckless, stupid. Careless. Overblown. “Who knows where you’ll end up? The gutter most likely.” Esther’s voice echoes through Sophia’s head. I’m saying this for your own good....
Sophia finds Thomas’s gaze. “Does it bother you that they think you’re like your dad?”
“It bothers me because they’re right. I do stuff without thinking. I get mad and boom.” Thomas flings his arms. “Jarrett says he didn’t plan on killing anybody either. It’s like stuff just exploded and it was somebody else pulling the trigger.”
“It isn’t unusual for our minds to dissociate at times of extreme stress.” Thomas is busy tying his shoes. Sophia can’t see his face.
“His lawyers wanted to use it.”
“Plead mental defect, you mean.”
“I don’t know what you call it, but Jarrett said it was no excuse. He wasn’t crazy then and he’s not crazy now; he just wants to die.” Thomas’s fingers still. “I couldn’t live like that either, in a concrete cell? For the rest of my life?”
Sophia touches his arm, smoothes her palm along the width of his shoulders.
“He always had my back.”
“In what way? Can you tell me?”
“Once when I was a little kid like Bri, there was this huge guy, bigger than Bolt, two grades ahead of me? He took my lunch money off me every day. Took my Walkman, took my Jordans. He got me off school grounds where no one could see or between the buildings or in the restroom. I was still skinny then, like Bri, and this kid was so much bigger than me, I didn’t think there was any way I could stop him, but Jarrett told me how and it worked and after I whipped him? The kid never stole anything from me again. Nobody in that whole dumb school ever bothered me after that.”
“What was the trick?”
“I let him punch me, let him take me down to the ground like I was done, then I whacked him with my bike lock the way Jarrett said, right across his shins. The kid broke like a girl. It was great.” Thomas is looking out over the lake and his face is full of a sort of awe. “He was there.”
“Your dad?”
“Yeah. He followed me because he said he wasn’t letting that kid whale on me again. He was always there for me like that, you know? He told me I’d get bigger and stronger and I did. He said never to take any shit off anybody. He said I should always believe in myself.”
“You trusted him,” Sophia says, but her heart is sinking. A relationship is so greatly complicated by love and admiration when the people you count on are human, when they can fail you on every level. When you love them and hate them.
“I try and tell Bri the stuff Jarrett told me like I told him about the bike lock trick, but when he tried it, Bolt grabbed it and smacked Bri with it and then took off.”
“It backfired.”
“Yeah. I tell Bri he’ll get bigger, but it’s not the same. No one’s there for him. It’s not like I can be his dad.”
Sophia’s glance takes in Thomas’s profile, his unseeing stare, the muscle working the corner of his jaw and the urge to take his chin in her hand, to turn his face toward hers, to pull him into her embrace is overwhelming, but they don’t know each other well enough for that.
He gets to his feet. “Sometimes I wish I was Megan.”
“Why?” Sophia tips back her head, shading her eyes.
“She thinks your dad is supposed to live in prison.”
“Your mom told me she has never known him when he didn't.”
“Yeah.” Thomas offers Sophia his hand. “That’s how come I wish I was her.”




Chapter 17
Thursday, October 7, 1999 - 10 days remain
Sophia is seated behind her desk. Wick Bowen sits across from her. He has been her patient for going on two years now and he’s come for his weekly appointment, but they’re talking like friends, about Sophia’s house.
Wick says he ran into Cort when he drove up. “He’s still scraping. He must be working in sections.”
“I think so,” Sophia says. “He does it all by hand.”
“It’s the patchy look. Very nice.” Wick props his ankle on his knee. One corner of his mouth lifts; he gives a little roll to his eyes. He’s teasing her.
Trying to make her laugh on purpose. He has told her before how much he likes to hear her laugh. “If you like the moth-eaten look,” she says and she sounds silly to herself. Why does Wick have this effect on her? He’s a patient. And this is a patient session, not a date. But what is she thinking? She’s a widow, for heaven’s sake. Women her age don’t—
“Well, now that you’ve mentioned it,” Wick has turned serious, “it does seem as if the job is taking a long time. Even considering that Cort works by hand. What I mean is I’m happy to talk to him, man to man, if you’re concerned, if you need me to.”
“No, thank you. There are—extenuating circumstances.” She hesitates on the verge of explaining, wondering what and how much.
“The matter is confidential.”
She looks at Wick.
“Of a covert nature.” He’s smiling, teasing her again.
She opens her desk drawer, takes out a pen. “Something like that.” Her face feels warm.
“It’s all right,” Wick says. “It’s why we pay you the big bucks to keep our secrets.”
Sophia says Cort isn’t a patient. She says, “You may have even seen him on the news. He’s the brother of the man on death row, the one who’s dropped his appeals.”
“Wow. Are you kidding?”
“I wish I were.”
“It’s a problem?”
Sophia keeps Wick’s gaze.
He puts up his hands in mock surrender. “I know nothing, see nothing, hear nothing.” His eyes dance.
“Honestly,” she says leaning back. “You’re incorrigible.”
“And you’re smiling.” He looks satisfied. “How’s the new car running? It must be getting close to time for a dealer check, huh?”
“Next week,” she tells him.
He’ll go with her, he says. See to it those yahoos do the job right.
“Yes,” she says, pleased and grateful. Wick helped her purchase the car after Russ died, when her old one gave up the ghost. She’d been overwhelmed at the thought, but Wick had taken over; he’d driven her to the dealership and stayed with her, patiently walking her through the process. He’d done it in such a way that she didn’t feel incompetent or foolish; he’d simply provided her with the information she needed to make a proper decision. To repay him, she’d taken him to lunch. And at his next session, to her everlasting embarrassment, she’d broken down.
It had been one of those days very soon after she’d lost Russ when she was still teetery, when almost anything could set her off. She’d really had no business seeing clients, but she’d made an exception for Wick. She’d thought it would be fine. But he’d ended up passing her tissues, making her cups of hot tea in her kitchen. At one point, his fingertips had grazed the back of her hand and a look had passed between them, something quick, electric, probing. It had caught them both off guard.
“I heard from Maureen,” Wick says now.
“Oh?” Maureen is Wick’s ex-wife and their divorce two years ago is the reason Wick sought out Sophia’s help. It wasn’t the end of their nearly thirty years of marriage that had brought him, but the fact that shortly after he and Maureen separated, he’d begun suffering night sweats, heart palpitations and unexplained skin rashes for which his medical doctor could find no physical cause. He’d told Sophia that he’d endured the same roster of symptoms following injuries he sustained during the 1989 Phillips Petroleum plant explosion at the Houston Ship Channel where he’d been working as a master welder.
Then he’d been diagnosed with post traumatic stress, a conclusion that Sophia had found to be valid in the case of Wick’s reaction to his divorce. Somehow the events had become entangled in his mind and his body was responding accordingly. Once Wick understood this, the symptoms subsided. But he still called for appointments. He claimed a continued need for the benefit of Sophia’s expertise.
“Was it all right?” Sophia asks, “with Maureen, I mean?” Wick usually ends up furious after a conversation with her.
“She’s decided I can have Chip’s scrapbooks and trophies after all.”
“Oh, Wick, I’m so glad. Did she say why she changed her mind?”
“Not really. Just that she realized it was logical, that he’d want me to have them. As if that was ever in doubt. I was there for God’s sake; I worked out with him, coached him. She hated baseball.” Wick gets to his feet, shoving his hand over his hair that is short and dark and only sparsely shot with gray.
Chip, Wick’s and Maureen’s son, their only child, had been killed in a car accident eight years ago in 1991. He’d been eighteen, a freshman at Texas A&M, on a full-ride athletic scholarship. Sophia has seen a few photographs of him. He’d had a sunny and engaging look like his dad. He was named for his dad too: John Wickham Bowen, Jr., but they had called him Chip because of his uncanny resemblance to his dad. Wick said it was corny; he told Sophia he thought Maureen was jealous of how close he and Chip were. It had made Sophia think of the occasions she had been jealous of Russ’s relationship with Carolyn. It had made her think of how hard it is at times to look into the mirror of your own selfish longing.
Sophia had learned the worst of the tragic details of Wick’s story during his third session when he had abruptly pitched forward in the chair across from her desk, set his elbows on his knees and told the floor he’d been the one to cause the accident that killed Chip. Wick had gone to the campus to have it out with Chip about his lousy grades. They were in the car on the way to dinner, Wick was driving, and the two were arguing, when Wick ran the red light. He sailed right into the intersection, right into the path of an oncoming Fed-X truck. They were T-boned on the passenger side. Chip died at the scene. Wick walked away with a concussion and a broken arm. He had said Maureen had never forgiven him anymore than he could forgive himself. He had looked up at Sophia, tears glazing his eyes, and said, “Try living with that.”
Sophia had jumped up from her office chair. She had wanted to say, I do, every day! Instead she had dashed out her office door offering him some bogus excuse about having left something on the stove in the house. She had apologized later for her extreme lack of professionalism, but she has yet to explain that what motivated her behavior wasn’t her recent bereavement as she had claimed. She has a feeling Wick suspects this, but he would never ask. In weak moments, she’s caught herself wishing he would. She would tell him then how uncanny it is that they have suffered these similar tragic losses through their own actions. She would say how much her heart reaches out to him, how she knows his anguish.
She would tell Wick about Jody Doaks, how counseling him led to the saving of little Benny Chu, but that his rescue wasn’t enough to atone for her mistake. She would tell Wick about Dylan, everything Russ would never hear, never allow her to say. And Wick would hold her gaze in that intent quiet way he had, that in itself brought her comfort.
But it’s pure fantasy, impossible to think she could allow Wick to bear the burdens of her conscience no matter how drawn to him she feels. That in itself is improper, disloyal to Russ’s memory.
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Cort and Carolyn are sitting at the patio table, glasses of tea and a plate of cookies between them when Sophia leaves her office. She pauses on the stairs to look over the fence at them. Carolyn’s head is inclined toward Cort as if she is hanging on his every word. Sophia switches her glance to the street. What can he possibly have to say to Carolyn? Clearly, he has some sort of an agenda. If it isn’t luring Sophia into some last-ditch effort to save his brother, then it’s something else equally deplorable. Speaking so openly about his difficulties and his feelings in the driveway the other day was probably part of the—
“Mom.”
—act, Sophia finishes her thought as Carolyn’s voice clears the fence line. “Come have tea and cookies with us. They’re your favorite.”
Snickerdoodles. Carolyn has made Sophia her trademark snickerdoodles. Sophia could be a sour apple and refuse, plead a headache, fatigue, but she doesn’t.
“Cort has asked us to have dinner with him and Grace tomorrow night,” Carolyn announces when Sophia joins them, “at Grace’s Table.” She hands Sophia a glass of tea, offers the bowl of sugar, a plate arranged with wedges of lemon, a cookie.
“Oh,” Sophia darts a glance at Cort. “I’m sure that’s very kind, but—”
“Please say you’ll come.” Cort seems adamant. “It’s the least I can do in return for your—” he hesitates seeming to hunt for the right word— “assistance,” is what he comes up with. “Your patience,” he adds quickly as if he has found a more suitable substitute. “The job is taking longer than you anticipated, I know.”
“We don’t have any plans, do we?” Carolyn is hopeful.
“It would be a diversion, something Grace would look forward to.” Cort’s expression melts when he says Grace’s name and Sophia is unwilling to be touched by this, but she is in spite of herself.
Cort says, “You’ve been so tolerant of the delay. I’d like to even the score if I could.”
Even the score? What an odd choice of words, Sophia thinks. Somehow she is reminded of her mother, Esther’s conviction that Sophia is out for revenge. Perhaps there is something in the wind....
“It’ll be fun,” Carolyn says. “Do us good to get out.”
“You could bring a date, if you like,” Cort tells Carolyn and then he turns to Sophia, but before he can suggest she might do the same, she gives her head a firm shake.
“Didn’t I see Wick leave a little while ago?” Carolyn’s eyes dance with mischief. “Why not ask him?”
“He’s a patient, Carolyn.”
“My mother the psychologist is the only one who believes that,” Carolyn tells Cort. She brings her gaze back to Sophia and although she’s still smiling, she’s somehow grave too. “A year is long enough to mourn, Mom. You need to go out, have a life. Phil thinks so, too. He said we should encourage you.”
“You and Phil talked about me?” Sophia feels her face warm. She’s appalled. “I’m sure Cort isn’t interested,” she murmurs.
“I like Wick, Mom. He’s a good guy. It’s fine with me, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“Thank you, but—”
“I don’t think Dad would mind either,” Carolyn insists. “He wouldn’t want you to be alone. I don’t want that for you.”
Sophia stirs a spoonful of sugar into her tea. Carolyn is wrong to assume Russ wouldn’t disapprove. Wick is a retired welder, a blue collar worker who hadn’t finished college, but instead had been drafted to fight in Viet Nam. Wick likes working with his hands. Last February, around Valentines Day, he had helped her prune the roses and Sophia had admired his hands as they worked. She had thought them wonderfully strong. Adding lemon to her tea, she stirs it again. Russ wouldn’t have appreciated Wick’s hands. He wouldn’t have had a man who worked with his hands as a friend.
Carolyn is talking about her broken engagement. She spreads her fingers. “It’s been really hard.”
Cort says it sounds as if Carolyn could use a diversion too. He turns again to Sophia, locking his glance with hers. “You’ll come then, say, around seven?”
Sophia asks if Grace is aware of Cort’s invitation and she’s not sorry if she’s perceived as rude. “It seems as if entertaining would be a hardship for her right now.”
Cort gropes for words, flustered. “She—we— It isn’t wrong or bad to want life to be normal, is it? To pretend, if that’s what it takes, for one evening that we’re just an ordinary couple having guests for dinner.” His gaze narrows. “Are we always going to have to feel guilty?”
Carolyn frowns and Sophia drops her glance. Cort isn’t asking in regard to the dinner invitation, but in a much larger context: Will he always have to feel guilty for being free when his brother isn’t, for taking as his own his brother’s family, for loving not only his brother’s children but his brother’s wife?
“There’s no ulterior motive, scout’s honor.” He smiles and Sophia feels the world where it concerns him tilt again on its axis.
“Just dinner,” he says, “a pleasant evening. You don’t still have doubts about me, do you?”
His directness surprises her; she twists her head, a response to indicate confusion, but that he interprets as a no.
“You’ll come then,” he says as if it’s settled.
“We will.” Carolyn smiles. “We’ll look forward to it, won’t we, Mom? Thank you for inviting us,” she adds earnestly.
Sophia sips her tea.
Cort stands, pushing his hands toward his knees, smoothing the legs of his jeans. He says he has to get going. “It’s pizza night and I’m in charge.”
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“Did you know he was married once?”
“No.” Sophia nibbles a cookie. “What happened?”
“His wife died suddenly of a brain aneurism. Cort said one day they were planning a family, trying to have a baby, you know, and then she was gone.”
“How terrible.”
“No, I mean, yes, it is terrible, but now he’s in love with Grace and it’s killing him.”
“He said that?”
“Not exactly, but it was pretty obvious, wasn’t it, when we came home with the paint samples?”
“That’s a very astute observation.” Sophia gathers the glasses onto the tray.
“Well, you see my mom’s a psychologist. It’s in the blood.”
“Really? I had no idea. You’re a funny girl, Cecie.” They share a smile.
Carolyn sets the sugar bowl alongside the empty glasses on the tray. She finds Sophia’s gaze. “So, if you were Cort,” she says, “what would you pray for at night?”




Chapter 18
Friday, October 8, 1999 - 9 days remain
Larry is at the kitchen counter and his back is to her when Sophia comes into the house and she isn’t surprised in the least to see him. When she says his name, he turns, uncertain grin tilting over his mouth.
“I’m trying to make coffee,” he says. “I hope it’s all right.”
Sophia hugs him. “Of course. Can I help?”
“Where do you keep the filters?”
“Pantry,” Sophia says. “Second shelf.”
“Right. I knew that.” He opens the pantry door. “I’m sorry for barging in like this without an invitation.”
“You don’t need an invitation.” Sophia takes the collection of unwashed coffee mugs she has brought from her office to the kitchen sink. “I’m always glad to see you.”
“I guess you heard?” His gaze is contrite, worried.
“That you were married before? Carolyn told me.”
“I shouldn’t have kept it from her.”
“But I can understand why you did.”
“I wish she could.”
“Give her time. Does she know you’re here? She’s having headaches again. She had one earlier. I sent her upstairs to lie down.”
“She’s washing her hair. She said you have a dinner engagement.”
“Oh, right. I’d nearly forgotten.” Sophia turns on the tap, running water into the mugs, feeling the rush of regret. She doesn’t want to go to Grace’s Table this evening and even as she wonders if there isn’t some way to excuse herself, she knows there isn’t, not without seeming ill tempered. She glances at Larry. “You’ll come with us?”
“I don’t want to impose. Anyway I doubt Carolyn wants me along. She’s already asked me to leave.”
“I’ll talk to her.” Sophia dries her hands. She cups Larry’s cheek. “It’ll be fine.”
“I love her,” he says. “I wouldn’t have hurt her for the world.”
“I know.”
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Carolyn is sitting on the side of her bed wearing a white half-slip and a delicate cotton-embroidered camisole. “I can’t get this buttoned.” She indicates the matching flounced skirt she’s holding on her lap. “I’m too fat.”
“Nonsense. How’s your headache? Better? Did you find the Tylenol?”
“No, I—I shouldn’t take anything. I had a nap instead.”
“Larry’s here. You didn’t mean it when you asked him to leave, did you?”
“Will you close the door?”
“But one of us should call Grace.”
“Mom? Please?”
Sophia holds Carolyn’s gaze and somehow she knows, even as she closes the door and retraces her steps. Even as she sits beside her daughter and asks, “What is it?” she knows in the moment before Carolyn says it—
Says, “I’m pregnant.”
That it’s true and that Carolyn is ashamed. “Oh, honey, oh my, well.” Sophia opens her arms without thought, but then she holds her breath. Suppose it’s the wrong response? But Carolyn comes readily into Sophia’s embrace and Sophia’s heart rises. She lays her cheek against the crown of Carolyn’s head and her feelings of love and commiseration are shot through with pangs of memory, of herself, her girl-self, caught in similar circumstances. How she had longed for her mother’s reassurance, for Esther’s acceptance, her forgiveness.
Although Carolyn is older, not a child carrying a child in the way that Sophia had been, she will still need support. And she will have it, Sophia tells herself, and her vehemence surprises her. She closes her eyes fighting tears.
“I can’t believe this is happening to me.”
“We’ll work through it, Cecie.”
“Do you remember Leslie Fletcher, when she got pregnant our freshman year of college? Remember me telling you there was no excuse for it? How could I have been so arrogant?”
Sophia does remember; it had concerned her that Carolyn was so unforgiving. And while Carolyn had ranted, Russ had stood there giving Sophia looks from the corner of his eye. He had meant for her to see it anew: that Carolyn would judge her no less harshly.
Sophia pulls away from Carolyn a little; she touches her cheek, thinking of the tiny life she is harboring, of the miracle that it is. She could be coaxed into being delighted, if it weren’t so plainly obvious that Carolyn isn’t, at least not yet. “How long have you known?”
“A couple of weeks. I did three of those drugstore tests, but I thought they were wrong until I went to the doctor.”
“How far—?”
“Almost six weeks. I was going to tell Larry, but then I found those divorce papers.” Her fingers worry the tissuey folds of her skirt.
Sophia smoothes her hair.
“We’re supposed to be best friends. Wouldn’t you tell your best friend about your divorce?”
“What I—” Sophia catches herself before she can remind Carolyn again that what someone else would do isn’t important. “Maybe he has a valid reason. People can have good reasons, you know, if what happened caused them pain, if they feel it was a mistake and they want to forget.”
“Larry said he—aahhh—” Carolyn shuts her eyes. “I’m more mad at myself than him. I wish I’d never gone through his stuff. I was already feeling like a big enough idiot, not only pregnant, but unemployed, too. I keep wondering what’s next. Welfare? And let’s not even talk about how angry Dad would be.”
“Maybe at first, but he’d come around. He always did.” Sophia isn’t really sure of this and the grimace that crosses Carolyn’s face suggests she isn’t either.
“Larry and I had a plan, Mom. We were going to buy a house before we started a family. It takes two incomes to qualify, but who’s going to hire a fat pregnant woman?”
“I gather Vanderburg and Dodge wouldn’t?”
“They told me to be prepared to put in ninety hours a week. How could I handle that? My head aches all the time. I’m nauseous in the morning, sometimes all day.” She raises her shoulders. “Am I ever going to feel better?”
Sophia smiles; she can’t help it. “I had awful morning sickness with you, but it didn’t last.”
“What happens if I can’t pull my weight? What if Larry hates the idea? What if he feels obligated to marry me?” Carolyn’s look is searching. “What if I’m not cut out to be a mom?”
 “Oh, I think you can cross that worry right off the list.” Sophia takes Carolyn’s hands. “Does that mean you’ve decided to keep the baby?”
“I—I think— I’m not sure I could go through with—” an abortion. The idea hovers, but instead of putting it into words, Carolyn sighs. “I guess a lot depends on Larry; I dread telling him.” Carolyn makes a face. “I dread telling Grandmother, too. I can just imagine what she’ll say.”
Like mother, like daughter. That’s what Esther will say. With utter disgust, Sophia thinks.
“Does she have to know?”
“If you decide to keep the baby, there won’t be much chance of hiding the fact, will there?”
Now Carolyn shares Sophia’s smile. “Are you mad at me?” she asks.
“Heavens no. I’m right here for you. Whatever you need, no matter what you decide, okay? You have a home here with me, always.”
Carolyn returns to Sophia’s embrace and while she isn’t entirely at ease there, it is enough, a beginning. Like the tiny life Carolyn is harboring. It is, perhaps, the opening of the way toward each other, toward mutual understanding. Toward having the truth out between them. This new life could provide the means to speak of him. Of Dylan. The child whom Sophia failed, the one who is buried in a grave she was never allowed to visit.
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Grace has taken the liberty of ordering. It’s a new entrée, she explains. “One we’ll be adding to the menu soon. Pecan crusted tilapia with honey or mango sauce, but if you’d like something else?” She glances around the table that is dressed in a padded snow of white embossed linen and supports a delicate construct of twinkling crystal, china and silver.
“It sounds lovely,” Sophia says and everyone agrees.
The sommelier presents the wine and once the ritual sniffing and tasting is done, he rounds the table, filling glasses. When he extends the bottle toward Carolyn’s glass, she gives her head the slightest shake, but he misses the signal and pours it full anyway. She meets Sophia’s glance and smiles even as she’s giving the stem a rueful push toward the table’s center.
Cort asks Larry and Carolyn about life in Chicago.
Grace inclines her head toward Sophia. “I see Carolyn is wearing her engagement ring. Does that mean—?”
“Who knows, although now—” Sophia bites her lip.
“What?” Grace prompts.
Sophia hesitates, and then confesses softly, “She’s pregnant.”
Grace’s eyes widen. “How lovely. Or maybe it isn’t?”
“He doesn’t know yet. I guess time will tell. It might not have been the best idea, coming out this evening.”
Grace sips her wine.
Sophia follows her glance across the table. Carolyn is leaning against Larry; they’re laughing at something Cort has said.
“They look happy,” Grace says. “I hope things work out.”
“Me, too.”
A pause falls.
Sophia breaks it. “About Thomas.”
Grace straightens.
“I had a chance to talk to him last week.”
“Tell me.”
“Well, for one thing, he’s concerned about Brian.”
Grace frowns. “Brian?”
“Mom, you remember Alicia, don’t you?”
Sophia’s attention shifts to Carolyn. “Alicia?”
“The hurricane in 1983?”
“Oh, you mean when you spent the entire day with your hands clapped over your ears begging your dad to make the wind stop?”
“Very funny. Cort says there’s a depression in the Atlantic.”
“Heading across the Yucatan.” Cort pins the location.
“That means it’s coming into the Gulf.” Carolyn looks apprehensive.
“Your grandmother’s worried too,” Sophia says. “I told her it could go anywhere, it could fizzle.”
“I’ve never seen a hurricane,” Larry says.
“You don’t want to either.” Carolyn grimaces.
Grace toys with the stem of her wine glass. “I remember Dad and Jarrett set up charcoal grills in the parking lot after the storm passed. Do you remember, Cort?”
He nods.
“They emptied the larders, grilled everything we had on hand and served it to anyone who was hungry, no charge. We dragged crates into the parking lot and people sat on them eating their fill of beef filets, prime rib, chicken, grilled wild salmon and vegetables, all sorts of exotic things. It was so hot and like everyone else, we had no running water, no electricity, but it didn’t seem so bad because we did the work together.” She smiles. “It wasn’t very long after that when I found out I was pregnant with Thomas. It was such a happy—” She catches her lip.
Cort circles her wrist with his fingers, drawing his thumb into the center of her palm; her eyes close.
Larry looks from Carolyn to Sophia, perplexed, but, fortunately, Sophia thinks, silent.
“I gave away my books,” Carolyn says.
“I remember.” Sophia expands on Carolyn’s effort to distract them all. “You emptied your shelves, Charlotte’s Web, The Secret Garden, Mrs. Wiggs of the Cabbage Patch.”
“A whole set of Nancy Drew. I loaded them into my bike basket and took them around to the kids in the neighborhood.”
Sophia says, “I had to stop you when you loaded up your dad’s set of Rover Boy mysteries.”
“They were first editions. You were furious at me.”
“Yes, but proud too, of your generosity.”
“Everyone was whining there was nothing to do. No TV, no Atari. Daddy and I read to each other by candlelight. Do you remember?” Carolyn sounds wistful.
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They are midway through dinner before it happens—and Sophia realizes later that it was inevitable—that Larry would naturally mention George Bush and his run for the presidency.
Cort pauses his fork midway to his mouth. “Are you a Bush fan?”
Sophia looks from him to Larry to Carolyn whose eyes are wide with consternation as if she has swallowed a goose egg. Her hand goes down on Larry’s knee. Larry’s very Republican knee.
Sophia wishes she could think of something to say, to again divert their attention.
Larry admits to being a conservative, that like the Republicans, he favors reducing the size and role of government and supports the idea that less control over the economic rights of individuals and corporations creates a higher-functioning economy. And then he pauses, looking from face to face. “I thought since I was in Texas— I’m in the minority here? You’re Gore supporters?” A flush comes, staining his cheeks. Sophia knows, even given his law background, his gift for courtroom debate, that he does not, would not, for the world, want to create controversy here.
Cort sets down his fork, wiping his mouth with his napkin. “Do you know Bush’s stand on the death penalty?”
“Cort....” Grace murmurs.
“No. He should know what kind of maniac he’s helping to put into office.”
“I didn’t say I was voting for Bush.” Larry defends himself. “In fact, the guy makes me a little nervous. If I cast my vote for him, it’ll be for the GOP, not for the man.”
“It’ll be for a killer,” Cort says. “Did you know that he’s signed off on more than one hundred executions this year alone? Unlike your governor in Illinois, Bush has no conscience. Do the research.”
“Cort, please,” Grace says more forcefully.
Larry apologizes. “I seem to have stepped into something.”
“It’s nothing.” Grace raises her glass; she glances at Sophia. “To friends,” she says. “Thank you for coming.”
“Yes, friends,” Sophia says. “We’re delighted to be here.”
The waiters appear to collect their dishes and refill their glasses and for several moments the taut silence is broken only by the clatter of plates and cutlery, the ambient noise from the main dining rooms upstairs.
After the staff has left, Cort looks at Larry from under his brows, then swings his glance wide to include everyone at the table, touching it last on Grace. His feelings for her float like dreams in his eyes. “Forgive me,” he says, “I’ve been rude.” He turns back to Larry. “It’s no way to treat guests.”
Larry makes a gesture of dismissal. “As my mother says politics isn’t a proper subject for the dinner table. It ruins the digestion.”
Grace wonders if anyone is interested in dessert. “Cort makes a mean Bananas Foster.”
“I didn’t realize your were a chef,” Sophia says.
“My only claim to kitchen fame,” Cort answers.
“It’s his favorite dessert,” Grace explains, “so Jurgen our pastry chef taught him how to make it. Now Jurgen says the pupil has exceeded his master.”
“Here here.” Larry raises his glass.
Carolyn stands up. “I’m not much of a cook.”
“Oh, I disagree,” Larry says, grinning at her, “no one can do Chef Boyardee like you can, babe.”
Carolyn makes a face. “At least I can peel a banana.”
Grace takes Sophia’s arm; her eyes are searching, anxious. “What was it that Thomas said about Brian?”
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“We should go through Dad’s things while I’m home.” Carolyn settles on the edge of Sophia’s bed looking over her shoulder at Russ’s open closet.
“There's no rush.” Sophia balances the book, an old Agatha Christie mystery she’s rereading, on her bent knees. “Has Larry gone to bed. Did you two talk?”
Carolyn shakes her head; she picks at the coverlet.
“But you’re wearing your ring again.”
Carolyn lifts her shoulders, makes a face. “I didn’t realize how much Grandmother disapproved of Dad. I don’t mean Dad, personally, but she thought he was too old for you.”
“What?” Sophia is completely thrown off. “Where is this coming from?”
“We were talking about weddings and marriage, you know.”
“You and your grandmother?”
“Uh-huh and she brought up Dad and said there were hard feelings between you, that you have a grudge against her.”
“Because of your dad?”
“I guess. She thinks you took away her car keys to get even.”
“What on earth? When did she say all this?”
“When I brought the vacuum cleaner back from the repair shop the other day. What did she mean?”
Sophia closes her book holding her place with her finger. She straightens her legs, concentrating on the feel of the sheet beneath her bare heels. What is her mother thinking? She finds it incredible that Esther has brought this up to Carolyn, however obliquely, when all these years she has insisted on secrecy, insisted Sophia is never to speak of Dylan or that terrible time. And these accusations, that Sophia is holding a grudge, that she wants revenge, what does all this mean? There as been nothing between them, not in all this time. An ocean of silence ...the rigid plane of Esther’s back, the flat of her hand, the blade of her voice.
“Mom?”
“I really don’t know what’s gotten into her,” Sophia says, hoping Carolyn will drop it, but she doesn’t.
“I don’t think this is Alzheimer’s or senility or whatever. I mean she’s losing names and the days of the week, little things like that, but she was very definite about this. She thinks you’re angry at her and she’ll die before it’s resolved. She acted really upset. If you could have heard her.”
“She’s not herself, that’s all,” Sophia insists.
“All right, Mother. Whatever you say.” Carolyn stands up. “Grandmother said if I wanted to know what it was about I should ask you, but I said you’d never tell me, that you don’t trust me any more than her.”
“That isn’t fair.”
“G’night, Mom.” Carolyn leaves the room and Sophia is gaping after her when she reappears. “I guess you must hold a grudge against me too.”
“No!” Sophia flings aside the bedclothes; she puts her feet on the floor, but instead of going after Carolyn, she bends her elbows onto her knees, drops her face into her hands. The sound of the air conditioning looms into the silence around her and the noise is insular, purled, like the rush of wind around islands.




Chapter 19
Saturday, October 9, 1999 - 8 days remain
Jarrett opens the Krishnamurti book, the second of two L has sent him, and flips to the blank back pages. Dear Thomas, he writes. In my life I did not earn the right to your respect. He looks at the words, erases them, begins again. I have failed you on every level....
He wants to write to each of his children, but especially to Thomas. It’s nuts, but he wants the words to stand in for all the screw ups; he wants them to be there through all the years he won’t be. He wants his children, to know that he loved them. He has drafted and erased sentence after sentence in the back pages of the Krishnamurti books because note paper is hard to get and he wants his final letter to be legible and neat so he writes and erases and rewrites. And after days of this, he’s got nothing, a cramped hand, pages full of pencil-smeared words. He’s never been any good at expressing himself.
He closes the book. He thinks they’ll move him today, to a cell on death watch, and then, within a few more days, he’ll be transported to The Walls in Huntsville where they’ll execute him. He’s heard the death watch cells are equipped with a camera that’ll monitor his every move 24/7; whenever he shits or takes a piss, eats, sleeps, or stares into fucking space, the moment will be observed. It is the State’s attempt to ensure a prisoner doesn’t off himself before they get the chance. It is the way they will strip him of the last of his dignity. Not only is he no kind of father, he’s not even a man in here. He is scarcely human and he feels whatever is left of his humanity is disintegrating day by day.
Jarrett wants to tell Thomas that a man needs his pride; he needs to walk like a man, not crawl like a worm. He wants to say Thomas deserves a father he can look up to, someone like Cort. A man who can be there for him, who won’t desert him. But living this reality is hard, hour by hour to have to confront what he’s thrown away, the stupidity brings on such anger and grief; it’s like being burned alive from the inside. Jarrett has to hold his breath against the heat. He has to fight it with everything’s he’s got. If he once lets it out, it will rip him apart.
He opens the book again at random. His eye scans the page, falls on Krishnamurti’s answer to a question: Sir, what is important is not what hurts and what pleases, but to see what is true. And then that truth will operate, not you.
Jarrett reads the words again, and a third time. On a certain level, he finds something in them oddly calming, but if he were asked what, he wouldn’t be able to say. He raises his glance. The single window in the cell is near the ceiling; it is a slit roughly three inches by thirty-two inches and through it he can see a rectangle of gray sky, a muscled knuckle of darker cloud. All that is left of his freedom, of his truth, is framed in that narrow mocking eye and now even that is closing.
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The death row captain pushes a document entitled Execution Summary across the desk. Jarrett picks it up. He sees a place to list whom he would like to invite to witness his execution; there’s a blank line for the name of his spiritual advisor. Space is allowed to set forth the terms of his last will and testament, to note the instructions for the disposal of his remains. Jarrett can indicate his last meal request. The last supper, he thinks. Like, who gives a shit?
Did Jesus?
“Do you have any kids?” Jarrett’s mouth is dry; his mouth is sand. He looks from the captain to the four guards who are also present. Two of them were his escort detail, the other two appeared after his arrival here. “Any of you have kids?” No one responds; they don’t even look at him. It is as if he is already dead.
The captain shifts his considerable bulk forward, chair squawking in protest. He taps the document. “Need you to fill this in, son.”
I’m not your son. The words stick in Jarrett’s throat. He looks again at the paper, the print blurs. The captain’s instructions blur. He remembers the first time Grace settled Thomas into his arms after he was born. Jarrett had been mesmerized by Thomas’s searching, wide-eyed gaze. It had felt as if Thomas was straining to recognize Jarrett, to lay claim to him in some way and the bolus of love that had risen inside Jarrett had been so huge he had been convinced his heart would explode. Tears had seared his eyes, pooled at the back of his throat.
He had touched Thomas’s cheek, traced a line to his tiny chin. “You got no worries now, little guy,” he had whispered and he hadn’t given a hoot in hell when his voice cracked. “Daddy’s here.”
Jarrett bends low over the Execution Summary now, shielding his face. He remembers how mad and scared he was when Lonny walked out on him and Cort. He remembers the nights lying awake listening to his mom cry. He remembers promising himself he would not do to his son what Lonny had done to him.
But he has done it after all. Jarrett has brought this nightmare home to his children and to Grace. He thinks he can’t fill out the form but somehow he does. It will only go harder for him if he doesn’t, but apparently his cooperation is misconstrued because suddenly, the captain is on his feet telling the guards to leave, with one exception, a skinny guy named Hooker, and once the door closes, the captain bends, stiff-armed, over his desk at Jarrett, belly swaying, expression screwed into an ugly scowl.
Bring it on, Jarrett thinks, like I give a fuck what you do to me.
“Let’s cut to the chase here, Mr. Capshaw. You’ll be moved today over to death watch. In a few days from now, you’ll be moved again to the death house at The Walls to be executed.”
“Yessir, so you said, sir.”
“So, this is when a lot of men break. You’ve never been violent in here, never been any trouble and what I need to know from you now is whether you plan on doing anything violent in the time you got left. Do you plan on making trouble? Because let me warn you, if you do, you won’t win. Are you getting me?”
Jarrett blinks. Hooker’s Adams apple jerks up and down, but his expression’s empty. Still, when Jarrett says he’s got no plan, he senses it’s a disappointment. Prison is boring, a day-in-day-out grind. Doesn’t matter which side of the monkey bars you’re on.
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They let him have outdoor rec time before they move him. Mo D’s in the adjacent cage, but Mo’s been pissed ever since Jarrett stopped his appeals so he and Jarrett don’t talk much until the end when Mo breaks his pacing, and turning to glare at Jarrett through the steel bars, demands to know why Jarrett is doing it. “Long as you breathin’, you gotta chance, bro.” Mo clicks his teeth, shakes his big, grizzled head. “Squirt like you, makes no sense.”
“I want to go while I’m still young and good looking.”
Mo snorts. “If that ain’t just like a pretty white boy. You know what they callin’ you? Pussy. They callin’ you a pussy, white boy.”
“Fuck ‘em,” Jarrett says.
Rec time ends and the guards come for Mo first, but before he disappears though the heavy exterior door, he pauses and takes the time to find Jarrett’s glance and they stand, each holding the other’s regard, and when Mo D winks, Jarrett touches his brow in brief salute. It is shared acknowledgement of hard time served in a hard place.
Jarrett thinks he will never see Mo again.
Within a few minutes, two more guards come to escort Jarrett to his new digs on death watch. His stuff is already there. The small carton that holds everything he owns in the world sits next to the furled bedroll. Jarrett is unpacking, setting up his house, when the guy next door calls him.
“Hey! It’s Terry Ray Cox here.”
The voice comes through a chink in the wall that separates their cells and Jarrett approaches it cautiously. He doesn’t know Cox and figures if the guy gives him any shit, he’ll walk away. But Terry Ray tells Jarrett right off, he’s got no time to waste on nonsense. Three days, he tells Jarrett.
“Three precious days is all I got left. Unless I get a stay, you know? There’s still a lot that can happen with appeals and stuff.” He tries to convince Jarrett through the hole in the wall that his world is good, that there’s reason to hope. “Plus, I got a full schedule of visits,” he adds like it’s cause for celebration. But when he returns from a visit with his sister, he cries.
Jarrett doesn’t know what to do, what to offer in the way of comfort. It makes him feel weak, helpless. If only the padre would come, he thinks.
Terry snorts, coughs. He apologizes for losing it. “I don’t want to drag you down,” he says.
“Forget it,” Jarrett says. “We’re on fucking death watch, man. I wasn’t expecting a laugh riot.”
“The thing is,” Terry says, “I been this route three times already and I don’t know know if I can stand up to it again. That ride to The Walls, it drains you. But, hey, maybe it’s different with you, being as how you’re asking for it.”
Jarrett’s got no response for that.
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Late that afternoon, he gets his own visitor. Trent Hunter. Jarrett could have said no to a meeting with the reporter and within moments of sitting down in front of him, Jarrett wishes he had. Hunter’s a clown. There’s no television camera in sight, but he’s wearing make-up. Eyeliner and maybe blush. His cheeks are too pink for the color to be natural. But it’s the way he’s grinning and working his eyebrows at Jarrett that’s really comical. It’s like he’s trying to convey some kind of covert message. Every con in the joint knows him for a bragger and a liar. They know his reputation for slinging the slime, but they talk to him anyway for the same reason Jarrett has agreed to do an interview: it breaks the monotony.
They pick up the telephone receivers, work through the preliminaries. To Jarrett’s, “How’s life in the free world?” Hunter comes back with, “I heard you relocated. How’s life on death watch?”
“Damn near done,” Jarrett answers. “Stick a fork in me.”
“Maybe not,” Hunter says and when Jarrett asks what he means, the reporter says he’s heard a rumor.
“No kidding!” Jarrett exclaims like it’s news, like the world of prison isn’t rife with them.
Trent ignores the sarcasm. “I heard the internal affairs folks got permission from the warden to grill you one last time about where you hid the codex.”
“What is it with you people, those government assholes? How many ways can I say it? I don’t give a fuck about the thing.”
“The theory is you’re making them sweat until zero hour, then you’ll give them what they want, but only in exchange for a commuted sentence. Otherwise—” Hunter slices his finger across his neck. “It’s good strategy. It might even work if they want to know where the codex is badly enough. I thought you and I could talk about that and some other stuff.” He pulls a notepad out of his pocket, uncaps a pen with his teeth.
“Let’s say your theory’s correct, that I intend to trade my life for some damn writing that may be fake, do you really think I’d give up the information to you? How much do you think it’ll be worth after you blast it all over the news?”
“Suppose we talk off the record? You say the last place you saw it was in your car, right?”
“Yeah. Let’s talk about that. Let’s talk about the cops who searched my car. You remember what my father-in-law paid for the codex, don’t you? Wouldn’t you be tempted by that, if you were a cop? You think they wouldn’t know where and how to get top dollar?”
Hunter hooks his chin closer to the window. “Suppose Salazar’s wife got it?”
“Blanca? She wasn’t even in the States at the time.”
“Yeah, but she’s got people here. They could have known, had you tailed. Wouldn’t have taken them but two seconds to get into your car.”
Jarrett blows out a dismissive breath.
“You know she’s here now, don’t you? Blanca? Looking to attend your execution.”
“Yeah, I heard she said she’s looking forward to getting the first good night’s sleep she’s had in six years once I’m dead. It warms my heart.”
“But doesn’t it piss you off that she’s all over network TV blaming you for her husband’s death when it was Tilley that shot him?”
Jarrett says, “Like that’s news?” and even as he speaks, he sees an image of Blanca in his mind’s eye: the straight shot of her spine, the refined jut of her chin, the dark accusatory flash in her eyes. The details come from his remembrance of her when she took the stand to deliver her testimony against him. When she told the court that Rafe was a hero, the sacrificial lamb. Jarrett’s dupe. Maybe she even believed it.
Hunter’s yapping about the talk show circuit. That Blanca’s all over it slandering the Capshaw family name. He gestures. “And here you are with your time almost up and you’re not fighting it. You’re asking for it. Don’t you care? Don’t you want me to tell your side, set the record straight? Where’s your pride, man?”
“You know what? I can’t decide what’s worse, your bullshit or hers.”
“Let’s talk about the codex again. What if it does contain some kind of formula for surviving a world holocaust?”
“Jesus, you don’t let up, do you. There’ve been hundreds of those woo-woo predictions.”
“Yeah, but just because none of them has been true so far doesn’t mean it’s not going to happen.”
“I’ve got no time for this crap.” Jarrett’s ready to signal the guard.
Hunter rubs his brow. “You know, I’m sensing some hostility here.”
“Wow, ya think?”
“I guess you’re like a lot of folks, you figure I’m some kind of smear merchant looking to build my reputation off the trouble in your life, but that’s not the case.”
Hunter allows a space for Jarrett to respond. He doesn’t.
“Look, I’m in this business in part to give people the story they want and for whatever reason right now that’s you. Maybe it’s because you’re asking to die, which is something most folks fight like hell to avoid. Maybe you scare people; maybe you make them look at something in themselves they don’t want to see. One thing though, you make the system look stupid. It’s like you’re beating the state at their own game. They can’t hurt you, right? Some people admire you for it, others hate you, but almost every one of them is curious. As for the whereabouts of the codex? The mystery behind it? That’s like frosting on the cake.”
“So?”
“So, I talk to you. I report on this decision you made and whatever else you want to tell me. Maybe it opens a dialogue out there in the free world, shines a light on something. Who knows? And that’s fine, but the more burning issue with me is Blanca Salazar. You know if she kept to herself, if she wasn’t out there playing the victim every time I turn on the news, I might let this go. It’s how she flaunts it that gets me. She’s got all the sympathy going for her and that bug-eyed kid of hers and yet she’s in this thing up to her neck.”
“I don’t know why any of this matters, why you or anybody cares.”
“Listen, when I showed her the flight plan, the one Salazar filed for Amsterdam?” Hunter gestures wildly. “She told me I was crazy, that she and Salazar had no plans to ditch the feds and leave the country to save their own necks. I don’t like it when people lie to my face.”
“What goes around comes around.”
“Huh? Don’t tell me it doesn’t piss you off.”
“All right, yeah, she’s living like a fucking queen while my wife scrapes to find the next mortgage payment.” Finally provoked, Jarrett repeats what Grace has said a hundred, a thousand times.
Hunter’s elated. “I knew it. You’re mad as hell.”
“Maybe, but what’s it get me?”
“After you’re gone, you don’t want your family tarred with the same brush Blanca’s using on you, do you? You give me the skinny, I guarantee you, I’ll get the truth out there.”
Jarrett’s stare is blank.
“Okay, so let’s forget the Salazars for a second. There’s a rumor that Grace has the codex, that you stashed it somewhere for her and she intends to sell it to that second buyer or whoever. Now me, I’d like that. It’d be poetic.”
“Christ, you’re all over the damn place.”
“So give me the real scoop,” Hunter presses.
Dropping the receiver into its cradle, Jarrett stands up. “Guard?” he shouts.
“What about this? You were adopted, right?” Hunter’s voice is audible despite the barrier.
Jarrett swings his gaze around.
“Did you ever meet your birth parents?”
“They’re dead,” Jarrett says and then hollers for the guard again.
“You sure about that? You’ve seen proof?”
“Don’t you ever get sick of picking through the same goddamn load of trash you picked through yesterday? Read the trial transcript, man, the defense expert’s testimony about how my being abandoned,” Jarrett tweaks air quotes, “led to my life of crime.”
“Yeah, I know all that. But what if it isn’t true?”
Jarrett wipes the air in front of him as if he can clear Hunter from his vision.
“So tell me about the correspondence you’re getting from the woman who signs her letters L. Do you know who she is?”
“How do you know about—?” Jarrett breaks off. It’s a dumb question. It’s Hunter’s job to snoot out details he has no business knowing.
“I’m asking because I may have found out some information—”
“Listen, asshole,” Jarrett bends his face to within an inch of the Plexiglas. “I don’t give a fuck about your information or your help or your guarantees, okay? I don’t care if the record’s ever set straight. I just want to be left alone. I want to die in peace, with dignity, so my kids have that at least. So get the fuck out of my face. Get away from me and don’t come back.”
“Yeah, okay, Jesus. But listen, before I go, there’s just one other thing.”
Jarrett straightens, gaze wary.
“Has anybody told you that your son is missing?”
“What? Which son?”
“Thomas. Evidently he and a buddy got drunk last night, stole a car and wrecked it. The other kid’s in a coma, but Thomas disappeared from the emergency room.”
“What are you—? Was he hurt?”
“He needed stitches for a head wound, but when they went to treat him, he was gone; he’s been missing since early this morning.”
“And you’re just now telling me?” Jarrett yanks up the receiver again.
“The cops have an APB out on him, but maybe you don’t want them to find him.”
“Why?”
“Because if the buddy dies, your kid’ll be facing a manslaughter charge.”
“Thomas was driving?”
“So they say.”
Jarrett’s legs buckle. He pulls out the chair, drops into it. He’s grateful when Hunter offers to see what more he can find out. The guard makes the same offer once Jarrett’s locked back in his cell.
He sits on his bunk, puts his head in his hands. Terry Ray calls his name; Jarrett ignores him. He tries his transistor radio, gets nothing. He paces beside his bunk, three steps up and back. He thinks in addition to the cops, Grace will be looking for Thomas too. Grace will be with Cort, Jarrett thinks, and even as he thinks this, thinks of Cort with her, steadying her, holding her, the sound is breaking from his chest.
Something between a groan and a cry, guttural, helpless. It is a living hell, the worst kind of hell. Dying won’t be worse. Burning in eternal fire won’t be. He won’t forgive himself if something has happened to Thomas. But then he won’t forgive himself anyway.
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Hours pass; an entire night and part of a morning go by before he hears the CO outside his door.
“Capshaw?”
With an effort, Jarrett sits up.
“They found your kid.” The man crosses to the bunk; he drops his hand onto Jarrett’s shoulder. The gesture is so unprecedented, so extreme in this place where physical contact is virtually unknown, there can only be one meaning.
Jarrett’s breath stops; he closes his eyes.




Chapter 20
Saturday, October 9, 1999 - 8 days remain
“Carolyn told me that man's wife is your patient.” Esther looks pointedly at the Houston Chronicle that’s folded on the kitchen table. A grainy photograph, what looks to Sophia like a mug shot of Jarrett Capshaw, along with a piece of a headline: ...federal agents seeking.... is visible.
“We’ve been following the story about him.” Frances sounds peeved.
Which can only mean the sisters are in a fuss again. Sophia pulls open the refrigerator door, plunks down the carton of eggs, a quart of soy milk, slams the door.
“Whatever is ailing you this morning?” Esther asks coming out of the pantry.
“Nothing,” Sophia says. Because the cooler current of her common sense warns she’s too angry to respond rationally. How dare you? That is the question that is spinning in her mind. How dare you complain about me behind my back to my daughter? Create fresh difficulty between us? Sophia had had such hopes. Now she and Carolyn are back to barely speaking. What little civility Carolyn evidenced this morning was a show for Larry’s sake.
Esther gestures at the newspaper. “I was surprised when Carolyn said you were involved with this nutcase. I didn’t think you liked it much when those reporters were sticking their noses in your business before.”
“It hasn’t been a problem,” Sophia says shortly. “What do you want for dinner? I bought a pork roast. Shall we start that before I go?”
“Sister’s off her feed,” Frances declares.
Esther addresses Sophia. “Why didn’t Carolyn come with you?”
“I told you, she isn’t feeling well.”
“Sit down, Sophia.” Esther instructs. “What’s wrong with her? Frances, will you bring the coffee?”
You, you’re what’s wrong with her. Morning sickness is what’s wrong with her. Sophia bites the inside of her mouth.
Esther says, “I hope she’s not coming down with that stomach thing that’s going around.”
“Make her some chamomile tea, Sophia. It will fix her right up.”
“Oh, Frances, that herb business is just pure foolishness.”
“It is not. You are always so neg—”
“Is he guilty?” Esther taps the newspaper. “Has his wife said?”
“Mother, you know I can't dis—”
Frances interrupts. “He says in there that he doesn’t know where that—what’s it called?”
“Codex?” Sophia supplies.
Frances’s frown relaxes. “He doesn’t know where it is. They’re saying he may be questioned about it again by men from the government.”
Esther says, “Well, if you ask me, with all this volunteer hoopla, the State is making it too easy for him. I don't imagine he made it easy for those men he murdered. His own father-in-law, for Pete’s sake. I’m sure he didn’t give him a choice.”
Frances slaps the table. “But Louis Tilley threatened him. The story says he was trying to get the gun away and it went off.”
“That’s his version.”
“It was an accident, Sister. If only you would read—”
Esther talks over her. “Frances, if we left it up to you, you'd be up at that prison unlocking all the cells, letting out the scum of the earth. We'd have free love in the streets, nudity and filth everywhere.”
Frances groans.
“I bought sweet potatoes, too,” Sophia says, “and the snow peas you both like.”
“I don’t have to read the article to know the man’s story,” Esther is saying.
Frances looks at Sophia. “I always forget how Sister knows everything, don’t you?”
“It’s not a matter of what I know,” Esther huffs. “It’s a matter of fact. Men who go to prison weren’t given proper parental guidance. Children need discipline, a firm hand. Boys, especially, need a father. Statistics prove it.” She sips her coffee looking at Sophia over the cup’s rim. “Young men turn to violence if there’s not a father in the home. Look at the gangs.”
Sophia returns her mother’s stare. Esther doesn’t look away. She wants Sophia to see the parallel she is attempting to draw; she wants to make an issue of it. And even as Sophia thinks, Fine, thinks, We’ll have this out now once and for all, she feels a hollow clang of disbelief, of panic. After so many years, that they would speak of it.
“Sister, whatever are you getting at?”
“She’s saying I ought to be grateful that my son is dead, that he was saved from a life of crime.” Sophia doesn’t move her eyes from her mother’s face.
Esther turns to Frances. “She blames me. She always has.”
“Is that why you felt moved to tell Carolyn I hold a grudge against you, that my taking your car keys is a way of getting revenge?”
“I don’t want the trouble on my conscience anymore, Sophia. I’m an old woman, I could go at any time. What I did was in your best interest and in the best interest of that poor child and I want you to admit it. Before I die.”
“Why hasn’t Carolyn turned to a life of crime as the result of my mothering skills? Or the lack of them?”
“She was raised in a stable environment by two parents, which proves my point. And I didn’t say you lack parenting skills, although what sixteen-year-old girl could even fathom the responsibilities.”
“I don’t blame you, Mother, all right? It’s quite clear that you believe what you did was right.”
“And it’s just as clear to me that you don’t agree. You think if I’d taken you both in that day he wouldn’t have died. You saddle me with that. You would have me go to my grave carrying the burden of what is your guilt on my back. I didn’t cost that child his life, Sophia, you did.”
“That’s enough!” She stands so abruptly, her chair teeters. “I don’t know why you’re bringing this up now when all you have ever wanted is for me to forget it. Forget him. Well, you got your wish. Now I don’t want to remember. I don’t want to talk about him.”
Frances picks up her spoon and stirs it against the sides of her cup making dissonant circles.
“I know you won’t believe this,” Esther finally says, “but what happened hurt me more than it hurt you.”
Sophia laughs, a short bark. “So I should pity you? You don’t want forgiveness, but pity, and my unending gratitude? I don’t even know where Dylan is buried!”
At the mention of his name, Esther flinches.
Frances keeps her head bowed.
“I have to go.” Sophia thrusts her chair under the table. “Carolyn has started her period and I forgot to pick up tampons for her at the store.” The lie pops out spur of the moment. I know about your lover, Mother. The thought springs into Sophia’s mind. I know you were unfaithful to Daddy. It is all she would have to say to bring Esther down from her moral mountain, yet for reasons Sophia only half understands, she can’t vent the accusation. There is her leftover girlhood disgust at the idea of her mother ever having had a lover and there is her suspicion that taking the lover may have been the only sweetness Esther has savored in her life.
“I never meant you to suffer, Sophia.”
“Then I suggest you leave Carolyn out of what is between us, Esther, because I promise you if you ever again raise the subject of Dylan to her, if you ever allude to that time in my life in any form or fashion again, I will stop speaking to you. You will be alone. You will die alone. And I. Won’t. Care.”
A small cry escapes Frances, but the only sign of distress Esther gives is evident in her trembling chin. Something else is chewing in her eyes that might be anxiety or fear, but not remorse. Her chair scrapes the floor as she stands. She carries her cup and saucer to the sink.
Sophia jerks her purse onto her shoulder. There is never remorse, she thinks and she’s dismayed, not that her mother has failed to offer it, but that she is still waiting for it. Waiting for Esther to apologize, to somehow close the gap of heartbroken years between them. How can she still cling to this hope?
I feel the softness of your palm against my cheek, the love in your gentle gaze....
The line from one of Teddy’s love letters to Esther slips through Sophia’s mind. She would not have known her mother was capable of allowing herself to be wooed with such tender affection if not for those letters. It is a gift of sorts; there is a kind of peace in it, knowing that her mother had, at one time anyway, been capable of loving someone. If not Sophia then a man named Teddy.
“You know, Sophia,” Esther keeps her back turned, “even a common criminal is allowed to speak in their own defense.”
“I have no idea what you mean,” Sophia says.
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She’s halfway to her car when Frances comes to the door and calls her back. “Carolyn’s on the telephone. She says it’s important.”
“Is she all right?”
“I think so. She said she tried your cell phone, but you didn’t answer.”
“Oh, I must have left it in the car.”
They hasten into the front hallway where the sisters keep the only telephone in the house, a heavy old fashioned rotary dial phone on a small table. Frances hands Sophia the receiver and then retreats. But she’ll listen. Both sisters will. If confronted, they would claim it was their telephone as if ownership entitled them to eavesdrop.
Sophia has barely said Carolyn’s name before she is speaking in a rush. Something about last night, Thomas Capshaw, a car accident, now he’s missing.
“Wait.” Sophia interrupts. “He’s missing from the scene of the accident?” She’s thinking head injury, that he must have become disoriented, but Carolyn says no.
“He was taken to the emergency room with his friend Luke, but Thomas left before they could treat him.”
“How do you know all this?”
“Grace called. She thought he might be here. It was raining last night when we left the restaurant, remember? The streets were slick. They were drinking,” Carolyn adds.
“Oh, no.”
“They lost control and hit a telephone pole.”
“What about Luke?”
“He’s in critical condition. But Mom, the police have told Grace Thomas was driving. She’s beside herself.”
“I don’t guess you’ve heard from him?”
“No, but that reporter Trent Hunter called.”
Sophia straightens. “About Thomas? Did you talk to him? What—what did he say?”
“He has information he thinks will interest you. He wants you to call him.”
“What information?” Sophia’s breath stalls in the center of her chest. She puts her hand there.
“I think he must know you’re counseling Grace or that Cort’s painting the house. He’s found the connection, the Capshaw Connection,” she says.
Sophia assumes she’s making an allusion to the movie, The French Connection. And truthfully, it’s beginning to feel like a movie, a bad melodrama, one that is farfetched and unimaginable. Suppose it isn’t the Capshaw’s connection to her that Trent has uncovered, but Russ’s connection to Louis Tilley and his smuggling activities? And Carolyn, who has no idea, will be blindsided by the revelation because Sophia has lacked the courage to look into it. She tucks her free hand beneath her elbow. Her fingertips are cold against her ribs. “Did Trent mention the Capshaws or the accident?”
“No, but the story was on the noon news, all this hype about the volunteer’s son. It’s terrible, Mom. The car was really wrecked.” Carolyn sounds shaken.
 “He’ll turn up,” Sophia says, although she’s far from certain. She remembers what Thomas’s grandmother said to him, that if he wasn’t careful he would land in a cell next to his father’s. But Sophia senses that Thomas wants answers, an understanding of what has happened to his family and why. He wants the truth. You don’t run away from the truth, even when you’re afraid, unless you don’t want it. For that reason, Sophia thinks, Thomas will bring himself back. He’ll take responsibility. She wants to be right about this, about him. For his sake. And Grace’s.
Carolyn says she has Grace’s cell phone number and Sophia jots it down, but when Carolyn offers Trent’s number as well, Sophia stops her. “I don’t want to talk to him.”
“You mean not now?”
“I mean not ever.” Sophia pauses. She wants to ask whether Carolyn has told Larry about the baby, but sensing the sisters’ nearness, she thinks better of it. “About last night,” she says instead.
“I’d rather not—”
“Carolyn, listen to me, please.” Sophia keeps her voice low. “I never wanted to give you the impression that I don’t trust you.”
A silence becomes unnerving.
“Cecie? Did you hear me?”
“Yes.”
“There are things that happened to me that you know nothing about. That you should know. That your grandmother does know,” Sophia adds and she realizes the decision to tell Carolyn is made. There’s no way around it. She can’t bear the thought of Carolyn hearing the truth from Esther, or God forbid, some stranger. Why tell if no good can come of it? Russ’s constant question pushes into Sophia’s mind. Think of the risk, he warned. “She could hate you,” he’d said. Is the truth worth that? But there will be honesty, Sophia thinks. Carolyn will know why she hates me. There won’t be all this conjecture and supposition, this talk of revenge and grudges and lack of trust that Sophia shares with her mother. Sophia won’t have that for Carolyn even if it means losing her. Wasn’t it someone famous who said that sometimes you had to love your children enough to let them hate you?
“Mom?” Carolyn prompts.
“I haven’t been entirely honest with you, Cecie, about who I am.”
There is another short silence and then Carolyn’s voice, faltering, confused. “What—what do you mean?”
“When I come home, we should sit down.”




Chapter 21
Late Spring - 1954
Sophia thought Terrence’s beatings were the worst things that could happen to her until Dylan died. The very day she lost him, she woke up in a world of pain so hard and deep, she couldn’t imagine anything more terrible. It took up all the space in her mind.
Even breathing hurt. She took shallower dips of air. Still it felt as if a shard of glass was lodged in her side just under her left breast. Her tears were reflex, molten pools that burned beneath her shuttered eyelids. Her ribs were probably broken. That was her first coherent thought, that Terrence had broken her ribs again. She splayed her fingers, feeling the sheet beneath her, the pillow bunched under her head. She was in bed, but with no remembrance of how she’d gotten here. Under her own power? Had Terrence brought her? He often did that when she needed assistance, although he no longer apologized as he had in their early days together.
He never brought her roses.
Was he here? Watching her even now? She lay rigid, alert through every pore of her skin for some sign of his presence, but sensing none. She cracked open her eyes to empty space and light like pearls. It was morning then. She crawled her hand across the expanse of mattress, encountered no one, heard nothing other than a patter of rain, the whisper of a breeze, damp, sweet smelling.
A window must be open somewhere.
Oh, no! If it rained in on the carpet— Sophia threw back the bed clothes and clenched her teeth to keep from crying out. Wrapping one arm around her midsection, she used the other to lever her body upright. On her feet, she hobbled through the loft, found the offending open window in his office and shut it.
It was when she turned and saw the door to his dark room standing open that she remembered. Marbella. Terrence was en route to Marbella on the Costa del Sol in Spain to do a photo shoot for a fashion catalogue. She vaguely remembered hearing him call for a cab, near midnight, after he’d beaten her. He wouldn’t be home for days. He would stay on after the shoot to party with the models he photographed. Sophia didn’t any longer delude herself that she would ever be one of them; he hadn’t kept that promise or any promise he’d made when he’d rescued her and Dylan.
In the bathroom, she looked at her image in the mirror, that was unmarred. Two years had passed since she’d moved in with him and all this time, he had been faithful to his habit of never hitting her where it would show and she was no closer to understanding what might set him off. Last night he’d lost his temper when he found out from a neighbor that Sophia had let a plumber into the house. She’d had to because Dylan had pulled off his diaper and flushed it down the toilet and it had overflowed.
It would have been fine, too; she’d had it all cleaned up and working and the plumber had gone, but then Terrence had run into that meddling Frieda Lampert who clerked at Baker’s Drugs and Liquor down the block. Nosy Frieda who knew everyone’s business in the neighborhood and who could never keep still about it. Sophia opened the medicine cabinet, looked in at the array of prescription bottles: Seconal, Nembutal, Demerol, Milltown. There were others she took with names she couldn’t pronounce. A few years later, when she would buy the bestselling novel, Valley of the Dolls, the similarities of herself to Neely O’Hara would make her cringe. Sophia wouldn’t be able to finish reading the book.
But the drugs weren’t cause for alarm or shame or regret while she was living with Terrence. Only he was the source for those. How can I pound it into you, that you can’t let strange men in the house? You’re lucky you weren’t raped. I’m punishing you to save you, so you’ll remember next time. His voice ran on and on in her mind.
For your own good ...because I care about you....
How? How could that be true? Last time when she’d gone to the emergency room at All Saints, the doctor had said if he saw her there again, he’d call the police. Sophia had not thought of what Terrence did to her in criminal terms until then. She’d refused treatment that day and left the ER, but not before she’d told the doctor that Terrence would kill her if he found out she’d come to the hospital, much less if the police appeared at their door.
He would kill her plain and simple.
The man she loved and feared and hated would put her in her grave. For what? What had she ever done to him?
Sophia closed the medicine cabinet. She was taking too many pills. Terrence said so, which confused her because he was the one who procured them, who encouraged her to take them. To loosen her up, he said. For sex, he meant. Another thing he said she was no good at. She held onto the sink edge fighting a wave of sickness. Yesterday had been her nineteenth birthday and he’d bought her exactly nothing. She had exactly nothing: a man who beat her for no reason; a child she didn’t want and couldn’t take care of.
What had ever made her think she could? She limped into the kitchen, filled a juice glass with wine and drank it in one swallow. She drank another and another. Poured a fourth glass and swirled it, not drinking, agitation growing, thinking of Dylan’s birth father, the boy who when she’d told him she was pregnant with his child had called her a lying whore even though he knew she’d never slept with anyone else. He’d walked away and no one had thought one bad thing about him. While she’d been stripped of everything, including her junior and senior years of high school, he’d graduated with their class and been awarded a football scholarship to Texas Tech. He was there now, having the time of his life. While she was here, stuck with nothing. His brat that she hated. And herself that she hated even more.
And now the brat was crying.
Stupid Dylan always cried.
Goddamnit!
“Shut up!” she shouted and with the fresh glass of wine in hand, she flew from the kitchen into the bathroom. Dylan’s cries broke over her head, sheered the crust from what little was left of her self control. She set the tumbler down on the vanity, jerked open the medicine cabinet door, fingering the array of bottles, tumbling them from the shelf into the sink, onto the floor. She knelt, whimpering, scrabbling until she found the Demerol. In moments, she had swallowed several tablets, washed them down with wine, and leaving the mess, she ran into Dylan’s room. The noise of his screaming deafened her, addled her wits.
But then when his eyes saucered at the sight of her, she realized she was the one making all the racket. The horrible screeches were coming from her and she clapped her hands over her mouth to stop them. She made herself take a breath and for a second or two, she thought she would be all right. She would not go off the ledge of what little sanity she had left. She would not lose herself to the rising funnel of pain that clawed at her ribs and grayed her vision. But then she was overwhelmed by the stench of the filth in his pants and screaming, she scooped him from his bed and put him down hard on his feet.
“Sorry, Mommy,” he hiccupped, and he kept on repeating it over and over, faster and faster, “Sorrysorrysorry....”
But her voice rose over his: “Big boys don't shit their pants,” she lectured, jerking his elbow. “Do you hear me?”
And then she pulled him, sobbing, into the bathroom. She stood him beside the tub, began stripping off his clothes, overalls, T-shirt, socks, which she looked on with vague wonder: Why wasn’t he in his pajamas? Had she forgotten? All were tossed into a heap on the floor until Dylan was standing in front of her naked and shivering, eyes reddened and full of bewilderment and fear.
Sophia’s own eyes filled with tears. It hurt her to lift him into the tub. “I can't do this,” she whispered. “I'm no good for you,” she told him. “I don't know what to do, don’t know what to do.” The words were a mantra repeated as she soaped him, rinsed him.
Once he was toweled dry, she dressed him in a fresh pair of green-plaid overalls and a shirt and pushed his arms into the sleeves of his red cardigan sweater, the one with the train engine from The Little Engine That Could appliquéd on the pocket, and then she knelt down and peered at him, using her thumb to wipe away the salty tear tracks and the mucous that was puddled under his nose. She brushed his hair off his brow. “Don't cry,” she said softly. “Mommy's sorry too.”
They were in the car then, Terrence's precious silver Jaguar taken without his permission, speeding out beyond the city limits north of Fort Worth, driving on the wet highway toward Henrietta and home. She didn't have a plan, only the vague idea that if she was physically present, literally standing on her parents’ doorstep, surely her father would take her side. Surely he wouldn't let Esther turn Sophia away.
And Esther didn’t. Not at first.
She was at the kitchen sink washing dishes when Sophia arrived and although the back door was open to the misty April air, she gave no sign that she’d heard the car, or Sophia’s steps. And Sophia didn’t give her presence away as she might have. Instead she stood on the back stoop holding Dylan in her arms, looking through the screen at her mother. At Esther’s elbows that made angry corners, at her spine that seemed set at an unforgiving angle, and her heart filled with misgiving. Her mother would never let her come back to the farm again, not to live.
But now Esther turned and at the sight of Sophia turning away, she said: “Sophia, is that you? Heaven’s alive, you look like a ghost out there in all the fog and rain.”
“Hello, Mama. I’ve brought your grandson to see you.” Sophia boosted Dylan a bit, making an offering of him.
“Well, come in.” Esther approached drying her hands briskly on a kitchen towel. “Wipe your feet. Don’t mess up the floor. I just mopped it. You drove here in all this terrible weather? I wish you’d called first.”
“I knew you'd say no.” Sophia shifted Dylan in her arms. His head bobbled on her shoulder. He was still half-asleep from the drive, breathing through his mouth.
“He needs changing,” Esther said making a face. “I can smell him from here. He’s not toilet trained yet?”
“I think he has an upset stomach, from—from teething, you know.”
“You have a fresh diaper, I trust?”
Sophia groaned. She’d left the diaper bag and her purse at the loft, hadn’t even thought— “I—I’m not feeling right, either, Mama.” She touched her temple. “Can I use the bathroom?”
“Here, give him to me.” Esther took Dylan, not gently. “Go on.” She made a shooing motion.
“I might have known....” Sophia heard her grumble. That wouldn’t be the end of it either, Sophia thought. You’re a terrible mother, you have no business being a mother, you can’t even take care of yourself, etcetera, etcetera. Sophia bit the inside of her cheek. She went into the bathroom, closed the door and leaned against it. After a moment, she used the toilet, idly twitching aside the curtain at the window that gave a view of the side yard as she did so.
The picnic table her dad had built was still there looking weather beaten and forlorn. Summers when Aunt Frances had come to visit, she and Sophia’s mother had sat out there smoking and drinking Gin Rickeys. Sophia had watched them from this window, perched on her knees on the toilet lid. The murmur of their voices, their giggles and sometimes outright raucous laughter, had drifted in the night air along with the smell of dust, a headier sweetness of honeysuckle, the smoke from their cigarettes. Once while Sophia had looked on in secret, she’d seen the sisters slow-dancing together on the tabletop while Frances hummed snatches of Moonlight Serenade. Esther’d had her eyes half closed; she’d looked soft and dreamy, almost beautiful. It had made Sophia think of the way Lauren Bacall looked in the movies when she was thinking of Humphrey Bogart.
Sophia had been astonished, mesmerized; she hadn’t been able to take her eyes from her mother. The tenderness and longing in Esther’s posture, her expression, had made Sophia want to cry. She still wanted to cry just thinking of it. That love she had seen glowing in her mother’s face, where did it go? Who was it for? Sophia didn’t understand. And she wouldn’t, not until she found the love letters. Then, reading them, she would realize that it had been Teddy her mother had been dreaming of. Teddy alone had had the power to soften her mother’s heart, to melt away the bitter lines that etched the corners of her mouth and fissured her brow, while Sophia was the embodiment of Esther’s lifelong disappointment. Her burden. Her duty.
She, Sophia, was the reason why Esther would not have deserted her family and gone to Teddy. Sophia would know the answer to that question without having to ask.
But now she washed her hands, splashed cold water on her face, dabbed it dry and looked at her reflection in the glass. She felt muzzy and hollow, and as if she wasn’t here.
And maybe that was best.
Leaving the bathroom, she detoured to the doorway of her parents’ bedroom. Her dad was in the bed, curled on his side, snoring softly. Sophia walked to the bedside. “Daddy?”
He didn’t stir. She guessed he was sick. He often was. Of his wife’s harsh tongue, Sophia thought. She wondered if he would mind if she laid down beside him and slept too. For maybe the next ten or fifty or one hundred years. She touched his cheek that was remarkably smooth and unlined. He slept so soundly as if he had not a worry in the world. Even Dylan did not sleep so well. Certainly he wasn’t concerned for them.
Sophia would remember this image of her dad all her life, his closed eyes, the near unmarred oblivion reflected in his face, and she’d think that she had known then, even through her haze, that he’d made his escape; she’d never see him again. And she would wonder: How could she have known this about her dad but not about her son, who would die first and more horribly?
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In the kitchen, her mother was holding Dylan on a folded bath towel on her lap. “I used a kitchen towel for a diaper, but he’s got no rubber pants on and I won’t have him soaking me.”
At the sight of Sophia, he started to fuss and she reached for him, but Esther turned him sharply over her shoulder and rubbed his back until he grew quiet. Sophia sat opposite her and tried to imagine Esther’s hand stroking her back that way, but she didn't think it could have happened.
She said, “Is Daddy sick?”
“You know your father never has been a strong man.” Disgust crimped the edges of Esther’s voice.
Sophia glanced at the clock. Nearly noon. She watched the second hand jump and wondered if her mother would offer them lunch. She wondered if Esther would let her go into her old room and lie down; her head felt so heavy—
“Sophia!”
She jumped.
“Whatever is the matter with you? Are you on dope?”
“No, of course not. What would make you say—?”
“Why did you come here?”
“Terrence is out of town.”
“He’s left you.”
“No, not—not yet, but—”
“What did you expect?” Esther demanded. “This child wasn’t six weeks old when you took up with him, a stranger you met in a grocery store.”
“We’re going to be married, Mother.”
“He’s finally asked you? You have a ring?”
She ducked her chin, slicked her hair behind her ears.
“Oh, Sophia, how can you be so stupid? He isn’t going to marry you. Why would he when he’s getting all he wants for free? Never mind that you’re dragging some other man’s child.”
“At least he wanted me. You didn’t. Aunt Frances didn’t. I heard what she said to you on the phone the night I left her house. I heard her say we weren’t her responsibility. You turned your back on me, both you and Aunt Frances did.”
“Wait just one minute, young lady. You were given every chance. You were an honor student, scholarship material. You said you wanted to be a doctor and this family—your family— put everything aside to help you.”
Sophia lowered her head. She would not cry. She would not give her mother her tears.
“But you chose to go after that boy, you got yourself in trouble.” Esther’s glare is merciless. “And now, after all that I did to see to it you had the opportunity I never had, you have the nerve to come back here and accuse me of turning my back on you?”
Sophia didn’t answer.
“You’ve made your bed.” Esther plunked Dylan into Sophia’s lap. “I can’t unmake it. In any case you appear to be doing all right if that fancy car outside is any indication.”
“It isn’t mine. It belongs to Terrence.”
“Huh. So he knows how to make money. Or did he inherit? Is his family wealthy?” Esther narrowed her eyes.
“I’ve told you, he’s a fashion photographer and right now, he’s in Spain taking pictures for a catalogue. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here. He’d be furious if he knew; he’d probably have me arrested for stealing his car. I’m not supposed to drive it because he—he thinks I’m—” Stupid. Sophia bit her lip. It was the same claim her mother had just made about her. Who knew Esther and Terrence would have so much in common?
Esther stood up, pushing her chair under the table. “I gather what you’re going to say next is that Mr. Rich and Famous Fashion Photographer is mistreating you.”
Sophia lifted her shoulders. “He isn’t so fond of Dylan, you know, because, like you said, he’s not the—”
“Didn’t I tell you? Before you had that child, a baby isn't a doll you pick up and play with whenever you're in the mood. You don't go around picking up stray men to be a child's father, either. But now you’ve done it, you’ve got to stick with it, for your boy’s sake. It’s what mothers do, we sacrifice.”
“Look at me, Mother.” Sophia shifted Dylan to her right side and raised her blouse. “This is what Terrence did to me last night. Six months ago he broke my collarbone. The hospital wanted to call the police.”
Esther kept her gaze on Sophia’s face. “Has he hurt the child?”
“No, it’s probably just a matter of time though.”
“Well, I expect he would have by now if he was going to.” Esther handed Sophia the folded bath towel and went to the refrigerator; she opened the freezer door, hunted through the contents. “It’s all you’ve got, Sophia. Do you understand me? No other man’s going to want you now, not a decent one anyway and the next one might do worse to you.”
Esther yanked a package of frankfurters out of the freezer and slammed the door. She set the package in the sink and met Sophia’s gaze. “No man is perfect. At least this one has ambition and plenty of money. It’s more than your father ever had.”
So it was all right that Terrence beat her? Sophia searched Esther’s expression hunting for some other meaning. A glimmer of understanding, compassion. But there was nothing, only the blunt edge of Esther’s decision: Sophia wasn’t welcome here.
She stood up, hefting Dylan in her arms. Pain that was more heart-deep than physical chewed at the edges of sense, of composure.
“A child needs a father.” Esther followed Sophia to the back door.
“Terrence doesn’t know the meaning of the word.” Sophia settled Dylan into the front seat of the Jaguar. “Sit down,” she told him through gritted teeth, but he wouldn’t and when she pulled his legs out from under him, he began to cry. She came around the rear-end of the Jag; she wanted to cry herself.
She started to get in the car, but she was angry and shaking and went instead to the foot of the stoop to look at Esther through the screen. “What sacrifices did you make for me, Mother? Do you mean the kitchen towel you pinned on Dylan a while ago? I’ll mail it back.”
“That’s enough, Sophia. I did my best by you. You will not now blame me because things haven’t worked out to your liking.”
“He’s going to kill me.”
Esther’s eyes rolled. “For heaven’s sake, Sophia, do you never tire of all the drama? You get that from your father’s side of the family. Certainly none of my people were so overblown.”
Sophia wheeled and dropping herself into the driver’s seat of the Jaguar, she slammed the door against the brunt force of her mother’s voice, closed her ears to Dylan’s piercing wails. Within minutes, she was back on the rural route heading for the highway. When she reached it, she turned south heading to Fort Worth. Where else? She would go back to the loft, put Dylan to bed. Take more Demerol and knock herself out. Terrence wouldn’t know; he wouldn’t be home for a week or longer. By then she’d have come up with a plan. She would think of something.
She wiped her eyes, under her nose, bent forward straining to see. The drizzling rain and clouds of mist that billowed off the pavement glistened like opals, like tears. Her tears and Dylan’s. After a time his broken sobs settled into ragged breathing, the occasional weary sigh. The rain stopped, but the windshield kept fogging. She was groping for the defrost when Dylan spoke, when she heard him say, “Uh-oh, Mommy,” and looked up.
She had no more than a moment to register an appearance of legs and a brushstroke of brown fur leaping into her lane before reflex brought her foot down hard on the brake. The Jaguar fishtailed. She felt the rear end lift. There was a scream. Hers? Dylan’s? The telephone pole loomed from nowhere. There was the sound when the Jaguar collided with it and then nothing.
The cooling tick of the engine, the errant breath of the wind.




Chapter 22
Saturday, October 9, 1999 - 8 days remain
“Grace is here.” Carolyn has waylaid Sophia in the driveway.
“They found Thomas?”
“In Livingston.”
“Thank heaven.”
“Maybe not. He was trying to go to the prison to see his dad.”
“What? But how did he—?”
“It’s a long story. Someone called Cort and he drove up there and got Thomas and took him home. Grace said when they got there, she lost it; she had to leave. She didn’t know where else to go. I made her a cup of tea,” Carolyn adds.
“Chamomile.” Sophia smiles.
“What else?” Carolyn smiles, too, and Sophia’s mind eases a bit. “Larry’s telling her about the time he was arrested and jailed after he had a car accident in Mexico when he was in high school, how it nearly gave his parents a heart attack. I think he thinks it will make her feel better.”
“Who knows, maybe it will.” Sophia reaches into her car for her purse.
“I told him about the baby.”
“And?” Sophia shuts the car door.
“He’s ecstatic.”
“I knew he would be. So, the wedding is—?”
“We’ll see, Mom. He has to leave pretty quick. He’s got a case to prepare for, and he doesn’t want to take a chance with the weather.”
The storm in the gulf was a hurricane now, named Marie. “But it’s small.” Sophia spaces her thumb and index finger an inch apart. “Only a category one.”
“Let’s hope it stays that way. Can I use your car to drive Larry to the airport?”
Sophia passes her the keys.
“I’m not flying back with him.”
“I wasn’t—”
“I can hear your mental wheels clicking. Anyway, I thought I’d stay home awhile longer, if it’s all right.”
“Of course,” Sophia says.
“It’s just— I’m going to be a mom.” Carolyn looks star struck.
“That you are.” Sophia smiles.
“It’s so different from what I thought I’d be doing.”
“You need time to become accustomed to the idea.”
Carolyn nods. “When I go back to Chicago, we’ll have to tell his parents.”
“Are you worried about that?”
“His mother has her heart set on a huge wedding. She wants to micro manage every detail.”
“You can’t let her bully you.” Sophia is thinking of Madeleine.
“I told Larry I’d be just as happy living in sin.”
“What did he say.”
“You know how he is. He’d live any way I want to.”
“You know it would be hard to find anyone more good natured.”
“Yes, but now it’s all up to me what we do.”
Sophia touches Carolyn’s cheek, tucks her hair behind her ear. They go together toward the house.
“You sounded so serious when you said we should sit down. You aren’t sick, are you?”
“No, no, Cecie. I’m fine. Let’s not make more drama of it than it is.” She opens the kitchen door and Grace rises and walks straight into her embrace.
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Pleading a need to use the powder room, Sophia detours upstairs to her bedroom to telephone Cort. “Grace is here,” she tells him when he answers.
“I figured. Is she still upset?”
“She’s a little calmer now. How’s Thomas?”
“Miserable. And not just from the hangover.”
“I guess the police were mistaken. Grace said Luke was driving?”
“I’m not sure what’s true. According to what I was told Thomas had Luke pulled out of the car by the time paramedics arrived. He told the police he could smell gasoline and he was afraid the car would catch fire, which is all fine and dandy, except the cops and the witnesses who were there say he was tending Luke on the passenger side of the vehicle. I don’t think he would have pulled Luke across the seats, do you?”
“Grace didn’t mention that.”
“She wants to believe him.”
Sophia sits on the bench at the foot of her bed.
“I guess Thomas has until Luke wakes up to tell the truth. Right now, I just pray to God the boy does wake up. Otherwise—” Cort doesn’t fill in the rest; Sophia imagines that he can’t. She hopes he never has to.
“You found Thomas in Livingston?”
“Yep.”
“Has he said why he went there? Why he wanted to see his dad?”
“Not yet.” Cort hesitates. “There’s something on his mind, though. Even before the accident I was getting this vibration. He seems—”
A silence prickles.
“Cort?”
“I don’t know. I have a hunch he’s covering, but for what or who I’m not sure.”
“He mentioned Brian to me when we talked,” Sophia says, “that he thought Brian should be the focus of his mother’s concern, but when I asked Grace about it at dinner last night, she was mystified. Do you have any idea what he meant?”
Cort says he doesn’t. “But you know,” he adds, “Thomas is pretty broken up right now. He’s vulnerable. I don’t think he’s got the stomach to carry whatever this is by himself much longer.”
“He may just need a little more time.”
“I guess that means I should wait until after he’s come clean to wring his neck.” Cort laughs, but the sound is uneasy.
Still, Sophia joins him wanting to sustain the lighter moment.
He says, “I want you to know it wasn’t my intention that you should be so involved.”
“What was your intention?”
He exhales, a huge frustrated breath. “Okay, so maybe I did think you’d help us. It was all over the news how you testified for that pervert Doaks and I figured why not? If you would go to court for that sick bastard surely you’d agree to at least have a look at Jarrett’s case.”
Cort’s pause seems to invite comment, or more likely, a defense. Sophia crosses her arm over her middle.
“He’s my brother, Dr. Beckman.”
She waits through another hitch.
“I’m not—none of us is ready to lose him and, believe me, I know how nuts that sounds in view of my feelings for Grace.”
“I understand, but speaking strictly to the legal aspect, as Grace has pointed out to me, your brother’s case is not the same as Jody’s. Now if I can continue to be of help to you and your family in a supportive role as a counselor, then I’m prepared to do that, but with regard to any appeal involving grounds of mental defect—”
“That’s off the table. The judge denied Grace’s request to force Jarrett to take medication for depression.”
“I’m sorry.”
“She didn’t tell you?”
“No.”
“She took it hard, really hard. I tried to talk to her, you know, but I think—” Cort clears his throat. “I think she—she could really use a friend right now, a—another woman who— It’s been a while since she’s had anyone.” he stops again.
Sophia studies the floor giving him space to recover his balance, thinking this is no longer a question of psychology, even for her, but of humanity. The way Cort sounds, the anxiety and pain in his voice, it is as if he has brought her his wounded treasures and laid them on her doorstep. Here are my loves in need of succor, compassion. Faith. He wears his feelings for his family in his eyes. It’s useless for Sophia to pretend she hasn’t seen that.
She can’t even be angry at him for having misled her or take satisfaction from knowing her hunch, that he had some agenda, was right.
“I should have been honest with you from the first day. I’m sorry I wasn’t.”
Sophia stands up.
“If you want me to find someone else to finish painting your house, I can do that.”
“Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary.”
“Please don’t let what I did influence your relationship with Grace. She has no idea what I had in mind.”
“Cort, I only said I wouldn’t be involved legally. I’m here for you, otherwise. Here for Grace and your family.”
He answers that it’s more than he deserves and his voice is so graveled with relief and simple gratitude that Sophia’s own throat knots. She puts her fingertips there, but even as she does this, regret is coming on hard.
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“Does Jarrett know about Thomas’s accident?” Sophia has come back downstairs to sit with Grace, while Larry and Carolyn are busy collecting Larry’s gear.
“The officer I spoke to said he’d been told, but you never know with those people. Honestly, I hope he doesn’t know. It will only make him feel more helpless than he already does. Although, I guess you must have reached the human limit for helplessness if you’ve asked to die.” Grace’s shrug is eloquent evidence of her resignation. She fiddles with her teaspoon.
Sophia waits.
“There are women who write to men on death row, mostly ridiculous stuff. They think they’re in love. Jarrett’s had letters from some of them, but I never thought he wrote back.”
“You found out differently?”
“A few days ago, he wrote to me about a woman who’s been writing to him, who doesn’t sign her name, just her initial. L. She says she’s his mother, his birth mother.”
“Is that possible?”
“I don’t know.” Grace pauses. “Usually they want to marry the inmates not mother them.”
“Does she have proof?”
“The birth dates match. She said when he was born she was homeless and afraid. She left him on the steps of a church.”
“In Houston?”
“No, south of there. Brownsville. Jarrett’s adoptive parents did live in that area once.” Grace wipes her face. “The woman lives in England now. She’s been sending him books of philosophy.”
“How did she find him?”
“I don’t know. I think the only reason Jarrett told me about her is because he’s afraid she’s crazy enough to contact me.”
“He doesn’t believe her.”
“He doesn’t act as if he does, but suppose it’s true? She couldn’t possibly think she could make up for what she did, could she? She didn’t even bother to stay around long enough to see if he was found.”
“I suppose she might have felt circumstances were—” Sophia hesitates. “She must have felt she had no other choice, that she couldn’t take adequate—”
“Evidently she was in prison too. Jarrett thinks, or at least before she claimed she was his mom, he thought she had some special understanding of him, because she knew what it was like to be incarcerated.”
“What did she do? Do you know?”
“She shot her boyfriend, who was abusive to her. She got two years for manslaughter and while she served her sentence, she became pen pals with a man in England. She lives there with him now.”
“Huh. Well, it’s quite a story.”
The silence they share carries the murmur of Carolyn’s voice, the sound of Larry’s laughter. And the clock, always the clock, ticking away the time on the mantel in the living room.
“Arlene told me that when she first brought Jarrett home all he did was ask for his mama in this shaky little voice that would break your heart.” Grace presses her fingertips to her eyes.
“Yes, it would.”
“I don’t think Jarrett has ever felt loved or safe in his life and now—now he’s going to—” Her voice breaks now into sobs that are harder because she fights them.
Sophia kneels beside her, holding her. “Let it go,” she urges softly. “Let it come out, I’m right here.” Once she catches sight of Carolyn and Larry hovering, anxious-faced, in the doorway and when she gives her head a tiny shake, they retreat.
After a while her knees begin to ache, but she doesn’t move. She would hold time, the very earth still on its axis, if she could, to keep the ground from shifting under Grace again. Finally, when her weeping subsides, Sophia straightens; she finds a tissue and sets it in Grace’s hand. She rinses a fresh dish cloth in cold water and brings that to Grace too.
“Thomas wasn’t driving,” Grace declares when she has recovered her composure. “I don’t care what the police or Luke’s parents say. You don’t believe he’d lie about such a thing, do you?”
“Do you know why he wanted to see his dad?” Sophia asks instead of offering reassurance she can’t feel good about.
“I don’t care. I’m worried sick about Luke. If he doesn’t— But he will; he’ll wake up and tell his parents the truth. They just can’t believe it now.” Her voice turns bitter. “They probably think Thomas made Luke drink, too, and made him take the car. Because after all look at Thomas’s dad. Like father, like son, right?”
Sophia thinks how she has imagined the ugly sound of those very words coming from her mother’s mouth in relation to Carolyn. She covers Grace’s bunched hands with her own.




Chapter 23
Tuesday, October 12, 1999: 5 days remain
“Didn’t Jesus say money is the root of all evil?”
“The love of money, Jarrett, and it was Paul who said it, that the love of money is the root of all evil.” The padre bends forward on his elbow keeping the receiver to his ear.
“The love of money.” Jarrett repeats the words. Was that where it had started for him? What he remembers is envy. He remembers anger. Hunger. Lust. Wanting, always wanting. To be rich, to have so much money, he never had to think about it again. He had imagined owning a beach, an entire island. He had dreamed of the day when he would never answer to anyone.
“Can you see how the accurate wording shifts the responsibility?” the padre asks. “It isn’t money that’s to blame for the greed in the world. It isn’t money, or even the things it can buy, that craves ownership, or that becomes afflicted with obsession, but the human mind and heart. That’s where Paul was directing us to look, within ourselves.”
“What I saw growing up was that how good you were didn’t matter. Ethics, morals, didn’t matter. That isn’t how business is done. If you can play the game, that’s what counts. The Louis Tilleys, the Rafe Salazars of the world, they knew how to play the game.”
“But they’re—”
“Dead. Yeah.” Jarrett groans.
“What is it?” Martin questions gently.
“All this talking, Padre. What good is it?”
“What do you mean?”
“Religion, it’s just—talk.” Jarrett tacks on the word. His mouth is dry. Sense is clouded by fear; he’s weak with anxiety, a need he can’t name. “They’ll be moving me soon to The Walls. I’m down to it and I guess—I guess— I wonder what’s next. I want to know. I thought it didn’t matter—” He breaks off. It sounds as lame as he knew it would.
But Martin, who has a soft round face, the sort of face that shows every emotion, looks elated. He looks as if he’s wondering whether he’s going to lead a lost lamb to Jesus after all.
Seeing this, Jarrett is quick to apologize, to say he didn’t mean to give the impression that he’d changed his mind about what the Padre was selling. “It’s nothing personal.”
“So you’ve said, but as your spiritual advisor all I want is to see you find peace and since you’re so determined to die, eternal rest. I don’t necessarily need to acquire your soul for the Baptist church. I think I’ve told you that.”
“If only it were that simple.”
“But it is. If you’d allow the love of Christ to grow in your heart.”
“Say I went along and got on my knees, what good would it do? The two men I murdered would still be just as dead. They would still find bits of flesh and bone stuck to the goddamn walls.”
Martin’s jaw clenches visibly, but he dismisses Jarrett’s second apology. “It’s why I’m here,” he says, “to listen, to offer support, if I can.”
“I appreciate it, too, Padre. You’re the only one left I can talk to honestly. You just receive what I say and never give up.”
“Not as long as you’re breathing.”
“And when I’m not?”
“I want to believe that God is merciful no matter what.”
A silence hangs, one of the awkward pauses that seem inevitable in prison visits.
Jarrett scoots his fingertips along the countertop’s edge. “I try and sit out there, you know? I try to see what you see. Not a cold-blooded killer, right? Not some heartless animal. If you saw me that way, you wouldn’t waste your time. You’d know not even your God could grant—” He shuts his mouth, his eyes. It’s too much to say, too big and dark.
“What I see,” Martin says, filling the gap, “is a man, a very human being, who is struggling to find his way. But you won’t find it tormenting yourself over what’s past.”
“You heard about Thomas, my son?”
“That he was in an accident, yes, I was relieved when—”
“He took off, did you know? He was trying to get here. To see me. I don’t know why. I just wish it had happened, that I could have talked to him. Just once more.”
“Do Grace or Cort know what Thomas might have had in mind?”
“They said he was drunk, not making much sense.” Jarrett pinches the bridge of his nose. “I feel so useless, so damn responsible. If he was driving and Luke dies, they’ll try him for manslaughter. They’ll go hard on him because of me.”
“But I heard his friend’s out of the coma, that he’s going to be all right.”
“What? Are you kidding?”
“No one told you?”
Jarrett snorts. “Hell, no. You’re sure?”
“I am.”
“Thank God.”
The padre looks away.
“What? So, he was the driver? Oh, my God. Has he been arrested?”
“Not that I’ve heard.”
“Jesus Christ! What in the hell was that kid thinking? Why would he pull such a stupid goddamn—?” Jarrett stops mid-rant.
Why’d you steal, Dad? Why’d you kill? Thomas’s voice, his eleven-year-old child’s voice beats a path through Jarrett’s brain. He’d asked Jarrett over and over. And on the day Jarrett was sentenced to die, Thomas had screamed. Screamed and screamed: Don’t take my dad away. Please don’t take him.... Jarrett lays aside the receiver; he bows his head into his hands.
Thomas has never called him Dad since, because he hasn’t been a dad. Blame, he’s been to blame.
Jarrett can hear the padre telling him to breathe, to focus on what’s good. “The boys are alive, safe.” The padre goes on offering a river of speech that’s meant to placate. He says something about the DA’s office. That if Thomas gets arrested, he’ll go there; he’ll put in a word.
And that’s when it hits Jarrett like a brick between his shoulder blades, that he’ll never know what happens to Thomas. He’ll never know the men Thomas or Brian will become. Or what sort of woman Megan will be. He’ll be dead by then, by his own wish. The realization scoops the air from his lungs.
Martin’s look is wondering, worried.
Jarrett picks up the receiver. “My family—”
“You don’t want to leave them.”
“I have to, for their sake, but I can’t lie to you of all people and say I’m not scared, scared shitless to go through with it.”
“Then don’t. You have avenues—”
“But isn’t it what your God mandates? An eye for an eye?”
“You know my views on the death penalty. A man is never outside the Kingdom of Heaven or beyond our Lord’s plan for redemption, if only he—”
“Forget it. I’m being a jerk.” Jarrett points to his head and says he’s losing it. He thinks of Terry Ray whom he’s heard talking to the cracks in the walls; he’s named them after women, created entire fantasies around them. Jarrett has felt it too: the serrated edge of madness grating lightly across his mind. He’s heard its voice muttering from the recesses of his brain. He’s fought it for six years now, for as long as he can.
“Would you rather I’d go?” Martin asks.
“No, no.” It’s the last thing Jarrett wants and when Martin asks about L, Jarrett seizes on the subject.
“You won’t believe it,” he says. “She seems to think she’s my mother, my birth mother. She’s coming here from England.”
The padre’s eyes widen.
“Coming in time to see me die. How’s that for irony?”
“Do you believe her?”
Jarrett shrugs. It’s a hard question. He’s found something in her letters and in the books she’s sent him, a doorway to somewhere that felt— Safe is the word that appears in his mind. He has trusted her. Now she’s given him this bullshit, that she’s the one who birthed him and then abandoned him as if he was nothing to her, an inconvenience, yesterday’s trash. She’s explained the circumstances, that she was homeless at the time of his birth and frightened. She believed giving him up meant he would have a better life.
After reading that, he had written back to her. One line: Is this a joke? She replied that it wasn’t, that she had gone back and forth throughout the months of their correspondence wondering whether to tell him, whether it was right, but that she had decided she couldn’t live with herself if she did not.
He had written back to her: I won’t be living at all.
“Is she aware you don’t want anyone present?” the padre asks now.
“She says she’s coming anyway. She seems to think if she can convince me she’s my mother, I’ll make an exception.”
“But you won’t.” Martin alone knows the reason: that Jarrett is afraid of weeping, afraid that when they lay him down on the gurney in the death chamber his tears will flow as readily as the chemicals that will ultimately stop his heart. He can’t keep the men who will execute him from seeing his weakness, but he can deny other witnesses access.
“She’s crazy,” Jarrett says, “just another nutcase looking for a front row seat. Let her stand outside and light her candle like all the rest of the fruitcakes.”
The padre says he’s going to pray for her.
A man in a gray uniform passes behind Jarrett and gives a five minute warning.
Martin says, “I heard you spoke to the government agents about the codex.”
“A few days ago. Why?”
“You won’t tell them where it is even to save your life?”
“I couldn’t if I wanted to, Padre. I don’t know where it is. In any case Bush has met with that group from Madrid. He told them the cause of justice had to take precedence over the recovery of an antiquity, especially one of uncertain authenticity like the 2037.”
“But you’ve seen it. Is it the real thing do you think?”
“I don’t know much about that stuff. It all looked old to me.”
“A show I watched on television said the information the 2037 contains is extremely detailed, that when the endtime comes—”
“Don’t tell me you believe in that?”
“The Maya did.”
“Okay, but what if what they wrote was misinterpreted? What if what they were talking about wasn’t a cataclysm, but an evolutionary shift of some kind?”
“What sort of shift?”
“I don’t know. I ran across the idea in one of the books L sent. It said something about the ability of consciousness to expand. It’s a scientific fact that we have more brain capacity than we use. What if we start using it? The world would be different, wouldn’t it?”
“Different how?”
“I don’t know, Padre. You’re the one who speaks of a kingdom.”
Martin doesn’t respond.
Jarrett holds his gaze. “Are you worried?”
“Suppose I am?”
“It surprises me, that’s all.”
“Why? I’m a man just like you. I have times of doubt.”
“But you also have faith.”
“Faith is a practice. Men need faith. God, or Truth, if you prefer, doesn’t need faith, or even belief, both of which are uncertain in men at the best of times.” Martin puts his head to one side. “I’m sorry if this causes you distress.”
“No more than usual.”
The guard comes back and when Jarrett flattens his palm on the Plexiglas, Martin does the same.




Chapter 24
Tuesday, October 12, 1999 - 5 days remain
Sophia makes a small breakfast for Carolyn, one scrambled egg and one slice of wheat toast with the crusts cut off and she tries not to hover, not to say that old trite thing about eating for two, but then Carolyn says it, “I’m eating for two now,” and they both laugh.
The phone rings as Sophia is filling the kettle to make a second cup of tea. Carolyn checks the caller ID. “It’s Trent Hunter again.”
“Don’t answer it.” Sophia shuts off the tap hard enough that the pipe knocks. “Why won’t that man leave me alone?”
“Maybe if you talked to him.”
“That would only encourage him.”
“Do you know what he wants?”
 “Nothing good.” Sophia sets the kettle on the stove and lights the burner.
Carolyn’s stare is intent. “You said we should talk, but so far, we haven’t. Should we do that now? Could it be that what you have to tell me is what he’s calling about?”
Sophia settles a tea bag in her cup.
“Mom? You’re kind of scaring me.”
“No, no, it’s nothing like that.”
The kettle whistles shrilly. The phone rings again.
“Don’t,” Sophia warns, switching off the fire.
“It’s Phil.”
Carolyn holds out the cordless and Sophia grabs it as if it is her lifeline, telling Carolyn, “I should take this. It’s—it’s about a—a case. You know.”
“No, I don’t know and, obviously, in spite of what you said, you don’t trust me after all.” She raises her hands cutting off Sophia’s denial. “I’m going for a run.”
Sophia answers the phone, asking Phil to wait, calling Carolyn’s name as she walks fast into the hallway. But Carolyn has already flung open the front door and when it slams behind her, Sophia flinches even though she was expecting it.
“What’s going on over there, Sophia?”
“Carolyn’s furious at me. Do you have a few minutes?” Sophia retraces her steps; she finishes making her tea.
“Sure, but let me ask you one thing first. Do you have any idea why Trent Hunter is calling me?”
“Oh, God.” Sophia sits at the breakfast table, pushing aside the morning newspaper, setting down her cup with a clatter. “You didn’t speak to him?”
“I wasn’t here, but his message mentions you specifically.”
“I think he knows something about Russ,” Sophia begins and she goes on sharing her worry that Russ may have been connected to Louis Tilley, that he may have purchased stolen artifacts, that he may have known about the missing 2037 codex. “I asked Cort about it.”
“And?”
“He said he never heard Russ’s name mentioned during the investigation.”
“But you think Hunter’s found some link?”
“Well, it has to be that, doesn’t it? The only other thing I can think is that Hunter’s worked his pernicious voodoo on Sharon Slade.”
“She wouldn’t tell him anything, Sophia. She’s far too discreet.”
Sophia doesn’t answer.
“You’ve discussed all this with Carolyn by now, right? You said you were going to. So if anything were to break in that regard—”
“Oh, Phil.” Sophia swallows feeling on the verge of tears. “It isn’t just about the drug use.”
“What do you mean?”
But Sophia doesn’t answer. She sidesteps. Speaks of Carolyn’s pregnancy, Carolyn’s difficulties. “She has enough on her shoulders, don’t you think?”
“So, it’s better if she hears it from Hunter when she turns on Heart of the Story?”
“But suppose it’s nothing to do with either me or Russ? Suppose it’s to do with the Capshaws?”
“Well, you mentioned you were concerned about that back when you hired Cort.” Phil takes a moment to consider. “It makes more sense, I guess. If Hunter’s found out Cort’s working there, he probably assumes it’s some kind of cover, that you actually intend to toss a Hail Mary on Capshaw’s behalf the way you did for Doaks. Hunter may be calling me to see if he can talk me into verifying his information since he can’t get to you.”
She chews her lip, thinking.
“Sophia?” Phil prompts.
“It’s just I should have heard from someone at the museum by now about the collection. Someone should have called to say when it would go on display. I would call them, but— I don’t know. I just have an odd feeling about it, a very odd feeling.”
“But Russ would never have involved himself with anything illegal. The man was a fanatic about his reputation. You know that better than anyone given the way you had to monitor your every word, your every—”
“It was the nature of his business, Phil. If you manage millions of dollars for your clients, your background, your credentials, and those of everyone associated with you had better be impeccable and you had better be discreet.”
Phil sighs. “You are nothing if not loyal.”
“Your point being?”
“That Russ is beyond need of defense or protection.”
“I only did what was expected as his wife; I’m not going to apologize.”
“But you aren’t bound by his expectation now. You aren’t his subordinate. You aren’t, and never were, his inferior.”
“Phil—”
“No, let me finish. I realize that you credit him with saving your life and other untold miracles and I won’t argue that. But you deserve credit too. He provided you with an opportunity, but you did the work, Sophia. You kicked your addiction. You went back to school and got an education. You brought yourself out of that terrible place through your own effort and persistence, your courage.”
“Phil, please.”
“You’re an inspiration to the few of us who know your story, but you can’t see that because you’re focused on your shame.”
“You’re making too much of it.”
“Think of the Slade family. Think how Sharon responded when you reached out to her. She didn’t care that you used drugs; she cared that you survived. She cared that you were sitting there with her a living, breathing success story. You were proof that people can come back from that, her son could come back and be well, be a whole person. That’s a gift, Sophia, and if that’s what Hunter’s on about— Well, I can’t buy it. What’s the story there? Somehow I don’t think he’s the type of reporter who’s into the hero’s journey. You know what I mean?”
Sophia picks up her cup. Tea sloshes over the rim. She sets it down.
“You need to have this out with Carolyn, the sooner the better.” Phil’s voice is a buzz in her ear. “Regardless of what Hunter’s on about, Carolyn deserves to hear the truth from you.”
“She’s already furious.”
“Not as furious as she’s going to get if she has to hear some sensationalized version of your story on the news.”
“I couldn’t stand it.”
“Then don’t let it happen,” Phil says. “Promise me.”
“All right,” Sophia says, but within minutes of his letting her go, she is already reconsidering. Asking herself if it isn’t foolish to assume that Trent Hunter, or any reporter for that matter, would have an interest in her. She’s a nobody. Who cares about her life, her history?
Russ is who the media cares about or the Capshaws. They’re the ones who are newsworthy and it’s as she’s entertaining these thoughts that her glance falls to the morning newspaper. Jarrett Capshaw’s mug shot stares out from beneath a headline that reads: Capshaw ready to die. Sophia studies his image. There won’t be a Hail Mary tossed in his case, she thinks. Even Trent Hunter must realize it’s too late for that. She scans the accompanying article that includes excerpts from Capshaw’s previous interviews and correspondence with the Lincoln County District Clerk's office.
The appeals process is of benefit when someone is wrongfully accused, Capshaw is quoted as saying, or when they have suffered as the result of inadequate counsel. In my case any appeal is a waste of the taxpayer's money. I'm guilty and I'm not interested in working the system. It isn't so different from being terminally ill and asking to have the machines unplugged. I'm asking to be taken off legal life support. It's my choice, my decision.
In another interview with an AP correspondent Capshaw indicated that while he appreciated that there were situations where attorneys for the families of the condemned, and for the ACLU and groups like them, provided an invaluable service, it wasn't true in his case and he respectfully requested that they cease interfering on his behalf.
How noble he sounds, Sophia thinks, shouldering responsibility for his crimes, claiming remorse. Amazingly, he stops short of what most death row inmates declare, that they’ve been saved by Jesus, or maybe the reporter failed to include that part.
Legal life support ...it’s an interesting analogy, but it’s just words, isn’t it? A lot of heroic sounding words. Who knows whether they’re genuine. Sophia sets the newspaper back on the table.
She wonders: Does the man realize what removing himself from legal life support is costing his family? That aside from leaving Grace a near-penniless widow with three fatherless children to raise, he’s leaving behind a legacy of emotional turmoil that might never be resolved? Leaving his wife and his brother in some morally ambiguous no man’s land without a way to find each other that is clear of guilt? Has Jarrett Capshaw ever once stopped to consider the consequences to others of his actions?
Sophia stands up now, too abruptly, and somehow her fingertips catch her cup and saucer, sweeping them to the floor. She cries out when the china shatters.
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She washes their breakfast dishes and then sits at the table waiting for Carolyn’s return, addled and filled with dread. Carolyn will come into the kitchen and they will have it out and nothing will ever be the same. Damage, there will be more damage, worse damage, to what is left of their relationship, that’s all, and Sophia has only herself to blame if it goes wrong. More wrong than it is now. She hears the front door open and stops her breath, but Carolyn bypasses the kitchen. She climbs the stairs and her tread is quiet, so quiet, and Sophia thinks: Am I not to be given even one chance? But she has been given a lifetime of chances and she’s dismissed every one.
Within a few minutes, she hears the shower come on and she goes to the foot of the stairs and looks up, but she can’t make herself follow her gaze. We can talk later, she tells herself, as long as it’s done today. She hasn’t time now anyway; she has a patient coming.
Returning to the kitchen at noon she finds a note and half expects to read that Carolyn has returned to Chicago, but instead she’s written that she’s gone to meet friends for lunch. I didn’t want to interrupt. I hope you don’t need the car. I won’t be long. The note is unsigned.
Sophia looks off at nothing. She would ask Cort if he spoke to her, but so far he hasn’t shown up for work today. She can only guess where he is, handling another in his long list of calamities, she thinks.
o0o
Thomas is seated at the end of the pier when she deserts her office between appointments and goes to the lake seeking a half hour’s respite. She hasn’t seen him since the car accident and while his appearance here is a surprise, she’s glad for the distraction it provides.
“Teacher workday,” he says before she can ask.
“Ah.” Sophia settles next to him. “This is so sturdy now since you and Cort worked on it. It’s wonderful.”
His shrug is dismissive. “Didn’t take much. A couple posts and some new boards, is all.”
Sophia knows it was more, three days of hard dirty work, but a discussion about that isn’t why Thomas is sitting here.
She lets her gaze follow his out over the lake. A smart breeze dithers, lifting her hair, plucking at the water’s surface. She thinks of Hurricane Maria. The storm has moved off the coast of the Yucatan and appears headed for the northern coast of Mexico, but really where it makes landfall is anyone’s guess. Out of the blue, she wonders about the men on death row, what happens if there’s a threat to their safety? Are they evacuated? Does anyone care?
Slipping off her shoes, she dangles her feet next to Thomas’s in the water, asks how he’s doing.
“Mom thinks I’m working. It’s the only way she’ll let me out of the house.” He starts to pull up his feet, but Sophia pats his arm.
“It’s okay. I’ve asked if you could continue to come and help me out. I thought you could use the money, but also that you might need the space.”
When he doesn’t respond, Sophia looks at him, at his face in profile, at his eyes that are squeezed shut, his jaw that’s quivering and she shifts her glance quickly forward. Her heart hurts for him, that he should have added so much more to the burden he is already carrying. “You can talk to me,” she says softly, “patient to therapist, if you want to. On the house,” she adds.
He makes a sound, something between a laugh and a sob.
“At least you’re in one piece.” Now she’s fighting tears.
“I called the hospital at lunch today, they said Luke went home.”
“I heard you have stitches.”
He turns to show her. The cut bisects the plane of his cheek beneath his right eye. “Nice shiner.”
“Thanks,” he says.
A silence comes, but it is as busy and as hectic as the breeze.
“I wasn’t driving.”
“That’s what your mother said.”
“I don’t know why Luke’s lying.”
“Usually when people lie they’re trying to avoid responsibility.”
“I’m not going to jail for something I didn’t do.”
“I hope neither of you has to go to jail.” Sophia is careful to keep her tone neutral.
“I know it looks bad because I took off, but I just had the dumb idea I could see Jarrett. That part’s on me.”
“What part?”
“The drinking part.”
“It was your idea?”
“I guess.”
“And whose idea was it to take Luke’s dad’s car?”
“Luke wanted more beer. I wanted to go to the prison.”
“Why, Thomas? You’ve been so set against it.”
He looks out over the water. “I walked from the hospital to the freeway and hitched a ride with a trucker. He knew right where the Terrell Unit was. He said he had a cousin in there. Not on death row. All his cousin did was rob a liquor store. He had a gun, but he didn’t kill anybody. He just shot a guy up, put him in a wheelchair. He got five years for it.” Thomas scoops up a handful of gravel and tosses it. The pebbles come down on the water like hard rain. Thomas squints at Sophia. “Five years for messing up somebody’s legs. Does that sound right to you?”
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She’s in her office later when the knock comes on the door. She glances up from the notes she’s jotting, thinking it must be Carolyn. She’s home now because the car was in the garage when Sophia returned from the lake earlier, or perhaps it’s Wick. He often stops by in the afternoons around this time. Sophia feels a silly flush of pleasure at the prospect. But her visitor isn’t Wick or Carolyn. It’s Thomas.
She closes the folder and beckons him in. “Did you come for your pay?”
He says no and from his vantage point just inside the doorway, he shifts his glance from the club chairs in front of her desk to the sofa against the wall. “Do your patients sit or lie down?”
“It depends. I encourage them to do what feels comfortable.”
Thomas runs his hands over his head and Sophia sees that they’re shaking. She gets up and adjusts the blind. By the time she turns around, he’s put himself into a chair.
“You can keep the money I earned so far. Maybe I can work off the rest?”
“I said my services would be on the house.”
He lifts his chin, blinking fast.
“Thomas?” she prompts gently. “Whatever it is, we’ll work it out.”
He makes a sound that gives her the sense that he doesn’t believe her. “When I rode with that trucker, I should have just kept going. It would have been better for everyone.”
“I know it can feel like that sometimes, like disappearing is the best thing, but it hardly ever is, believe me.”
He scrubs his hands down his thighs to his knees. “Luke’s parents came over last night. They were pretty upset, yelling and everything.”
“At you?”
“Yeah. And Mom.”
Sophia’s heart sinks.
“They said they’re pressing charges against me. They also said Mom has to pay Luke’s hospital bill. If she doesn’t they’ll sue her even though she told them she doesn’t have any money.”
“They’re angry and frightened right now. Have you thought of apologizing?”
Thomas hoots. “It’s way past that.”
“Maybe not. Maybe once a little time passes, you can talk to them and tell them how sorry you are.”
“Trust me, they want me in jail. They told Mom it’s where I belong. Like father, like son, right?”
“No, that’s not right, Thomas, and I’m sure they didn’t mean it. It’s only that they—” Sensing an impatience with this rational, she changes direction. “What did your mom tell them?”
“She said they should leave and when they wouldn’t, she started yelling that if they didn’t get out of her house, she was calling the cops. I never saw her like that before. She was like totally freaked.”
“Was your uncle there?”
“Yeah. He kept trying to get everyone to calm down. Finally Luke’s parents left, then Mom cried. I didn’t think she would ever stop; she wouldn’t have if Uncle Cort hadn’t been there.”
“She’s upset, Thomas, because she wants to believe Luke was driving the car. She wants to be convinced you’re being falsely accused and she’s determined to protect you.”
Thomas braces his elbows on his knees, puts his head in his hands. “She’s calling Jarrett’s lawyer. She says she’s going to sue Luke’s mom and dad.”
“Why is it that you sound as if that’s the worst thing that could happen?”
He looks up and he’s so pale with fear and remorse that Sophia feels a jolt of alarm, but she’s also relieved. Just as Cort had predicted, Thomas is feeling too vulnerable now to hold the lie.
“I have to stop her, but I don’t know how.”
“Yes, you do, Thomas. You know exactly how.”
He coughs and scours his eyes. She would pass him the box of tissues, but it would only further unman him and so she sits with her hands in her lap. Sits as if there’s all the time in the world, which she supposes there is. The truth, after all, is inevitable, isn’t it? And unalterable. People fight so hard against it; they tend to think it’s scary when in actuality, it is the lie that creates the burden, that requires constant attention. She knows this because she’s no better at the truth than the next person.
“I never meant for any of this to happen,” Thomas says.
“Which? The drinking and driving or the accident and getting your friend Luke hurt? Or is it the lying about it that you didn’t mean?”
He slides low on his spine. “I can’t tell Mom.”
“Suppose you tell me.”
“I was driving, okay? I wanted to see Jarrett so I got Luke to give me the keys.”
Sophia nods.
“So you asked me why I wanted to see him.”
“I did.”
The look Thomas gives her now is almost hostile and verges on resentment as if he’s being pressured to give up secrets against his will, but when Sophia encourages him to go on, the words spill from him so fast that at times she has to slow him down, ask him to repeat himself. When he finishes, he sucks in a huge breath as if he has run out of air. He wipes his face in the crook of his elbow. Near tears again, he works his jaw fiercely in hope of aborting them. Sophia fiddles with her desk blotter.
“You can’t tell anyone, can you?” he asks. “It’s against the shrink rules, right?”
“What if we do it together?”
“But what about Bri?”
“Well, if you want to do the right thing and tell the truth, then that’s going to mean telling why you wanted to see your dad.”
Thomas rocks his head back. “I don’t know,” he groans.
“How about if we start with your uncle, ask his advice?”
“I don’t know,” Thomas repeats.
“It will be fine, you’ll see.” Sophia speaks over her own doubt. She’s honestly not sure of her ground, legally or professionally, but regardless, an explanation would be better coming from Thomas than from her. Better if she doesn’t have to break the “shrink rules”.
They’re on the stairs outside when the patrol car appears in Sophia’s driveway. Thomas halts so quickly, Sophia nearly runs into him. He jerks a questioning glance over his shoulder at her, but she’s at a loss. Now Grace’s SUV sweeps to a halt at the curb and Cort, on foot, rounds the corner of the house. He’s heading across the lawn to intercept Grace and doesn’t see Thomas and Sophia.
“They’re going to arrest me.” Thomas makes a move as if to retreat. Sophia sets her hand on his shoulder.
“Thomas?” Grace with Cort behind her walks rapidly up the drive. “Don’t say anything.” She turns to the officer who is exiting his car. “I’ve called my attorney.”
“I’m not here to make an arrest, ma’am.” He lifts his hat off his head, adding, “At least not yet.”
“Mom?” Thomas sounds like a much younger boy.
Grace puts a finger to her lips. Her eyes shine with anger, or panic, or both, Sophia thinks, and she tries to catch Grace’s glance, wishing to reassure her.
But Grace is looking at Cort now as he draws abreast of her. “Why are you here?” he asks the officer.
“I’d like Thomas to take a ride with me to the station. I need to get his statement. I would have taken it at the hospital, but he—”
“I left, I know. It was a mistake and I’m sorry.” Thomas walks down the rest of the steps.
“You won’t talk to him without me and his lawyer present,” Grace insists. “He’s a minor.”
“Yes, ma’am, and it’ll go a lot easier for all of us if we take this up to the sheriff’s office.”
“Is it really necessary? Can’t you ask your questions here?” Cort asks.
The patrolman says no and begins an explanation that Grace interrupts. “I’ll bring him,” she informs and switching her glance to her son, she says, “Come with me. I’ll take you.”
He shoots a pleading look at Sophia.
She addresses the police officer. “Could you give us a moment?”
“Mom?” Carolyn appears in the kitchen doorway. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing. Thomas is—”
“Grandmother’s on the telephone. She’s upset.” Carolyn’s glance seems flat, even accusatory.
Sophia feels a tight frisson of alarm that is as unnerving as it is distracting. “What about?”
“I think she’s worried about the hurricane. Mom?” Carolyn comes outside, eyes dodging down the driveway. “What is happening to Thomas? Is he being arrested?”
“No!” Grace’s voice, a shout of denial, cuts sharply across Sophia’s awareness. “Thomas!” His name is a cry. “How could you lie about a thing like that?”
“He was driving.” Carolyn comes up beside Sophia.
“Yes, but this—I don’t think it’s about the accident, not entirely.”
Thomas is stammering, repeating, “I don’t know,” to everything Grace says.
Sophia moves in their direction, but before she can intervene, the officer takes Thomas by the elbow and installs him in the backseat of the patrol car. Grace, with Cort on her heels, dashes to the SUV. A minor argument ensues as to who is in better emotional shape to drive, giving Sophia time to catch them.
“What can I do?” Sophia asks Grace.
“You knew,” she declares. Having lost the argument, she climbs into the SUV on the passenger side. Cort is already keying the ignition.
“I only found out just now,” Sophia protests. “Literally minutes before you came. We were coming to find Cort.”
Grace slams the car door.
“He’s frightened, Grace, and worried for you and Brian. Grace?”
Cort angles his gaze to meet Sophia’s, but the window glare blinds her to his expression. “Will you call?” She mouths the words, making the sign of a telephone, but watching them tear down the street in the wake of the patrol car, she thinks Cort could very well be as angry at her as Grace and it’s understandable. Grace feels betrayed; she’s hurt that her son has confided in a stranger. Except Sophia is not a stranger. She’s involved with the Capshaws, with Thomas, at their insistence.
“Mom?” Carolyn speaks at Sophia’s elbow. “What is going on?”
“Oh, Cecie, I’m so sorry. About everything.” Without thinking about it, Sophia drops her arm around Carolyn’s waist, pulling her close enough that their hips bump.




Chapter 25
December - 1956
The sound was soft, but persistent. Sophia heard it through her sleep, and eventually, it wakened her. She turned onto her back. Weeping, someone was weeping. She climbed out of bed, the narrow bed of her childhood, and went to the doorway. The sound was coming from her mother’s bedroom across the hall, on the other side of the bathroom and Sophia went there on bare feet, shivering and hesitant, to stand in her mother’s doorway.
In the lavish light of the full moon, the curl of her mother’s spine was easily discernable and Sophia pushed herself across the gulf that separated them on tiptoe, hardly daring to assume that her mother might actually be grieving and in need of comfort, much less that she, Sophia, could fill that need.
She touched her mother’s elbow and, after a breathless pause, Esther turned her swollen face toward Sophia. For a moment their eyes remained locked and searching. Then as if by mutual consent, Esther moved over, raising the bedclothes, and, in wonder, Sophia slipped in beside her and they lay hip-to-hip.
“I'm glad you're here,” her mother said.
“I wish I'd come sooner. I wish I could have told Daddy good-bye. I just can’t believe he went so quickly.”
“It was a blessing. The doctor said the cancer was all through him.”
“You’ll go to live with Aunt Frances now, won’t you?”
“In Fort Worth? Heavens no. She has that man friend. I’m sure she doesn’t want me crowding her. No, I’ll stay on here.”
Sophia turned her face into the bone of her mother's shoulder. “I'm sorry for the trouble I've been.”
“Shh. You're making up for it now.” Esther pulled Sophia into her embrace and Sophia yielded despite her unfamiliar sense of it. Even the unexpected rush of happiness at being cuddled by her mother made her feel prickly and too warm.
“He was so proud of you at the end. Imagine it, you’re going to be a psychologist thanks to Mr. Beckman. Mercy.” Esther jostled Sophia a little. “It’s turned out for the best, hasn’t it? Despite everything.”
Her mother must have felt Sophia stiffen because she said, “Don’t be so sensitive, Sophia. You know what I mean.”
“Dylan would be four-years-old, Mama,” she whispered.
The announcement collided with a wall of silence.
“You think I should go to the police, don’t you?”
“What?” Her mother’s head lifted from her pillow enough that Sophia caught the glitter in her eyes. “Absolutely not! What gave you that idea?”
“When we were doing the dishes before, you talked about shouldering one’s responsibility, I thought that’s what you meant.”
“Heavenly days, girl, talking to the police is the last thing you should do. I thought we agreed, we weren’t going to speak of the boy again. Mr. Beckman was specific on that. He said it was the only way he could help you is if you kept quiet.”
“I know, but it helps me to talk about him.”
“No help comes from wallowing in it, Sophia.”
“I’m not wallowing. It’s just—”
“Listen to me, there isn’t a man on earth, especially not a man like Russell Beckman, who will stand for a bunch of drama about some child that’s not his. You tried that before and look where it got you.”
“I know, but—”
“You don’t want to mess this up, Sophia, not when Mr. Beckman is taking care of all this trouble not to mention footing your bills. You just be careful not to play the tease. And don’t dare let him have what he wants before he puts the ring on your finger. You haven’t, have you?”
“No! He’s never even acted like— But why do you want me to marry him? You don’t even like him.”
“He thinks he’s better than we are, but I suppose he can’t help it.”
“It isn’t him, it’s his mother who—”
“He is older so be prepared to be widowed young the way I have been. Of course, you’ll be wealthy, in a much better place than your father has left me.” Esther stroked Sophia’s arm. “You could do worse. I shudder to think. Like that twit from high school.”
Dylan’s father, Sophia thought, who after flunking out of Texas Tech had enlisted in the Army and gone off to fight and die in Korea.
Her mother sat up. She held Sophia’s gaze.
“What?” She was suddenly alarmed.
“I don’t know that I should do this.” But even as Esther questioned herself, she crawled over Sophia and went to her dresser. Sophia heard the squeak of a drawer, a sound of rustling, like the feet of tiny mice. She sat up too.
“That man, Terrence, sent this to me. He said he found it in his car when he went to see the damage at the junk yard.” Her mother laid a small, tissue-wrapped bundle on Sophia’s knees. “He claimed he didn’t know where to find you. I hope that’s true,” her mother added. “He’s not a very nice man. I told Mr. Beckman about him, but not this.” Esther indicated the bundle and switched on the bedside lamp.
Sophia didn’t need the light. Had she been blind and cast down into the darkest hole in hell, she would have known what her mother had given her. She lifted the small red sweater, the one with the train engine from The Little Engine That Could appliquéd on its pocket, to her face, breathing in until it hurt, wild to fill herself with Dylan’s smell, but finding only the pungent scent of crushed vitex berries that her mother sprinkled in her dresser drawers. The tears that rose scalded Sophia’s eyelids, her cheeks.
Her mother sat beside her and Sophia turned into her embrace and felt the shock of her mother’s cheek pressed against hers, the mystery of her mother’s tears mingled with her own.
“I’m so sorry,” her mother whispered.
The apology, her mother’s tenderness, was so unexpected it stopped Sophia’s crying; her sobs settled into soundless shudders. She clung to her mother and her sorrow was briefly pierced with joy that somehow Dylan’s loss, and that of her father, had softened her mother. Esther would be different now. She would be kind, Sophia thought. They would be close.
But within a matter of moments Esther straightened and finding the tissues, she took one and passed the box to Sophia. Blowing her nose briskly, she indicated the sweater with a thrust of her chin. “I don’t want to hear another word about it, do I make myself clear?”
Sophia’s head drooped. “Yes, ma’am.”
“I’d advise you to get rid of it.”
Sophia clutched the sweater more tightly to her chest.
“Well, then, don’t you ever let Mr. Beckman see it.”
Sophia shook her head. She didn’t. Not ever. Not even after they married.
But she kept the sweater with her, although she could scarcely bear the sight of it. At the boardinghouse where she lived before she and Russ were married, she stowed it in an old satchel that she kept in the bottom of her closet. It was only on occasion when she was very blue that she’d take it out and hold it on her lap. And then Dylan would come alive to run down the hallways of her imagination. She would hear his giggle, his high-spirited shrieks of delight that had sent Terrence into a fury. Sophia endured the hard urgency of tears at such times, bent over that small sweater, but she didn’t cry. She didn’t deserve the release of tears.
Still, the fact of the sweater, its constant proximity, wore on her. Even if she didn’t take it out, its presence was with her, a physical sensation, a burden, a noise in her brain. It haunted her. Like Poe’s tell-tale heart. It was especially hard in February around the time of Dylan’s birthday. Her mood would sink. She had trouble sleeping, couldn’t eat. She didn’t imagine anyone noticed. Russ never mentioned it if he did. He was always very careful never to say so much as Dylan’s name to Sophia. But one day three years after her father’s death, Mrs. Cavanaugh, her landlady, waylaid her in the front hall to ask what was wrong. Sophia tried claiming it was nothing. Winter blahs, she said and hoped for escape.
“No, you don’t fool me, child. I’ve heard you pacing in the middle of the night. You’re eating less than a bird these days.” Mrs. Cavanaugh drew Sophia into the downstairs parlor that smelled of dried rose petals and lemon oil and faintly of the gas-fueled fire that was used to heat the room in winter. “I have a niece who got herself in the family way, dear. It only seems like the end of the world, but it isn’t.” She patted the sofa.
Sophia felt lightheaded, unable to do more than stare.
“Is it your gentleman caller, Mr. Beckman? You should tell him, dear. If he loves you, which he seems to, he’ll do right by you.” Mrs. Cavanaugh paused, waiting, Sophia guessed, for her suspicion to be confirmed, but she couldn’t summon any words. Certainly not the ones it would take to rectify her landlady’s misunderstanding. She couldn’t say that “Mr. Beckman” had never so much as kissed her.
The landlady searched Sophia’s gaze. “Is it that you can’t face him?” Pause. “Well, then, why not call him?” Her expression turned brightly conspiratorial. “On Sunday, after we’ve all gone to church. I could say you have a headache and can’t attend.”
Sophia glanced over Mrs. Cavanaugh’s round shoulder at the stairway landing where the telephone sat on a red-lacquered table. Next to it, there was a ladder-backed, cane-bottomed chair painted to match. The seat of the chair sat higher than was usual. When Sophia sat in it her feet barely touched the floor. It was silly, but she felt like Goldilocks sitting in that chair. Sophia thought of it as Papa Bear’s chair.
She jumped when Mrs. Cavanaugh patted her hand. “Is there anything I can do?”
Can you tell me what happened to Dylan? The question surfaced wildly in Sophia’s mind. She wished she could explain it to Mrs. Cavanaugh, that Dylan hadn’t looked so very injured to her after the collision; she had heard him crying, which meant he’d been breathing. But at some point his breath, his heart had stopped. On the way to the hospital? After he arrived there? She didn’t know. And it was killing her. Her mother and Russ wanted her to forget, but it wasn’t possible. She was plagued with the mystery, the uncertainty of it. She thought she might never come to terms with it, might never be at peace.
She met Mrs. Cavanaugh’s gaze. “If I were to use the phone, would you care if I called someone long distance?” A plan was hatching in Sophia’s mind; she realized it might have been in there a while, but it had needed encouragement, a sign of some sort. Something like the unexpected return of Dylan’s sweater.
Mrs. Cavanaugh’s eyes widened.
“I’d pay for the call, of course.”
“There’s someone besides Mr. Beckman?”
“Oh! Oh no. No. It’s nothing like that.” Sophia felt warm.
“You aren’t—?”
She gave her head a vigorous shake. She traced the line of her brow, but even as they shared a bit of uneasy laughter, Mrs. Cavanaugh’s eyes narrowed and giving Sophia’s abdomen a cursory glance, she said, “You know, my dear, there are certain secrets that won’t be kept.”
Years would pass before Sophia would think of Mrs. Cavanaugh’s words again. She’d be crossing her lawn through a hoard of reporters, all shouting. She would hear Russ’s name, and Dylan’s, and think how ironic it was that they were dead, but the secret had not died. Just as Mrs. Cavanaugh predicted. And then for a moment, she would be transported back to this room and the mixed scents of gas-fired heat, lemon oil and old rose petals would nearly overwhelm her.
“You aren’t thinking of doing something rash, are you, dear?” Mrs. Cavanaugh bent forward.
Sophia glanced away. Better not to lie, she thought. It would be her daughter, who, years later, on the day of the reporters, would point out that a secret wasn’t better than a lie or even different. “Just silent,” Carolyn would say and Sophia would be heartsick on hearing the accusation and disappointment in her voice.
But sitting in the parlor with her landlady fielding her anxious inquiry, Sophia’s only struggle was with herself. She badly wanted to speak up, to say Mrs. Cavanaugh had entirely the wrong impression, but the fact was that Sophia did intend on “doing something rash” and she needed her landlady’s help. “This Sunday, if you could do as you said and tell the others I have a headache?”
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She was on the verge of hanging up when Terrence Lucky finally answered his phone. His voice was hoarse with sleep. Older sounding than she remembered. And when he realized who was calling, his tone roughened with disgust. What did Sophia want? Had she bothered to check the time? he demanded.
“Who is it?” Sophia heard a woman ask. Her voice was ragged with sleep too. An image of the pair of them, nude, entwined, tried to form in Sophia’s brain. She shut it off.
“I need to talk to you about Dylan.” Sophia mustered the courage to say the line she’d rehearsed.
“He’s dead.” Terrence answered as if he had been rehearsing too.
“I know that. But—”
“You wrecked my car and ran off, you left him there and he died.”
“No, no, h-he was alive.” Sophia perched on the edge of the Papa Bear chair and hurried to explain. “A couple came, Dieter and Bea Phelps, they took him. They had a farm near where I went off the road. Mr. Phelps heard the crash. He came running and then his wife Bea—” Sophia faltered as a host of remembered sensations lifted quickly from the floor of her mind. The sound of Dylan’s screams, the sight of him, his head, face and neck, sheeted in blood. Bea Phelps rushing with him in her arms back to the house, her gentle, but ultimately fruitless, attempts to staunch the flow. “They took him to the hospital to get stitches,” Sophia said. “I couldn’t go. I—I’d been drinking and I’d t—taken pills—Dem—Demerol.”
“Yeah, the cops told me all that,” Terrence said.
“You talked to the police? Recently, you mean?”
“No, back when it happened. The Phelps did too. You’re in plenty of trouble, little girl.”
“No, I’m not. That was all—” She stopped. Some instinct warned she had best not say that Russ had taken care of it. “It’s been almost seven years,” she said instead.
“Doesn’t make a damn to the cops. The law’s the law. You were driving under the influence. You stank of booze. You were staggering, slurring your words. The Phelps told the cops they had to take the kid, that you weren’t in any shape to tend to him.”
“No! That isn’t true.” Sophia touches her temple, trying to think. She’d kept her distance, purposefully stayed on the other side of the Phelps’s big, homey kitchen, watching Bea, heart stumbling in panic, jealous of Bea’s tender expertise with Dylan. His shrieks had jarred Sophia’s brain, but Bea had been the soul of calm. She had ministered and crooned and walked Sophia’s baby as if nothing were amiss. Sophia had wanted to snatch Dylan from her; she had wanted him back. She had wanted to shout that he was hers. Her baby....
The Phelps had whispered to each other as they readied themselves and Dylan to go to the hospital. Sophia would be seen by a doctor too, they told her. They had spoken as if they thought Sophia would likely have to stay on as a patient, but she was not to worry, they said. They would care for Dylan in her absence. They promised they would. And she’d agreed, finally, because she could see what they were saying, that it would be for the best. Bea Phelps did not want to strike Dylan across his face when he cried. She did not want to pinch closed his tiny little nostrils or clap her hand over his howling mouth. Bea did not look as if she needed a Demerol.
But Sophia had needed nothing else.
That was all behind her though, she told Terrence. “I’m in school; I’m going to be a doctor. I’ve made a new life.”
Terrence snorted. “Yeah, and I can walk on water.”
“It’s true.”
“They waited for you. Did you know that? That old couple. They said you went to get the kid’s diaper bag and never came back. What happened? Did you pass out somewhere?”
Sophia closed her eyes. If she answered, she would cry. She would feel the terror of that day again in the pit of her stomach and the dumb blind hopelessness that had come later, after she made the decision to leave Dylan with the Phelps. She’d made up the excuse about retrieving the diaper bag so she could leave the house alone and once she was out of sight, she’d disappeared into the nearby woods. She had done it because she didn’t believe then that she could love Dylan the way Bea did; she didn’t think it was possible that she could look on him with such adoration. Sophia couldn’t recall ever having seen such tenderness of expression on anyone’s face before except in paintings of Mary with the baby Jesus.
She had thought it was right thing to do for Dylan. She had thought her mother would approve. But she had never once thought he would die. And she lived with that horror now. Every day. Every single awful day. But she would not share her remorse with Terrence. She would not give him that satisfaction. And when he asked again what had happened, she would only say, “It doesn’t matter anymore.”
He said, “Maybe not to you, but I know the cops are still interested. I told them I didn’t know squat, that I was in Spain when you took off. I told them when I got back here, you’d trashed my place.”
Sophia straightens. “I did not!”
“C’mon, it was a mess. Drugs and wine bottles, shit strung everywhere. Tell the truth. You ditched your kid and had yourself one hell of a celebration.” He laughed, a bark that mocked her, mocked their past. She’d been nothing to him. His little fool.
She bent her face into her hand. She really had no clear remembrance of how she’d even made her way back to the loft much less what she’d done when she arrived there. Drinking, swallowing pills, waking to find herself still alive and hating herself for it. She’d called the hospitals, too, screaming about Dylan. Mostly she’d been shouting at dead air after the nurses hung up on her. “It wasn’t like that,” she told Terrence. “I wasn’t celebrating.”
“I just wish I’d been there,” he said. “You were a little hellcat when you were drunk, a little party cat. I always liked you better loosened up.”
It was the smirk in his voice that infuriated Sophia, that made her blame him. “It’s your fault, you know. You’re the one who gave me the drugs in the first place.”
His voice turned ugly. “I knew you’d try and lay it off on me.”
She tucked her hand beneath the point of her bent elbow.
“You know what your problem is? You don’t know when to quit. That’s the difference between us. I know my limits.”
“Please, Terrence.” She cringed at the note of begging in her voice. “Just tell me if you know where Dylan is, where he’s—” Buried. The word stuck in her throat.
“My advice? Forget the kid, forget the Phelps, forget it all. Trust me, it’s for the best.”
“Why does everyone keep saying that?”
“Why? Jesus Christ, Sophia, because you stole my Jag and wrecked it? Because you left the scene? You left your kid and he died? That’s manslaughter, sweetheart. There’s no statute of limitations on manslaughter. They ever find you, you’ll go to jail.”
A tiny whimper sounded deep in Sophia’s throat.
He said, “I have to go.”
“Wait, Terrence, please! I’m to blame for how Dylan died, okay? If that’s what you want to hear, fine.” She would say anything, whatever it took. “Just tell me where he’s buried, the name of the cemetery.”
“Are you kidding me? I’m not telling you shit except don’t call me again.”
“If you think I’m so awful, why did you send the sweater back?”
“I don’t know. I bought it for the little guy, remember?”
“The day you took us to the zoo.”
“Maybe I wanted you to have it as a memento, a reminder that I wasn’t always the asshole you seem to think. We had some good times, Sophia. I took you and your kid in, gave you a home. Not every guy would do that.”
“You hurt me, broke my ribs, my collarbone. There are doctors who can verify what you did. I could tell that to the police.”
“Yeah? Well, I can tell them where to find you, little girl, whenever I want to. I’m keeping tabs on you. No matter what you do or where you go, I’ll always know how to get to you, how to sic the cops on you.”
“Are you threatening me?” Sophia stood up. Panic throbbed in her ears. “You can’t possibly know where I live.”
“Nineteen-seventeen Bolten Avenue, Houston, Texas. I can always find you,” he repeated. “Do you understand? Am I being clear enough?”
Sophia shouted no. She demanded Terrence tell her how he knew her address, but after several moments, she realized he’d hung up leaving her alone in a vacuum of frightened silence.




Chapter 26
Thursday, October 14, 1999 - 3 days remain
They never tell you in advance, but Jarrett knows they could take him any time, although the probability is that they’ll wait until Sunday. He’d like to believe he’s ready. He’s getting what he wants, after all. What he asked for. His goddamn wish to die.
Buy the farm.
Take the big dirt nap.
Cash in his chips.
Croak.
Inside of four days he’ll be ash. Gone to hell.
It’s hard to hook his mind around it. His head in his hands now feels twice the size that it should. He’d laugh, but he’s scared of the noise that’s accumulated in his chest, that it would come out sounding like a howl.
Terry Ray Cox said they took him to The Walls twenty-six hours before his first scheduled execution. The second time they took him three full days ahead of schedule, under heavier guard than usual, due to the fact that there’d been a recent escape from The Walls in Huntsville and everybody in the system was spooked. Even though they’d caught the guys, shooting one of them dead in a ditch. The last time they came for Terry was two days ago, twenty-two hours ahead of his date with the needle and this time he hasn’t come back.
Terry had described the ride over to Huntsville as a killer, the longest and shortest forty-five minutes of his life. Three quarters of an hour was how long the drive took once you got processed out of Terrell. It would be more like thirty minutes if you went the most direct route, but for security purposes, they always took the back roads.
“First, though, you get one of them strip searches,” Terry had said through the chink in the wall, “you know, lift your balls, spread your butt cheeks. Next you get trussed up like a fucking turkey, leg irons, cuffs, the works. Then they take you out and stuff you and your sack a worldly goods into this wire cage in the back of a van. And it is one hot mother, let me tell you. ‘Course, the posse sits up front in the A/C. And get ready ‘cause they’ll be laughing and cutting up. They could give a shit about you.
“If you can stop thinking,” Terry Ray had advised, “you’ll be okay. Shut off your brain and just look. After so long living inside here, trust me, you have totally forgot the outdoors, just seein’ life. Everything. Buildings. Traffic. So many colors. People going about their daily biz. Green trees blowin’ in the wind. Going across’t a bridge, seein’ a boat on the water....”
It was a blessing, Terry had said.
Jarrett thinks now how weird it is that he knew Terry Ray Cox all of one week and yet he knew his most private thoughts, his worst fears. He knew, for instance, that Terry had told the warden at The Walls on his number two trip over there that he would have to be carried into the death chamber, that he didn’t believe his legs would hold him.
“What did the warden say?” Jarrett asked.
“He thought maybe I was asking cuz I intended to cause trouble, but when I told him no, he said they’d do it however I wanted. He called me Mr. Cox. He was real respectful to me, not like a lot of these other assholes.”
Monday night, Terry’s last on death watch, Jarrett had lain awake listening to him pace. Listening to him talk to the cracks in the cell walls, his women ...“Now, now, Tina, don’t cry, my sweetheart ...There, there, Marilyn, my beauty ...Pray for me, darlin’s. Pray for ol’ Terry Ray....”
Jarrett drops off the edge of his bunk to the floor now and cranks out fifty push ups; he does another fifty. He keeps at it until his arms give out. By the time he sits up, he’s sweating and there’s a CO at his cell door telling him he’s got visitors.
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They are talking about Thomas, the trouble he’s in, at least Grace is. She’s upset, gesturing, eyes snapping, although she isn’t looking at Cort or Jarrett. Jarrett’s trying to follow her, but she’s talking so fast. Thomas was released into her custody, she says and something about a hearing scheduled in a week.
“He’s this close,” she makes a space between her thumb and forefinger.
Jarrett stares at her through the cloudy Plexiglas. She seems faded, an indistinct image, but maybe it’s his vision that is blurred.
“Don’t you care?” she demands.
He makes the mistake of shrugging.
“He could go to prison?” Her voice slides up a scale; she clenches her teeth, takes a breath. “For a very long time.”
Cort’s hand rises and comes to rest on Grace’s bare forearm. Jarrett looks at that, at his brother’s rougher, work-worn hand on his wife’s paler-skinned arm. And he knows the feel of Grace’s flesh the same as if it were his hand there. He knows its smell, like sunshine and spring wind. He is desperate to hold her. If he could just once more bury his face in the hollow of her neck, rest his hands at her waist....
“Thomas might have seen jail time,” Cort is speaking, amending what Grace has said, “if Luke’s parents hadn’t had a change of heart.”
Jarrett looks at Cort.
“Luke admitted it was as much his idea as Thomas’s to get into his dad’s beer and take the car.”
“But Thomas was the driver?” Jarrett asks.
“Yeah.” Cort’s lips rumple into a sort of grin. “Remember that time we took Mom’s car after we went through that half pint of Wild Turkey?”
Jarrett laughs. “We found it in that phone booth by the basketball court.”
“You drove, remember? You were drunk off your ass.”
“Me? Are you saying you were sober? What were you? Like twelve, hanging out the window.”
“This is not some rite of passage.” Grace interrupts, heatedly. “Don’t dare say boys will be boys.”
“No.” Cort shoots a glance at Jarrett, a look between men.
“Luke or Thomas, either one could have been killed or crippled. When I think—” Grace sets down the phone; she presses her fingertips to her eyes.
“Don’t let her come anymore,” Jarrett says in a low voice. He holds Cort’s gaze. “Let this be the last time.”
“What?”
“I don’t want you here, okay?” He knows how it sounds, rough and mean, but he persists. “Tell the kids I love them. I love all of you and I’m sorry, so sorry, but— Gaaagh! Can’t you understand?” he shouts. “There’s nothing left to say! To do! What the fuck can I do? For my family? For you? Anyone? I’m dead, don’t you get it? Dead already. You have to let it go, let me go. Just please, God, let it be today.”
“It’s always the same with you.”
Jarrett looks at Grace, who has the phone back in her grip, who is white-faced and angry, as angry as Jarrett has ever seen her.
“Always about you,” she shouts, “always what you want, what you need God to do. What if your children want to see you? What if they decide after all that they want to say good-bye? What if it means closure for them? Do you expect me to say no? Daddy can’t take it? Daddy can’t stand it?”
Jarrett tilts his head back. Tears jam his throat.
“We’re scheduled to visit on Saturday,” Grace sounds very close to tears herself, “and again on Sunday before they—”
 “We’re going to talk to the kids, Jarrett,” Cort says and his voice is uncertain. “We should—we should all be together one more time.”
Jarrett brings his chin level. “I don’t know how to do this.”
“Who does?” Cort keeps Jarrett’s gaze.
“I don’t want anyone at The Walls.”
“I don’t think you’re going to stop Blanca Salazar,” Cort begins.
Grace interrupts. “What about that other woman, the one who says she’s your mother. Hasn’t she said she’s coming?”
Jarrett says he can’t stop her anymore than he can Blanca. He thinks of the complication of his feelings about her, that his anger at L is lacerated by confusion, a terrible longing. He wants to know whether she is telling the truth even as he asks himself how it can matter. But what is worse is his need to believe in her, even to be held by her. At times, it will rise without warning and seize him with such force it chokes his breath. He has wondered what they would say to one another assuming they did meet. In her last letter, she had written, again, about fear, how she’d let it consume her life, her energy. She had said that for her fear was like a giant mindless machine.
Have you ever thought how entire institutions are erected in the effort to combat fear? she had written. Think of it, the churches, the governments and hospitals, the prisons that are built all over the earth because we are afraid of illness, of death, of each other. What if we were not afraid? she had asked. Where would that leave the world in terms of politics, war, the economy? When I think how much business is done in defense of fear....
“Suppose she is your mother? I still don’t understand her desire to come,” Grace says. “What mother wants to see her own son die in such a—a— It’s morbid.”
“She doesn’t even know you,” Cort adds.
“She was afraid.” Jarrett feels moved to defend her. Like L, fear is something he knows about. In fact that bond might be thicker than blood. “The books she sent me.” Jarrett is looking at Grace now.
“What about them?”
“I’ve written letters in them to you and the kids. I want you to know so you won’t throw them out. If you want to read the letters, I mean.”
Grace is holding his eyes with her own and somehow it is as if they are alone in a room, in a space that contains only the two of them. And when she flattens her palm on the Plexiglas, he does the same and their history lives in her gaze, the vision of her once-love that is now something else. Not love, but not its opposite either.
“Don’t come back,” he whispers.
She shakes her head. “I don’t know.”
“Be happy,” he says. “Whatever it takes.”
She nods, biting her lips.
“Promise me. Say that you will.”
“Yes,” she says.
“Never think what happened had anything to do with you, with us. It was me. Do you understand? All me.”
She shakes her head, taking her hand away from the Plexiglas to shield her face that is sheeted in fresh tears.
Jarrett swallows. He looks for Cort and the gratitude he feels for the arm Cort slips around Grace’s shoulders burns his chest.
The silence is short and broken and it cuts like glass.
Jarrett starts to stow the phone, but then he brings it back. “Did Thomas ever say why he wanted to see me?” he asks.
Cort answers. “He wanted to tell you about the codex.”
“The codex? What about it?”
“He knows where it is.”




Chapter 27
Thursday, October 14, 1999 - 3 days remain
Bottom line? There was the life she had lived and the truth and they bore no resemblance to each other. And nothing could have prepared her for this revelation when it came, not even her years of training as a psychologist. Not that she could claim a complete lack of knowledge. No. She had banished her share of doubts through the years, the unwanted stabs of intuition. She had ignored clues she would have advised her patients not to ignore. Looking back, Sophia will think she was the doctor in denial of her own illness, the one who must be forced to take her medication. She will think reality is like that, truth is like that. Both can be as inevitable and unpalatable as a disease and potentially as catastrophic. She will think she is the classic example of the old axiom: Do as I say, not as I do....
And it will be this, her own failure, that will cause her to weep, on occasion, even years later when she is very old. While it is true that Russ and Esther manipulated her and deceived her horribly, she allowed them to do it. She had been putty in their hands. But of the two of them, Sophia will always think her mother’s actions were the more despicable. Maybe she would have blamed Russ more if he’d been alive when the news broke. But it is only Esther who is left. Esther who is warned by Trent Hunter, himself, ahead of the big news story that is breaking. But Sophia won’t know about Hunter’s early morning visit to her mother until after she has been blindsided.
She walks into her mother’s house that morning, arms weighted with grocery sacks that contain the hurricane supplies her mother had insisted on having and she assumes it’s business as usual when her mother ignores her. When her mother’s only comment is that if Sophia finds the shopping an imposition, it’s her own fault for having robbed Esther of her car keys.
Sophia grits her teeth to stifle her groan.
Aunt Frances scurries around like a scared little mouse, but Sophia doesn’t question this either. She should have. Especially when Frances trails her to her car fretting that Sophia will hate her. “I have no control over Esther, you know,” Frances says. “I told her to talk to you, but she never listens to me.”
Sophia ought to have realized right then there was something more the matter than what seemed apparent, but she is impatient, anxious to leave. She gives Frances a hug. “It’s all right,” she says. “I’m not upset with you. It’s Mother,” she adds, unnecessarily.
It isn’t going to get easier, either, Sophia thinks driving home. She wonders how she can stand it, doing so much for someone who is so unkind, so ungrateful and rude. Esther behaves as if Sophia were still a child. You’ll do as you’re told. How often had Sophia heard that?
She switches on the radio, switches it off. There is so little between them other than bitterness and Sophia can see no way it will be resolved. The fact that her thoughts are running in this direction as she turns onto her street and sees the news vans parked in front of her house is ironic, but this won’t be apparent to her until later. The drop of her stomach is what registers. She backs her foot off the accelerator. There are reporters with cameramen—Sophia is instantly taken back to her experiences during the Doaks’ trial—milling about on her lawn.
So it’s happened. That’s her first thought.
They’re going to question her about Russ. She’s certain of this, adamant that it is Russ’s wrongdoing that is of interest to them. They’ll claim the artifacts in his collection were stolen. They’ll say he had knowledge of the 2037 codex, perhaps even possession of it. Something like that. They will have already informed Carolyn. They’ll have dropped it on her like a bomb. Sophia’s heart lurches into her throat. Why hadn’t she spoken to Carolyn? Now it’s too late. Trent Hunter, that fool for a man, has done her talking for her.
Even as she wheels into the driveway, they approach, squawking like vultures. She comes around the front of the car, walking rapidly, not making eye contact, intent on reaching her front door. She hears someone shout what she thinks is Russ’s name, the word artifact ...something something ...Tilley. Yes, she’s certain she’s hearing Louis Tilley’s name. Panic fishtails through her chest. She is nearly running now down the walkway.
“Is it true that you once ...?”
“...accident ...abandoned....”
“...aware that Terrence Lucky is ...that he’s alleging ...a child named Dylan....”
She hesitates, shaking her head slightly. Tilley, they said Tilley not Lucky, surely not Lucky, but her ears are ringing. She isn’t hearing properly. She can’t be.
On the front steps, when she stumbles, when her foot bumps something that clatters like glass, she looks down and is startled to see a square blue casserole dish. She’s knocked the lid off and it has skittered against the door. She can see—smell that it holds something edible. The cheese melted on top is bubbly, the color of toast in some places. The stench of parmesan rises and Sophia nearly gags. Her mind flashes to the days following Russ’s death. Neighbors had brought dozens of dishes to her doorstep. There’s a note underneath this one and she plucks it out, reading it even as she fumbles with her door key.
What a difficult time this is for you, dear. If there is anything I can do, please call. It’s signed Lily McKesson.
Sophia draws a blank. Who has died? The door opens, Phil appears. He takes the casserole and her elbow, drawing her into the house.
“The lid,” she says faintly.
“Never mind.” Phil closes the door. “You saw Hunter this morning, his Heart of the Story segment?”
“No. I left early to shop for groceries for Mother and Frances. What are you doing here? Where is Carolyn? Is she all right?”
Phil gestures toward the living room. “In there.” He sets the dish on the hallway table. “You didn’t tell her. You didn’t return Hunter’s calls.”
“I was going to.” Sophia breaks off. There is no decent excuse.
Carolyn is sitting on the edge of the sofa looking stunned, as if she has been knocked flat without warning.
“Oh, Cecie, I’m so sorry.”
“They’re saying you didn’t know? Is that right?”
“I suspected, but I wasn’t sure. I should have told you. I should have called the museum.”
“The museum? What does the museum have to do with it?”
“Your dad, his collection.” Sophia is suddenly unsure; she glances at Phil.
He says her name and bids her to sit. “There, on the sofa,” he says, and his voice, his expression are grave, so very grave.
“What is it?” Sophia looks from Phil to Carolyn. Pale, she’s too pale. “The baby? Larry?”
“They’re fine. You really don’t know? Grandmother didn’t have the TV on?”
“No. What is this about? Tell me.”
“They’re saying,” Carolyn begins, falters, stops.
Sophia’s hands rise without purpose.
Phil says, “They’re saying Jarrett Capshaw is your son.”
Sophia studies his face, the familiar contours; she notes his astonishment, how it is mingled with the warmth of compassion in his eyes, which is also familiar to her and dear. But the rest, what he has said, it’s nonsense. She peers closely at him. “Have you lost your mind?”
“That might be preferable,” he answers.
“I didn’t know you’d ever had a son. How could I not know?” Carolyn is clearly uncomprehending.
“My son is dead.” Sophia directs her appeal to Phil.
“Evidently not.” He perches on the arm of the adjacent wing chair.
“But Russ and my mother, Terrence, they all said so.”
“They lied to you, Sophia,” Phil says gently.
She shakes her head.
Carolyn says she wouldn’t have believed it, either, if she hadn’t heard Trent Hunter’s interview with Terrence Lucky.
Sophia eyes close. White noise builds inside her head. They know, Phil and Carolyn, the entire world, knows. Everything. It has all come out: the pregnancy, the relationship with Terrence, his abuse, her drug and alcohol use, the accident. She listens while Phil and Carolyn relate the facts to her in shaded tones of disbelief and consternation.
“How? she asks. “How did Trent Hunter find Terrence?”
“It’s his job,” Phil says. “It’s what he’s trained to do.”
“Terrence Lucky is such a fat, arrogant man.” Carolyn is disgusted. “I can’t believe you were ever with him. It’s like you were this whole other person.”
Sophia tents her fingers over her face.
“I wish you’d told me,” Phil says.
Of course he did. Sophia can feel his distress almost as clearly as her own.
He says, “I doubt Lucky would have talked if Russ were still alive.”
“He was paid to keep it secret,” Carolyn says. “By Dad.”
Sophia lowers her hands. “No, Russ wouldn’t.”
“They have proof. Some kind of contract that Dad drew up.”
“Like a confidentiality agreement,” Phil says.
“Terrence wasn’t the only one Dad paid off either. You really didn’t know?” Carolyn peers at Sophia.
“It isn’t true,” she says and she goes on, citing her grounds for doubt. “My baby was named Dylan. I have his sweater. Terrence sent it to Mother for me to have as a memento because Dylan died. They did everything they could to help me.” She touches her temples. “There’s no way this can be right. It’s”
“Unspeakable,” Phil says. “But I’m sure their intention was to protect you.”
“Dad, it was Dad and his precious family name he was so hell bent to protect.”
“No! Cecie! How can you say such a thing?”
“Because it’s true? You think I don’t know how he was, Mom?”
“But you were so close.”
“Do you remember the fit he threw when I dropped out of Rice and went to work in Paris? And what about when I moved in with Larry? All I asked for was time to consider whether investment banking was the career I wanted to pursue, but it didn’t matter to him if I was unhappy.” Carolyn’s chin wobbles. “His only concern was that I was a college drop-out, living in sin and a disgrace to his name.”
 “No.” Sophia restates her denial because she does not, cannot look at what this means. She has spent a lifetime not looking. She is angry at Carolyn now. How dare you bring yourself into this? she wants to shout. But instead, she is collapsing, crumbling, disintegrating into a heap on her knees, holding herself and rocking with the pain that is unbearable and the sound that breaks from her chest—it can’t be coming from her—is godawful, otherworldly, a physical sensation that scrapes her ribs, claws her throat.
“Oh, Mom, don’t.”
Sophia feels Carolyn’s weight settle beside her, feels her arms surround her. Phil presses a tissue into her hand. And she’s grateful for their consolation and humiliated by it, to be in this position, so broken. And still even as she goes about collecting herself, she is scrambling to find some way to explain it, to avoid the acceptance that is inevitable, and she would be successful if, as in the past, Russ or her mother—those watchdogs, her guardians—were only here to distract her, to cajole and beguile her. And now, floating up from this deeper level of awareness, there is yet another realization, that she has always harbored a suspicion of them, of their story, those two who claimed they knew best.
“You know, my dear, there are certain secrets that won’t be kept.” Mrs. Cavanaugh’s admonition floats through Sophia’s mind trailing scents of old roses and lemon oil, that undertow of gas. Mrs. Cavanaugh had been so convinced she knew the truth. But she had been as ignorant of it as Sophia.
The phone bleats. No one moves.
Sophia blows her nose, addresses Carolyn. “You’re furious at me and you have a right to be.”
“I don’t know what I am.”
“I wanted to tell you.”
“You didn’t trust me. You never have.”
“I didn’t trust myself. Them,” Sophia spits the word. “I trusted them.”
A taut silence falls.
“Sophia?” Phil’s voice rises, gentle, coaxing. “Keep talking,” he urges. “What are you thinking?”
How could they? The question is a current of heat arrowing through what are cooler, lighter rivulets of shock, a nascent sense of relief. “You’re sure this is real, not some hoax?” She’s trembling and hugs herself.
“It’s real. It’s hard to understand their motive, I know, but as I was saying to Carolyn before you got here, it was the Fifties. Social standards were much stricter then. You remember how it was. People were judgmental to the point of being vicious. Appearance was—”
“Are you excusing them?”
“Of course not, but as you yourself have said to me many times, Russ’s name and his reputation had to be above reproach. You often spoke as if they were—holy.” There is the briefest of hesitations before Phil utters the word. He props his ankle on his knee, briefly dusts it with his fingertips, lifts his glance to let it rest quietly on Sophia’s before adding yet another word. “Sacrosanct.”
“It’s true, Mom. We both did our bit.”
“God help me,” Sophia whispers.
“Don’t blame yourself.” Phil is reading Sophia’s mind. “You were a scared kid when you met Russ. Alone and vulnerable. You did what you had to survive.”
“If anyone is to blame, it’s Dad and Grandmother. They’re the ones who lied.”
“But I abandoned my son. I made it possible for this to happen.” Although what this was, what its consequences are, Sophia can’t be certain. She looks at Phil. “What about the Phelps?”
“They’ve both passed away.”
“When? Did they keep Dylan? Did they raise him?” Sophia cups her elbows as if to contain the sea of her confusion. Alive. Dylan alive. She can’t wrap her mind around the fact much less take in the idea that the child she thought buried is now a grown man.
Phil says, “They didn’t keep him,” and he goes on to cite the history of troubled circumstances that match the details Sophia has heard from Grace Capshaw, the dark litany of lack and deprivation that marred her husband’s childhood, that robbed him—robbed a boy called Jarrett—of any sense of safety, of his own self-worth. Robbed him of even his name.
Sophia says that now. “They changed his name.”
“It was part of the agreement Dad made,” Carolyn says. “The adoptive mother chose the name Jarrett.”
“Arlene.” Arlene Capshaw who had told Cort she felt his older brother had been abused, Sophia thinks. She closes her eyes seeking relief, but without regard for her wishes her brain attempts to bring the two pictures together: the tiny boy of her memory and the mug shot of the grown man she has seen on the news. But the image that crystallizes is her final vision of Dylan as she last saw him and her breath draws down hard.
Phil touches her knee.
She looks from him to Carolyn.
“What?”
“Jarrett Capshaw’s mug shot, it shows his right eyebrow, the scar. It’s the same, in the same place.” Sophia sets her teeth, but further denial is useless and nearly as unrecognizable now as the truth was only moments ago. “He’s my son. He’s Dylan.”
“I really do have a brother.” Carolyn’s voice lifts as if in question or astonishment or both.
“What am I going to do?”
“What do you want to do?” Phil asks.
“I think you should see him before they—”
Execute him. The rest of Carolyn’s advice hangs unspoken in the air. Sophia is panicked at the idea. She thinks of Grace and Cort, how they have fought for this man and failed, so far, to infuse him with the desire to live. “His family,” she says. “Grace. I can’t imagine what they must be thinking.”
“I wonder what he thinks,” Carolyn says.
She means Jarrett. Jarrett who was Dylan when he was small. When he fit into Sophia’s arms, when he clung to her. You think if I’d taken you both in he wouldn’t have died.” Esther’s speech from last Saturday echoes through Sophia’s mind. Died. Esther had used that very word. She had not stuttered; she had not looked away. Shock again bends Sophia over her knees.
“Mom?”
You saddle me with that, Esther had accused, you would have me go to my grave carrying the burden of what is your guilt on my back. I didn’t cost that child his life, Sophia, you did.
“Mom?” Carolyn repeats.
But Sophia can only shake her head, no. No! The word repeats in her brain. She can’t number the levels of deceit, the duration of years that it spans, the ways in which her life and the lives of others have been altered as a result. She raises her glance. “If I have to see anyone right now, it’s Mother.”
Carolyn says she’s going too. She offers to drive.
“No, Cecie, it’s too much stress on you already. I feel awful about it.”
“I’m pregnant, Mom, not terminally ill and I want to hear what Grandmother has to say as much as you do. Besides, I don’t think you’re in the best shape to drive yourself.”
Sophia appeals to Phil, but he only shrugs. He either supports Carolyn or he isn’t choosing to take sides. He mentions the news crews, but, thankfully, when they duck out to their cars, the street is empty.
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Esther puts the burden of responsibility on Russ.
While Frances hops around the kitchen like a small addlepated wren assembling the makings for tea because she knows Sophia’s preference for it, Esther says Russ hired a private investigator who tracked down the Phelps.
“They told him they couldn’t keep the child.”
“They would have given Dylan back?” Sophia stares dumbfounded across the table at her mother. She feels as if her heart will crack in two.
“Not to you. They saw the shape you were in. They told the investigator that if you’d gone to the hospital with them, they would have had you taken into custody. Who knows what might have happened then. You must see now that it worked out for the best.”
“How can you say that? When you know how I have blamed myself.”
“My God, Grandmother, he’s in prison.”
Tears stand in Sophia’s eyes. “You and Russ knew he wasn’t dead, but all these years you have let me go on believing I was responsible, that Dylan died because of me, because he was with me when I had the car accident.” She is angry now, murderously angry. She takes her head in her hands. “When I think, when I think it was only a week ago that you accused me of saddling you with the blame for Dylan’s death. His death, Mother. How could you say that to me? How could you keep lying, like that?”
“But he was dead to you. You said so yourself at the time, that he was with the Phelps and better off. Did you not say that?”
“But you let me believe—”
“He drove me around River Oaks.”
“Who did?” Sophia asks.
“Russ, when I came to Houston after he found you. He invited me, don’t you remember?”
His lies are what Sophia remembers, the half truths.
“He wanted me to see the sort of life he could give you and he drove me through his neighborhood. We went by his family home and the country club where they were founding members. He talked about the banks they owned. We went up and down nearly every street past all those mansions with rows and rows of monogrammed gates across the driveways, huge magnolias everywhere, terraces swimming with bougainvillea.” Esther’s eyes widen. “Why I even saw a Rolls Royce. I’d never seen one before.”
Sophia can see Esther riding in the front seat of Russ’s big Lincoln, stiff-shouldered, pocketbook held upright on her lap, pretending indifference, but riveted to the luxurious view, overcome by it, flattened and burned up inside with longing.
“He talked so much,” Esther says, “I hardly got a word in. He told me he wanted to marry you when you were a little more grown up, but if you had the boy, if the Phelps returned him to you, then he didn’t know. He said at the worst you could go to prison; he said there would be a scandal.”
“Dylan was my son, Esther. Do you think I cared about a scandal?”
“But you gave him away, Sophia, after all. Have you thought of that? How you fought me about adoption? Then you handed him over to the Phelps. And now you want to blame me for how it’s all turned out? We saved you, Sophia.”
Frances plunks the tray laden with cups and saucers and a plate of cookies on the table. She brings the kettle.
“No one wants that, Sister,” Esther says.
But Carolyn, who has given up coffee, says she’ll have some and helps herself.
And Frances, addressing Sophia, says she didn’t know. “Not until this morning when Mr. Hunter came here. He talked to Esther.”
“And you said nothing. Neither of you said a word when I was here earlier.”
“Sister told me not to.” Frances sets down the kettle with a bang. “That it wasn’t my place.”
Sophia looks at her mother. “You surely couldn’t have thought I wouldn’t find out.”
Esther opens her mouth, closes it. She looks at Carolyn and calls her Lydia. Lydia was Esther’s mother’s name.
“I’m Carolyn,” she says.
“Of course you are,” Esther says
Sophia looks at Frances who shakes her head and says, “It comes and goes.”
“What comes and goes?” Esther demands. She slaps the table. “I did what was best, Sophia. I protected you and your husband. I did what Russ asked me to do.”
“Don’t you mean what he paid you to do, Grandmother?” Carolyn blows over the top of her cup. She nibbles a cookie. Sophia’s grateful that she has an appetite.
“He helped the Phelps, too. They wanted to sell so they could live nearer to their son in Florida. I needed money to buy this house and have my independence.”
Frances says, “To think you would do such a terrible thing, Sister, when you could have so easily moved in with me.”
“You mean with you and that man you were shacked up with?”
“Oh, come down off your moral mountain, Mother,” Sophia slips her voice between the sisters like a knife, “I know all about Teddy.”
“Who’s Teddy?” Carolyn echoes the very question Sophia had asked so many years ago.
“I found and read every one of his love letters.”
“So I suppose, Miss Smarty, you knew we were to meet?” Esther demands heatedly. “On a Sunday at the bus station. We were to go with him, but he died.”
“It was a stroke,” Frances murmurs, “and him so young, too.”
“You would have left Dad and me?”
“Not you, Sophia. I was taking you with me. I would never have left you.” Esther’s mouth quivers. Her eyes lock with Sophia’s. They are back where it began, at the place where Sophia had left her child. There is no way around it.
“But did you really have to go so far? Did you have to make me believe I killed him? Couldn’t you have told the truth, that he was adopted?”
Esther stands slowly, laboriously. She pushes her chair under the table and leans on it. “Can you honestly say you would have wanted to know that when you couldn’t claim him yourself? Because that is how it would have been. Russ made it clear. He would have you but not the child.” Esther’s glance shifts to Carolyn. “I knew there would be others.”
Sophia covers her face with her hands.
Esther raps the chair rail. “He was giving you a second chance, Sophia. Free and clear of all your mistakes. What would you have had me do? Argue? Demand he retrieve the child and hand him over? He would have left you flat. Then what? There would have been other men, drugs, more children.”
“You don’t know that, Grandmother.”
“Instead you’re college educated, you have a profession. You have spent the best years of your life living in comfort as the wife of a man who worshipped you and the mother of a loving daughter. You have had a better life than mine.”
“And it’s all based on lies, on manipulation and connivance.” Sophia stands, too. “And in any case, obsession isn’t love.”
“He’s going to die, Grandmother, on Monday at six o’clock.” Both Sophia and Esther stare at Carolyn. “My brother, your grandson, our own flesh and blood. How can you still think what you did was right?”
“Oh, Sister....” Frances twines her hands in her apron skirt.
“You know,” Esther slides her chair carefully underneath the table, “as much as you want to blame me? I’m not the one who at age fifteen chose to go chasing after some young man like a bitch in heat and let him—”
“Grandmother, shut up,” Carolyn says.
There is a combined intake of breath from the sisters. Esther's lips tremble, but she neither speaks nor cries.




Chapter 28
Friday, October 15, 1999 - 2 days remain
The warden tells Jarrett he’s never had a situation like it. He passes a couple of local newspapers across his desk to Jarrett and indicating the headlines says he wants to make it clear, that regardless of how the press is milking it—Will there be a last minute reprieve? asks one headline. Will time be allowed for a mother and son reunion? asks the other—nothing’s changed. Barring last minute legal delays, Jarrett’s execution will go off as scheduled. The warden keeps giving Jarrett these narrow-eyed looks while he’s talking as if he suspects this latest twist is just another stunt Jarrett’s arranged to garner media attention like the brouhaha over the whereabouts of the 2037 codex. Jarrett wants to point out that, for his money, anyway, both are better tricks than the last-minute, garden-variety jailhouse conversions that are so prevalent in here. But if this is a stunt, Jarrett tells the warden, it’s not his doing.
Back in his cell, he sits on his bunk under the indifferent eye of the death watch camera wondering why he was never told that Cort was working for this woman, Sophia Beckman. Why hadn’t a member of his family mentioned Grace was seeing her in her professional capacity as a psychologist? It pisses Jarrett off. It’s like he’s dead already when he’s got what? Forty-eight hours, give or take. He’s here. Here and alive for two more days.
Then he won’t be.
The thought stands up in his brain as black and cold as ice at night. Unfathomable. Terrifying. Panic swims through his blood. He feels the shape of a scream come loose from his core. It rattles his bones, hammers up the walls of his ribs. He bends over his knees, choking it off. He remembers reading somewhere that survival is mankind’s strongest instinct, that even when he knows he’s better off dead, which Jarrett surely is, a man will fight to live, to survive one more day, one more hour.
He remembers Terry Ray, his muttering and his tears. His long-suffering sighs. His going. Jarrett wonders where Terry is now. In hell waiting for Jarrett to join him?
Guards come to Jarrett’s cell door. Trent Hunter’s outside asking to do an interview. Jarrett thinks no and says yes. He hates what Hunter represents; he needs the diversion. He hates how every hour, every second has an edge, a kind of brutal clarity; he needs to talk. He walks with the guards. They give him looks; they want to know the same as Hunter will, the same as everyone does, how he feels.
Why? Why does his emotional state matter to them? He’s an animal, beyond rehabilitation, and unworthy of forgiveness. Not fit for polite society. He’s surprised anyone gives him credit for having been born and not hatched, not cast out or down or up from the fire.
Jarrett’s let into the booth. The guard removes his cuffs and Jarrett sits down, taking the receiver from its hook.
Hunter’s beaming like a fool. “So, I guess you heard I found your mother.”
“I’m overjoyed. I bet she is too.” It’s the first Jarrett’s thought of what her reaction might be and he wonders: Does it sicken her? Does she wish as much as he does that none of this business, if it’s true, had come to light? He leans on his elbow. “So you mentioned L the other day. What about her claim? Is this like multiple choice or what?”
Hunter waves a dismissive hand. “L’s a kook. She writes a lot of death row inmates in prisons all over the country. The motherless ones, you know, the ones that have got no family that can debunk her claim. She’s loony.”
“Figures,” Jarrett says. So L was loony. So what? She’d reached out to him; she’d given him something. Not hope, exactly, or peace, not the promise of redemption. But whatever it is, it may be the one thing that will give him what he needs to walk into the death chamber under his own power.
“Sophia Beckman is the real deal, Capshaw, trust me, I’m not going to go off half cocked Geraldo style and make an ass of myself. I made damn sure of my facts before I went public.”
Jarrett doesn’t say anything.
“I brought pictures.” Hunter pulls a couple of photographs out of a leather folio and flattens them to the Plexiglas. One, a faded black and white, shows a girl leaning her backside against an old model Lincoln, maybe a 1956 or 1957 Mark II. Her chin is dipped toward her shoulder and her smile is shy. The hem of her skirt flutters as if there’s a wind. Jarrett can see her knees. The other is a yellowing color photo and shows a more grown up version of the girl. She’s holding a baby.
Not him. Not unless Sophia Beckman dressed him in pink ribbons. It has to be the daughter he’s heard about. What strikes him is the mother’s expression; the way she’s looking at her baby with such tenderness and adoration as if she can’t believe in the miracle she’s been given. It’s how Jarrett was effected when he looked at Thomas in the first hours after his birth, and the memory, this reminder of what love is, of how it feels, staggers Jarrett. He jerks his gaze away.
“She was a looker, wasn’t she?” Hunter says.
Jarrett shifts the phone to his other ear.
Hunter takes the photos away. “Do you remember anything about the accident?”
The act of tracing his broken eyebrow is almost unconscious. Jarrett doesn’t remember. Shit happens and life goes on; you grow up. More shit happens. You get over it. Worse shit happens. You get over that too. Then something hits you and you don’t get over it. You go down.
Hunter asks if Jarrett’s pissed and when Jarrett frowns, the reporter says, “You realize Beckman was rich, like ozone rich? And not only that, he had influence. He paid a bundle to make sure your connection to him and his wife disappeared.”
Jarrett keeps Hunter’s gaze.
“She thought you died as the result of the head wound you received in the crash. It’s what Beckman wanted her to believe.” Hunter waits. “It’s cruel, don’t you think? Not just for how it screwed up her life but yours too. Think where you’d be now if Beckman had adopted you. Not in here, that’s for damn sure. You’d be set, man. You’d have everything.”
Jarrett shakes his head. He thinks of calling the guard.
“Will you see her?”
“I’ll be transported to The Walls tomorrow or the next day, executed the day after.”
“Maybe not.”
Jarrett cocks his head.
“You’ve heard of Jasper Slade, the senator? Seems as if your mother, Dr. Beckman, I mean, came to the rescue when his kid nearly died a few years ago of a drug overdose. There’s some indication that debt could get called and strings will get pulled. Senator Slade is in tight with Governor Bush.”
“I don’t want strings pulled.”
“What if she could get your kids to come? You want that, don’t you? You’d see her then, right?”
Jarrett doesn’t answer. He wonders if it’s possible, if Sophia Beckman could somehow— But no, nobody’s going to get his kids in here. And it’s okay. It has to be because that’s how it is. He doesn’t want company anyway; he doesn’t want a bunch of people forced to sit around in his final hours making labored conversation. Last words, last meal, it’s bullshit.
“So I’m thinking there’s a couple of things that could happen now.”
Jarrett looks at Hunter.
“You know, because of these developments. There’s the fact that your mother has got the senator’s ear.”
“You keep calling her my mother.”
“Yeah?”
Jarrett shakes his head not saying aloud that it’s weird.
“So Slade’s campaigning for Bush,” Hunter says. “Word is he’s got a good shot at a cabinet post once Bush gets elected, and he will be, that’s a given. You see where I’m headed with this, right? Influence like that can get this whole process, this whole killing machine shut down.”
Jarrett gives a derisive snort.
Hunter lifts an index finger. “Wait, I’m not finished. There’s that possibility on the one hand and there’s the 2037 codex on the other.”
“Oh, Jesus. Here we go.”
“You know where it is, Capshaw, don’t lie. You tell me, tell me right now, and I’ll be out of here like a shot. I know people, too, the right people to go to with the story. I can guarantee that between that and the support of Senator Slade, you’ll get your commutation. There’s no way you’ll see the inside of The Walls, much less the death chamber.”
Jarrett gets to his feet. “Guard!”
Hunter sags against the back of his chair. “C’mon, man.”
“Sorry,” Jarrett says.
“Suppose I can get your kids to come? Suppose I could arrange that? In exchange, would you?”
“Knock yourself out.”
“Watch me.” Hunter stands eye to eye with Jarrett. “I told you, I know people. So, do we have a deal? A visit from your kids gets me an exclusive on the whereabouts of the 2037 codex.”
“Guard!” Jarrett shouts again.




Chapter 29
Friday, October 15, 1999 - 2 days remain
“We missed lunch,” Sophia says as Carolyn pulls out of the sisters’ driveway. “You should eat something.”
“I had cookies and tea.”
“I meant something nutritious.”
Carolyn meets Sophia’s admonishing glance. “All right, something nutritious,” she says. “Do you want to stop somewhere?”
“That little French bakery?”
“Where Dad used to take us when we visited him at his office. I loved their onion soup.”
“You loved their homemade croutons as I recall.” Sophia smiles; she rests her head against the seatback.
“I’m really sorry, Mom.”
“Me too, that you should have ever thought I didn’t trust you. I regret that I listened to Grandmother and your dad especially when I knew deep down not telling you was a mistake.”
“But it’s hard going against your parents’ advice.”
“Oh?”
“Honestly? I’m not sure I could have walked away from the job at Vanderburg if Dad was still alive even though I knew I’d be no good at it, that I’d be miserable.”
Sophia looks unseeing out the window. She thinks of how little she has ever known or understood about her life. She thinks it is a mistake to assume you know the workings of someone else’s mind, or to think you are ever in control and the realization is disconcerting to her. She feels flattened by it.
“I always knew you loved me, that you were proud of me, no matter what.”
Sophia meets Carolyn’s glance. “Truly?”
“Uh-huh. I’m just not driven the way that Dad was. Is that your cell phone?”
Sophia reaches for her purse. She says she isn’t in the mood for whoever it is, a reporter, probably. She studies the ID. “It’s Sharon Slade.”
Carolyn nods. She thinks Sophia should answer.
Sophia makes a face and in the moment it takes to say, “Hello,” it occurs to her that Sharon is the only one besides Esther who knew the truth. Sharon could easily have confirmed the facts of Sophia’s story for Trent Hunter. Sophia straightens, trying to focus on what Sharon is saying, something about her secretary and a member of Jasper’s staff having been contacted by Trent.
Sophia interrupts her, “I asked you to keep our talk at the hospital in confidence. You promised you would.”
“What? You don’t think I—? But I would never talk to a reporter about that night. Even if I were the sort of person to break a confidence, which I’m not, it wouldn’t make sense, not if I value my husband’s political career and my son’s privacy.”
Of course, Sophia sees the truth of this, that Sharon would have as much or more to lose than Sophia by calling attention to Greg’s difficulties. She apologizes. “I’m not thinking clearly.” Her eyes collide with Carolyn’s that are filled with fresh curiosity and apprehension and she thinks: Wonderful. Now there is something else she will have to explain.
Sharon is dismissive. “Think no more of it, Sophia. It must be such a shock. Jasper and I want to help if we can. He’s working now on a way to get you into the Terrell Unit for a visit.”
“Oh, no,” Sophia says. “I don’t— I’m not sure I—”
“But we thought, that is Trent said you were working with the Capshaw family. He mentioned you were attempting to negotiate a visit in the company of the Capshaw children, that there’s been some difficulty.”
How had Trent Hunter come to know that? From Cort? Grace? But Sophia can’t imagine them speaking to him. “The children are reluctant, yes,” she says aloud, “but I’m not at liberty to—”
“You know, I had no idea that your late husband was acquainted with Mrs. Capshaw’s father. I was surprised to hear that.”
Sophia’s stomach lifts and falls. “They shared an interest in pre-Columbian history. Trent wasn’t suggesting there was more?”
“Oh, I didn’t speak to him directly, so I don’t know. All I can say for certain is that Jasper and I are here for you, whatever you need to help you through this.”
“Thank you, but I—”
“And, Sophia? One other thing, you know our government would very much like to know the whereabouts of the 2037 codex, if possible. It would be supremely advantageous in our relationship with our South American neighbors if we could recover it and return it to them.”
“But surely you aren’t suggesting that I know where it is or that Russ did?” Sophia’s heart taps quickly against her ribs. She thinks of what Thomas told her in confidence. Technically he’s not her patient, but neither is this situation the same as the one involving Jody Doaks and little Benny Chu. No one’s life is jeopardized by her silence in regard to the codex.
Sophia closes her eyes wishing it were like the night she and Sharon sat together at the hospital, that they could again be just mothers talking. But Sharon is the wife of a U.S. senator and must necessarily put politics ahead of everything else and Sophia’s obligation is to the Capshaw family, not the United State’s government. She won’t be used as some sort of pawn in the hunt for an antiquity regardless of its historic value or the state of relations between countries. Who is to say the United States would return the codex to South America in any case? Cort had once mentioned Jarrett’s theory: that contrary to what was reported, the police had found it when they searched Jarrett’s car and had sold it themselves on the black market. It was possible, wasn’t it? Sometimes nothing was more astonishing than the truth.
“Sophia, are you still there?”
“As I said before, I’m not at liberty to comment, not without violating the doctor-patient privilege. You understand.”
“Of course, but Sophia, as a mother, and I realize I didn’t actually lose my son, but still, well, if you change your mind about visiting your son, Jasper can arrange it.”
Sophia manages to eke out her thanks. When she stows her cell phone, tears are trembling on her lashes.
“Mom? What did she say?”
Seeing that they are safely berthed in the parking lot of the bakery, Sophia allows herself to be taken into Carolyn’s embrace. And even as she weeps, she thinks what an odd feeling it is to be comforted by one’s own child. It is as strange in its way as having the man on death row referred to as her son.
She blows her nose and says she’s concerned that Trent Hunter has contacted the Capshaw’s in regard to Russ’s connection to Louis Tilley.
“Do you think Dad was involved with the smuggling?”
“No. I would have heard something from the museum by now if there was any question, especially given all the current publicity.”
“Then I don’t understand why you’re worried.”
“I should have told Grace your dad knew Louis. She had the right to know and to discontinue therapy if she chose.” Sophia bites her lip. “But it’s more than that. We really talked, you know? In more than a professional capacity.”
“You’re saying you were friends?”
“Beginning to be, I think.” Sophia shreds the tissue. “Although I might be reading more into it.”
“You could call her.” Carolyn goes abruptly still. She sucks in her lips.
“What’s wrong? Is it your head?”
“No, Mom, it just dawned on me, we’re related, you, me, Grace, Cort and the kids. I’m an aunt. Grace is your daughter-in-law.”
But Sophia can’t think of Grace in those terms.
“It’s so weird,” Carolyn says. “Isn’t it?”
Without volition, an image of Thomas rises in Sophia’s mind along with a wave of affection. Imagine it, he’s her grandson. She wonders what he thinks of it, that his mother’s shrink is his grandmother. She wonders what Brian and Megan are like. She thinks of the single thing in the world that means the most to Grace right now: that her children should visit their father. If Sophia could talk to Thomas, she might be able to change his mind. They have a good rapport, she thinks, or they have had. She has to at least try. For Grace, who has every right to be angry, to feel that Sophia has betrayed her. She finds Carolyn’s glance. “You’re right. I do need to talk to the Capshaws. But first you’re having something to eat. No arguments,” Sophia adds before Carolyn can voice the objection riding in her eyes.
Inside the small restaurant, that mingles rich and wonderful aromas of fresh bread, coffee and cocoa, they are shown to a table for two by the window. For a minute or two Sophia worries that someone will recognize her, but the waitress gives no indication of it when she takes their order: Carolyn’s for onion soup with extra croutons and Sophia’s for quiche.
And over lunch, when Carolyn asks, Sophia describes the night she spent with Sharon Slade at the hospital and how perturbed at her Russ had been for her indiscretion. She presses one side of her cold, damp tea glass against her temple and says her guilt at having caused Dylan’s death has haunted her all her life. “I was thrilled when I became pregnant with you, but terrified, too, that I would harm you in some way.” Her glance falls.
I knew there would be others. Esther’s words are blazing in her mind. As if Sophia could just insert another child into the slot where Dylan had been. As if somehow a second pregnancy would obliterate every trace of her crime against him. She’d had no faith that she deserved such a gift, nor had she any confidence in her parenting skills. In everything to do with Carolyn, Sophia had deferred to Russ. For all intents and purposes, he had been both mother and father to Carolyn, while Sophia had kept her distance, her anxiety, and her secret. To please Russ, to prevent him from being tarnished by her misbehavior, her foolish—
“Mom?”
“You know, I advise patients all the time about the value, the absolute necessity of forgiveness, if they want to recover their peace of mind, but right now I am so angry at your father and grandmother.”
“Me, too, but I think you have to let yourself feel it. I think I’ve heard you say it’s only bad when you get stuck in the anger.” Carolyn smiles. “We’ll just have to watch out for each other.”
“Oh, Cecie, yes, we will.” Sophia smiles too. “Can’t you finish your sandwich?”
“I’m full. Does Sharon Slade think you know something about the codex or that Dad did?”
“She didn’t say that, exactly, but it sounded as if she has her suspicions. I have the impression that the powers that be would like nothing more than for me pay a visit to Jarrett Capshaw to see what I might worm out of him.”
“Do you think he took it, that he’s hidden it?”
Before Sophia can answer her cell phone rings. “It’s Cort,” she says.
They speak briefly.
“Does he think we should come?” Carolyn asks when Sophia ends the call.
“Yes.” Sophia stows her phone. “They’ve told the children.”
“And Grace? Does she think we should?”
“Cort said she asked him to call.”
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When Sophia and Carolyn arrive, Grace opens the door. “We’re having lunch. In the great room,” she adds. “Sandwiches, if you’re hungry.”
Sophia thanks her and says they’ve had lunch.
Grace’s eyes are quiet, her nod seems resigned. Carolyn and Sophia exchange a glance and Sophia sees the reflection of own apprehension mirrored in Carolyn’s expression. They follow Grace down a palatial, marble-tiled entry hall that is vacant of furnishings with the exception of an imposing, three-tiered Venetian chandelier that hangs from a domed ceiling. Their footsteps echo like ghosts.
“You can see we’re a little bare,” Grace says. “We don’t have meals in the kitchen or dining room anymore. All that furniture has been sold too.”
The great room, long and sleekly-proportioned, is only sparsely furnished with a low-slung armless sofa, one chair and an over-sized ottoman. One wall, sheathed entirely in glass, overlooks a multi-level patio and a sparkling pool. A padded piano bench sits alone near the fireplace looking forlorn. Cort had mentioned that Grace had sold the baby grand piano that had belonged to her mother. It must have anchored that end of the room that is now yawning space.
“These are my younger children, Brian and Megan.” Grace gestures toward the boy and girl who are on the floor playing a game.
Chutes and Ladders. Sophia wonders how she knows. “I’m happy to meet you,” she says into their upturned faces.
“Happy to meet you,” Megan repeats and then giggles into her hand, eyes dancing along with her pink-ribboned pigtails.
She looks like Thomas, Sophia thinks. She has his engaging smile, the same dark hair and sturdy build. But Brian favors his mother. He’s slender and fair-haired and his features, like Grace’s, are delicately drawn. When he nods at Sophia, there is no smile, no glimmer of welcome in his eyes. Instead what Sophia sees is caution, the wary question: What awful thing will happen next? He’s understandably anxious and Sophia’s heart reaches for him. There is such a burden riding on those narrow shoulders.
She hears a door slam and Thomas appears. “Hey, Doc,” he says, “Carolyn, what’s up? Or maybe I should call you Aunt Carolyn now.”
She grins. “Better make that Queen Aunt Carolyn, I think.”
“Hah, yeah. In your dreams, Auntie C.”
Grace gestures toward the sofa. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”
Cort comes into the room bearing a tray filled with sandwiches, hollering, “Chow’s on,” and, “Better hurry, I think there’s a hungry bear following me.” He sets the tray on the ottoman and letting out a huge growl, swings Megan over his head and around in a circle to her utter delight.
Grace has mentioned her worry to Sophia, that Megan calls Cort Daddy frequently enough now that they have stopped arguing with her about it. He sets Megan, laughing, on her feet, tugging her pigtails. There is such love in their eyes for each other, Sophia thinks. How could you argue?
Sophia refuses the offer of something to drink, but Carolyn accepts a glass of orange juice from Grace and says she’s feeling fine when Grace asks.
Brian and Cort each help themselves to a sandwich half and sit near each other on the floor.
“Are you my grandma?” Megan leans against the sofa as near to Sophia's knees as she can be without touching them.
Sophia blinks at her. There’s something very like Carolyn in the shape of Megan's head, the narrow curve of her chin. Sophia cups Megan's cheek with her hand. No one seems to notice or to hear her when Sophia whispers, “Yes. Yes I am.” And she is loose and light with the wonder of it.
Grace says, “Megan, honey, come and eat your sandwich. I made peanut butter and jelly for you.”
She sidles away and an ill-shaped quiet settles into the room.
Thomas is sitting on the hearth wolfing down his sandwich as if it’s been a month since his last meal. Without looking up from his plate, he addresses Sophia. “Did you hear what happened with the cops?”
“Just that you were released.”
Brian says, “If he goes to jail, I get his room.”
“I'm not going to jail, moron, so shut up.”
“Shut up,” Megan repeats with an impish grin. She returns to the sofa and offers her sandwich to Carolyn who pretends to take a bite and chew blissfully. Grace watches, a bit of a smile playing across her mouth.
Cort says, “There’s been talk about probation and community service for both boys.”
“Luke’s parents aren’t pressing charges?” Sophia asks.
“Not since I threw myself on their mercy,” Thomas says, and Sophia realizes he took her advice and apologized.
“It’s my first offense, anyway.” Thomas wipes his mouth.
“It had best be your last.” Cort drills him with a stare.
“As it is you’ll be lucky if I let you see outdoor daylight again,” Grace says. “Other than to work,” she adds with a glance at Sophia.
She smiles and thinks of the elephant in the living room that waits for someone to mention its presence.
“So—” Grace’s syllable dangles.
“I’m sorry,” Sophia begins.
“For what? Abandoning your son or is there something else?”
“Grace.” Cort’s voice is gentle but chiding.
Nonplussed, Sophia says, “I don’t understand.”
“You don’t understand?” Grace’s eyes are wide with challenge, offense.
“I thought you would say you were angry that I didn’t tell you my husband knew your father.”
“That is the least of it, Sophia.”
“Grace,” Cort speaks more forcefully. “You agreed we’d keep this civil.”
“But she’s behaving as if she bears no responsibility. She’s Jarrett’s mother and she abandoned him. She lived her cushy life while her own son nearly starved. You both nearly starved, Cort.”
Sophia covers her face and Carolyn moves next to her dropping an arm across her shoulders.
“Geez, Mom, lighten up.” Thomas turns to Sophia. “I think it’s pretty cool myself. This family can use its own shrink.” He laughs, but no one else does.
Brian is slumped over his sandwich.
“Mommy?” Megan is bewildered.
Carolyn says, “Megan, why don’t you and Brian show me your rooms?”
Sophia shoots her a grateful glance.
When Thomas says he’s staying, no one argues.
Cort says, “Grace isn’t herself.”
“Of course not.” Sophia brushes something unseen from her lap. “This is such a shock to me, too. I had no idea, no warning. I don’t know what to say.” She hears herself babbling and taking a breath, she appeals to Grace. “Truly, I didn’t know. I believed my son was dead. If I had known he wasn’t, I would have—” What? What would she have done?
“His life was so hard.” Grace’s eyes are sheathed in tears.
“Yes.”
“They said the man you and Jarrett lived with abused you?”
“It’s true.”
“Did he hurt Jarrett too?”
“Not—not physically.” Sophia drops her glance.
Thomas says, “Well, I think it’s pretty incredible, Doc. Your life was like totally screwed up, but you turned it around. Makes me think maybe there’s hope after all. Maybe I won’t end up in a cell like Jarrett.”
Grace’s irritable sounding sigh shapes Thomas’s name.
Sophia meets his gaze. Despite the flippant tone, he’s not joking, not entirely. But she’s been aware that he feels at risk, that he’s hunting for sense, a reason to have faith in his future. She knows this from her own experience, that is now public knowledge and according to some, the Slades, Phil, Thomas, helpful. Imagine, the very scandal Russ and Esther had sought to suppress has become an example, a source of inspiration. She tells Thomas, “There were times when I thought I wouldn’t make it.”
“But you did.” His eyes search hers.
“You are more, all of us are capable of more than we think. Never doubt that.”
Grace says, “I still wonder how this can be true. There was another woman who claimed she was his mother.”
“Some crackpot,” Cort interrupts Grace.
“Jarrett may think she’s a crackpot.” Grace’s gesture indicates Sophia.
“I don’t intend to visit, if that’s a concern,” Sophia says. “I understand Trent Hunter spoke to Senator Slade regarding the possibility, but I hope you’ll take my word that I had nothing to do with that.”
Carolyn reappears with Brian and Megan, who is holding a Barbie doll by her hair. Megan goes with Carolyn to the sofa, but Brian settles on the floor near his uncle. He looks ill, Sophia thinks; his eyes are reddened wounds in his face that is as pale as milk.
“I think you should see him,” Grace says and Sophia looks wide-eyed at her. “Jarrett is your son. He deserves an explanation from you.”
“Oh, no, I don’t think—” Sophia begins and Cort says, “Jarrett told us he didn’t want us there again.”
But Grace isn’t listening. “All of us should go. Usually only two visitors at a time are allowed, but Senator Slade has said it can be arranged as a favor because of the circumstances.”
“He contacted you?” Sophia is incredulous. But hadn’t she suspected the situation would be used in this way? “You do understand, don’t you? Why they’re making an exception? That it’s a ploy by the government to get information about the codex?”
Thomas stands up with his plate as if to make his exit.
“Sit down,” Grace orders.
“I’m not going. There’s no way you can make me.” Thomas sets his plate on the mantle.
“You sure were fired up to go the other night,” Cort says.
“Yeah, well, like you said, that was a mistake.”
“You had the right idea, Thomas. I think you know it too.” Cort spares Grace a glance as if he is seeking her opinion. “You and Brian might feel better, if you cleared the air.”
“But you just said he doesn’t want us there. You’ve always said Mom shouldn’t force us.”
“I know, buddy, but that was before.”
“You should make your peace, Thomas. He’s your dad,” Grace is pleading.
“So? He'll be dead in two days and him and that stupid codex’ll be forgotten.” He smirks. “Like ancient history. Right, Bri?”
“Thomas, that’s enough.”
Megan drops her Barbie and presses the tip of her index finger to one side of her tiny nose staring worriedly at her mother. Brian rests his forehead on his drawn-up knees.
“I heard some stuff about my dad recently that I didn’t know or necessarily like,” Carolyn spares Sophia a glance, “and now I wish he was here so I could talk it out with him.”
“Yeah, but it’s not like your dad asked to die. He wasn’t sitting around all like oh, I’m a loser, I hate my life, please kill me.”
“Thomas, who is to blame that you drove Luke’s family’s car drunk?” Grace cuts in and her voice is like ice.
“I don't see how what I did has anything to do with—”
“Luke was injured, wasn’t he, as a result and you feel responsible; you feel badly about it.” Before she can think it through, Sophia takes up Grace’s line of reasoning. She wants to lend support; she wants not to lose Grace’s trust or their friendship that was not more than an inviting promise. “We talked about this, Thomas. Suppose Luke’s injuries had been more serious or even fatal?”
“I’d wish I was—” he hesitates— “dead, I guess.”
“So, you can understand how your dad must feel, right? Sick inside for his mistakes, the way you feel, the way I feel for mine. You can see that there are circumstances that might cause you to lose your desire for life.”
The pause seems to encourage Sophia to go on. “When you tried to see your dad, what was that about?” she asks.
“You know.” He glances pointedly in his brother’s direction.
Brian keeps his face hidden. It is Cort, seated next to Brian and rubbing circles on his small back, who looks up at Sophia, who shares her commiserating glance, one that contains elements of worry, of doubt, and when they look at Grace, her mouth is flat and her eyes are grim. Sophia’s heart turns over.
“You know,” Thomas repeats shifting his glance back to Sophia’s.
 “I know that you feel as though you’re to blame and that it’s your responsibility to fix it for everyone. I know you’re very angry with your dad, but you can’t change—”
“The past, I know. You said that before. But I’m sick of everybody telling me I have to see him, forgive him. I don’t even know what that means.”
“What your uncle said, about clearing the air, that’s what forgiving does. It clears the air. It won’t change what happened, but ultimately, if you work at it, forgiveness will alter your focus. It will free you and allow you to move on. I struggle with the whole idea, too,” Sophia adds. But then she wonders: who is she to counsel Thomas? When she can’t so much as set one foot on the path she’s telling him he has to take?
He pushes his hands over his head. “You don’t know what it’s like going there, seeing him in—in there—” and when his voice breaks, he stops and braces his hands on his hips, chest heaving.
Megan goes to him and looking up into his face, she whispers, “Don’t cry,” as if she means to keep his tears their secret and when she circles his leg with her arms and rests her cheek against his hip, he fits his hand gently over the crown of her head.
The silence that falls is as fragile as a bird’s wing and it is suddenly broken when Brian jerks to his feet, urgent and shouting that he doesn’t want to see his dad, that he never will, and that quickly he’s gone from the room.
Cort exchanges a look with Grace and then follows Brian.
“Mommy?” Megan whimpers.
Grace opens her arms pulling Megan onto her lap.
Sophia closes her eyes.
“Mom?” Carolyn sits beside her.
She wants Sophia to take charge, but Sophia only wants to crawl away. Crawl from the face of this dilemma set in motion by one wanton act of self indulgence so many years ago. She can scarcely recall the boy’s face. More vivid is the memory of his breath hot on her collarbone, the sweaty grip of his hand when he’d parted her thighs. That act, one careless act had set this entire calamitous chain of misery into motion....
“What about you?”
Sophia meets Thomas’s heated stare.
“I think Mom’s right. You should see him. You should clear the air.”
“It’s more important for you, Thomas. You’re his son.”
“You’re his mother.”
She searches his eyes a long moment. “All right, then,” she says.
“You’ll go?”
“If you do,” she answers.
Thomas swallows, clearly astonished. He had not anticipated that Sophia would call his bluff.
“So, is it a deal?” she asks
And even as he nods his consent, regret is a flavor like dust in her throat. They are all looking at her. Grace from over the top of Megan’s head, Cort from where he has reappeared, without Brian, in the doorway, Thomas from his vantage point near the fireplace and Carolyn beside her. Now regret is tempered by an even graver concern: Do they think she can save him, this man who is her son, and in her experience at least, newly risen from the dead?
Do they assume his life will be retrieved a second time? She opens her mouth to caution them against entertaining such expectations or any expectation, but then she closes it again. Who is she to say what the outcome will be?




Chapter 30
Terrell Unit
Friday, October 15, 1999 - 2 days remain
Sophia climbs into Grace’s SUV behind Cort who is driving and she is almost breathless with anxiety. Why has she made this bargain? Does she believe as Grace does that she owes an explanation? Is she merely curious? What will she say to the man? What can she say? She doesn’t even know what to call him.
Jarrett?
She had named him Dylan.
Grace settles into the front passenger seat. In view of the media threat, she’s been persuaded to leave Brian and Megan behind in Carolyn’s care. Brian proved to be truly ill in any case, whether it is nerves or an actual virus, and Megan is just too young. Carolyn was glad for an excuse not to go and Sophia is relieved for her too. If only she could stay behind and watch the children. As much as she felt compelled earlier to bring this visit about, she never intended to be part of it. It’s a fool’s errand if ever there was one. She bends forward, touching Grace’s shoulder. “You do realize the government will probably have someone listening.”
“We’ll have to take that chance,” Grace says.
“Jarrett already knows.” Cort meets Sophia’s glance in the rearview mirror.
Grace says, “What would anyone gain, here or in South America, by making trouble now? Thomas and Brian are just children, they were even younger children six years ago.”
Sophia settles back. Next to her, Thomas sits with his hands knotted on his thighs, staring out the car window. Perhaps he is as overcome by regret at their bargain as she is.
Grace turns to Sophia and for the first time in the long afternoon, she meets Sophia’s eyes. “When we get there, follow my lead. Don’t look around. Just do as the guards say. You left your purse at the house?”
Sophia nods. At Grace’s earlier instruction, she has brought only her driver’s license, tucked into her pocket.
Cort finds Sophia’s gaze. “It’s rough going in the first time.”
But it was worse than rough. Much worse.
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They aren’t allowed to park until the car is searched, not only the trunk, but under the hood as well, and then they’re asked to show ID’s. When they are finally cleared to enter the building, Sophia is struck by the smell: an amalgamation of sweat and depression, mold and futility under a pervasive and suffocating odor of disinfectant. Thomas is behind Sophia as she follows Grace who follows Cort. They are like ducklings, like lambs, led through a metal detector and a door and yet another door. Every sound is magnified, an echo banging off the concrete walls. The light is vague, industrial, unkind. Sophia’s blood turns to ice, but she doesn’t know whether it is the result of her own fright or if it is truly cold. She cannot imagine living in here for one day much less a year or five or for whatever is left of her life.
At a desk, they’re handed yellow badges that say D.R. Visitor No. 22116. Jarrett’s number, Cort explains. And when Sophia’s hands are shaking too badly to pin the badge to her shirt, Grace does it for her and Sophia is comforted by the warmth of Grace’s breath on her cheek.
They are led outside again and Cort points out the building that houses death row, but Sophia keeps her gaze on the heels of Grace's shoes that are flat, almost not there. Like ballet slippers, she thinks.
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Jarrett expects to find Martin Trumble waiting when he’s told he has a visitor, but instead on the opposite side of the Plexiglas, he sees Thomas standing behind Grace, who is seated. Jarrett’s throat narrows even as tears of gratitude, of relief, sear the undersides of his eyelids. He blinks impatiently. Goddamn it, Capshaw, don’t lose it. He’s aware of Cort’s presence, too, and a woman whose identity he tells himself he doesn’t know. Of course he does know and a part of his brain is both astonished and perturbed that she is here. But his focus, his heart’s focus is on his son. His son who has come to see him at last, who is whole and alive. Jarrett realizes he has worried since the accident that Thomas’s injuries were more severe than the cut and black eye that Grace described. But she had not said how much he’d grown, two, maybe three inches at least. And when did he start needing to shave?
Grace unhooks her receiver and Jarrett does the same.
“How did you manage it?” he asks, his gaze on Thomas. Jarrett can’t believe he’s here, can’t get enough of looking at him.
“Sophia. Dr. Sophia Beckman.” Grace indicates the woman who is standing next to Cort. “Thomas is here because of her. You’ve heard? Did they tell you?”
“Yeah.” He looks at Grace now, feeling pissed, feeling ripped in half. “I didn’t want you coming back here. This— She doesn’t change anything.” He flicks a long enough glance at the woman to see that she’s scared. A visit to death row has that effect.
“She brought your son. There are things to say.” Grace’s tone is clipped. “Don’t waste precious time.”
She hands the phone to Thomas and Jarrett manages to speak, to ask, “How’s it going, T-bone?” using the nickname Thomas picked up in elementary school when he was nothing more than a scaffold of sharp angles. When he was convinced he’d be that way forever. Now the shape of that small boy, the one who rode Jarrett’s shoulders, who for a little while, thought his old man could lick the world, has all but disappeared. The round cheeks and small chin that fit into the palm of Jarrett’s hand are only memory. This isn’t that kid, the one he remembers. He doesn’t know this kid. This near-man, whose rage is palpable, radiant.
Jarrett lays down the phone; he bends his head into his hands. He says, “This is a mistake.” He’s addressing Grace, but it’s Thomas who responds.
Who pushes around his mother and shouts, “Brian’s at home puking out his guts. Do you want to know why?” He doesn’t give Jarrett time to answer. “He thinks it’s his fault. He thinks you’re going to die because of what he did.”
“No!” Jarrett picks up the receiver. “No,” he repeats.
“We should have told.”
“No,” Jarrett says again.
“But if Brian had left the codex alone, left it in the car, you could say where it is now and they wouldn’t—”
“It wouldn’t change anything. It was all over the night I went back to the restaurant.”
“Why can’t you say you hid it? Why can’t you play them the way you do everybody? Say you’ll give it back if they let you live?”
No, buddy. It wouldn’t work and I don’t want to live like this anyway. I’m sorry.”
“It’s shit, Jarrett.” Thomas slams his fist into the Plexiglas. “You’re shit.”
Grace, in tears, fishes vainly in her purse, ostensibly for a tissue. Jarrett is aware of Cort when he steps up behind her and cups his hands over her shoulders. Jarrett meets Sophia Beckman’s eyes. She seems sorry too, but he doesn’t need her pity.
He addresses Thomas. “When I'm gone you and Mom and Brian and Megan will finally be able to get on with your lives. It's the best thing I can do for you. It's the right thing. There's no sort of life for you with me in here. There never will be.”
Silence.
“C'mon, Thomas, you've got to see this, that there can be a time, certain circumstances can occur, when a person's life becomes a burden, an unnecessary burden to themselves, to the people they love.”
“It's suicide.” Thomas's voice is softer.
“It’s the law. The State’ll do it anyway sooner or later. What’s the point in waiting? It won’t alter the fact that I’m guilty.”
Thomas starts to object, but Jarrett raises his hand. “Listen to me. Whenever something dies, anything, a tree, an animal in the forest, a person, it’s to nourish the life that remains. You are that life. You and your mom and sister and brother. It’s my gift to you. My life dies to nourish yours. So that you can go on, free of my mistakes, free of any reminders. It’s all I can give you now.”
“But why, Jarrett? Why?”
He shakes his head. “I don’t know, T-bone. Why did you drive your buddy Luke around drunk?”
Thomas opens his mouth, closes it, looks at the floor.
“Yeah, see, it’s like that. I don’t have an answer either and I’m sorry, so sorry.”
Thomas lays the receiver on the counter, almost gently, and backs away. And Jarrett watches the woman move to Thomas’s side; he watches Sophia Beckman put her arms around his son and hold him like she can keep him together. Keep him from shattering into bits.
“We all do stupid things, thoughtless, regrettable things,” Jarrett hears her say. “Sometimes we can never sort out why. We just have to accept what’s happened and pray we have the courage to deal with the consequences.”
Thomas shudders visibly, but he doesn’t argue; he doesn’t fight her embrace, and Jarrett’s envy is visceral. He is held in its fist, shaken by it. He wants to yell at her to get away, just get the hell away.
Instead when Cort gets hold of the receiver, Jarrett doesn’t let him speak, but flares out at him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing bringing her here?”
“It wasn’t—”
“How come I had to hear about her from Hunter, huh? Like all the other jerks in the street? Jesus Christ, Cort, you couldn’t call, write? Something? What were you thinking?”
“I’m not thinking, okay? I’m a little bit stressed, all right? You are too, I know, don’t say it, but goddamnit, it’s not like I asked for any of this. I didn’t get a heads up either.”
Jarrett leans back, blowing out a forceful stream of air; he hazards a glance at the woman. Her face is shiny gray and damp. He gestures toward her. “She needs to sit down.”
Grace stands and Thomas guides the woman into the chair. She sits gingerly, avoiding Jarrett’s gaze. He can’t imagine what he’s supposed to think or feel, much less say.
“I'm sorry.” Her mouth makes the words.
Cort puts the receiver into her hand.
She holds it but it is visibly trembling against her ear. “I never meant for this—” she begins, but then she stops and can only stare at him.
She’s an attractive woman. Someone who’s been gently handled by life. Unlike his adoptive mom, Jarrett thinks. They’d be about the same age, but Arlene had looked a good fifteen years older; she had looked road-hard. But then she hadn’t been gently used by life, had she? Maybe she wouldn’t have won Mother of the Year, but she’d been the only mother, the only adult, to give a damn about him. And she’d spent the last years of her life blaming herself for every bad thing that had happened to him. But here this woman sits, what the law would claim is his natural mother, with her degrees and her money—
Jarrett thrusts his face at her. “Why have you come here? Don’t you think I’ve had enough hell because of you?” He jerks his glance from hers and doesn’t hear anything but her breath for several moments. He’s aware of Thomas, watching, listening to Jarrett blame her.
He wants to end this and he’s about to shout for the guard when she says, softly, “I was a mess. I hadn't even graduated high school. I thought they were good people.”
“They who?” He brings his gaze back to her. “You left me with strangers, with nothing but the clothes I was wearing. For God’s sake even a puppy comes with papers.”
Her eyes well with a kind of helpless anguish Jarrett recognizes, that he knows from his own experience, but the idea that they might share any similarity only serves to enrage him. He thinks he would pound a stake through her heart if he could. He thinks her heart is as black as coal and as hard. Bitch, he thinks. But then he wonders of what use is his anger? When has it ever made a difference to anything but his blood pressure?
Questioner: “So you have the two energies, you have the violence and the love.” Krishnamurti: “It is the same energy, sir.” The lines from the book L had given him appear in his mind. There is no way the fury inside him could be altered to resemble the love and regret he feels for Thomas, for Grace.
The woman is trying to give the receiver away. “This wasn’t a good idea,” Jarrett hears her say, “I shouldn’t have come.”
Thomas takes the phone. His eyes lock with Jarrett’s “She made a mistake, like me, like you.”
Jarrett bows his head. He hears respect for the woman in Thomas’s voice. He hears trust. He hears that Sophia Beckman has come to mean something to his son. Enough that Thomas’s outlook, even his core beliefs as to whether it’s possible to feel safe in a world where a boy can lose his father to stupidity, to insanity, might hinge on this woman’s continuing presence. Jarrett can’t take that from Thomas; not when he’s already taken so much.
“She really is sorry, Dad.”
Jarrett’s heart staggers. He had never thought to be addressed as “Dad” again and the sound, hearing that small syllable carves a hole inside him so wide and deep, he has not ever found its boundaries, not in this lifetime. He looks up, says, “I know,” and shifts his glance to her. He says her name, “Sophia.”
She nods holding her fingertips tented over her mouth. Above them her eyes are huge.
Jarrett puts his head on one side. “It’s strange that we should meet now. Here. At the end. Isn’t it?”




Chapter 31
THE WALLS
Monday, October 18, 1999 - 10 hours remain
Good Morning, Texas leads with the report that Jarrett has been moved to The Walls in Huntsville. Film that accompanies the story shows a guard tower, a gruesome length of fence topped by razor wire and now, abruptly, the execution chamber where through a partially opened door, the actual gurney with its carefully arranged restraints is visible.
Sophia wrenches her eyes away.
“The Texas Supreme Court has yet to decide on the issue of inadequate counsel.” Trent Hunter, looking suitably grim, peers into the camera. “There’s also been no indication from the governor as to whether or not he’ll intervene. As of now, it appears the execution will go off as scheduled, tonight at six P.M.”
Sophia pushes her plate with its slice of uneaten toast away.
“I’ve been afraid to ask about your visit with him,” Carolyn says. “It must have been so weird.”
 “It was weird and upsetting. He was angry at first, but then he—he—softened, I guess, or it seemed as if— But I was so panicked, scarcely articulate. I’m sure I made a complete fool of myself.” He had said her name and she had set down the phone, abandoned the chair unable to respond. It is humiliating when she remembers her actions now. She says, “I imagine the Capshaws are sorry that I went along.”
“I doubt it. If it wasn’t for you, Thomas wouldn’t have seen his dad. They wouldn’t have spoken. No one would know what happened to the codex either.”
“I think Thomas would have told someone or Brian would have. Those boys were suffering over that secret.”
“Well, I still can’t believe it, can you, that Brian got it out of his dad’s car, tossed it into the fireplace, turned the jets on and watched it burn? Seems pretty incredible for a five-year-old.”
“But this five-year-old was listening to his mom tell his dad that she was taking him and his sister and brother away. What Brian heard was that he’d never see his dad again unless the codex was gone.”
“So you think when he heard his parents arguing, he knew it was over the codex?”
“Maybe not precisely, but children can be very intuitive, Carolyn. You’ll see.” Sophia stacks their dishes and takes them to the sink. “In his mind he thought all that needed to happen to make the world okay again was to get rid of the thing. Grace said he’d watched them burn papers in the fireplace before, newspapers and such. They let the kids toss pinecones into the fire. It wasn’t anything new to him.”
“He was just taking care of business, fixing everything.”
Sophia sits down. “It’s the human condition. We come hardwired for it. I’m just glad he told Thomas, that he didn’t have to carry the burden of what he’d done by himself, although, even with the two of them to share it, it was bad enough.”
“It’s good that they’re close, isn’t it? They need each other.”
“Umm.” Sophia picks at her thumbnail. “Did you know Grace never spoke to me again after we left Huntsville.” She says the thing that is weighing on her mind. “I don’t imagine I’ll be seeing any more of her or any of the Capshaws.”
“Oh, Mom. I think you have to give it time. They’re dealing with so much.”
“How do you feel about it, Cecie?” Sophia looks at Carolyn. “He’s your brother, half-brother. You’ve never met and now—”
“Larry asked me the same thing and I said it doesn’t seem real. Maybe it never will.”
Sophia switches off the television. “You wanted me to help him.”
“I know. Cort said there were extenuating circumstances. I thought what if there was some justification? Some reason why—”
The phone rings. Sophia looks at the Caller ID. “It’s Mother.”
“I’ll talk to her,” Carolyn says, but Sophia says no. They will have to speak at some point.
To Sophia’s, “Hello,” Esther says, “You went to see him.”
“Yes.”
“Why? Surely you don’t think you’re responsible to that family.”
“I can’t talk to you right now about this.” Sophia doesn’t know what she expected; she hands the phone to Carolyn and leaving the kitchen, climbs the stairs. Carolyn’s responses to her grandmother trail in her wake: “No, Grandmother, no reporters have shown up so far ...No, I don’t think she’ll be over today....”
Sophia’s teeth clench. She thinks of all her fine talk of forgiveness yesterday. She thinks the moon will fall from the sky sooner than her mother will admit to having played a role in how Jarrett Capshaw’s life will soon end. She remembers Esther’s accusation about the car keys, that Sophia had taken them out of revenge. It had seemed like nonsense to Sophia, but now it seems very clear that Esther’s concern is for her immortal soul. She wants to be excused; she wants her slate wiped clean.
In her bedroom, Sophia opens her bottom dresser drawer and takes out Dylan’s sweater. Sitting on the edge of her bed, she opens the tissue that has gone brittle with age. She runs her fingertip over the little train engine, its happy face. The little engine that could. She hardens her jaw against her regret. There isn’t time for it.
She finds her cell phone and dials and when Phil answers, her throat is knotted and she isn’t sure she can speak.
“Sophia? What is it? What can I do?”
“I need to see him again.”
“All right.”
“I don’t know why. Is that okay? I mean, you don’t think I’m—”
“I know what you mean and no, I don’t think you’re crazy. I don’t think this is a situation that can be reduced to a question of right or wrong.”
“It isn’t that I think I can save him. That’s what that odious Trent Hunter will say.” She pauses, goes on. “And it isn’t as if I can make it up.” She plucks at the bed linen.
Phil waits, giving her space to sort it out.
“He might refuse to see me.”
“That’s possible.”
She lifts one sleeve of the sweater. The tiny ribbed cuff is frayed.
“He has the right to say who visits.”
“Of course he does,” Sophia answers.
“No, I mean legally, I think Jarrett Capshaw is at the point where the procedure is to ask his preference and the prison officials, the chaplain possibly, will adhere to that.”
Because he is within hours of execution he is given latitude, Sophia thinks. Wishes within reason are granted. She says, “I don’t have a current phone number for the Slade’s. Do you? They’re the only ones I know who can arrange it.”
“Sit tight.” Phil leaves the phone and after a moment returns, reading the number off to her. “Do you want me to go with you?”
“No, but thank you.” She overrides a voice in her brain that is desperate to shout: Yes! Please! Is it out of shame or perhaps a need for privacy that she will do this thing that terrifies her alone? Is it penance? That place—the Terrell Unit, yesterday, had been a horror. She imagines The Walls, with its waiting death chamber, is worse.
“I could call the Slades for you, get the ball rolling. How about that?”
Phil’s generosity, his concern, is so honest, it pierces her reserve and Sophia presses her fingertips to her mouth. Swallowing, she says she would be grateful.
“I’ll get back to you as fast as I can,” he says.
By the time Phil calls with details, Sophia’s dressed, conservatively, in gray wool slacks, a plain white silk shirt, a tweed jacket and black-tasseled loafers. She has her purse on her shoulder, ready to leave the house. She will lock it in the trunk on her arrival.
“It’s done,” Phil says, “at least as far as the warden is concerned. Of course, Capshaw may balk. You won’t know until you get there.”
“I’m on my way now.”
Phil cautions her that it is liable to be a circus given the high profile of the case and the controversy over the legitimacy of volunteering to die. He mentions that the European anti-death penalty groups will be heavily represented and he tells her to watch out for Blanca Salazar, that she’ll have her own pack of reporters trailing her. And then he brings up the codex. “I have to warn you, Sophia, Jasper mentioned they still have hope of recovering it despite the Capshaws’ story about the son burning it up. Jasper said they sent forensic archaeologists over there and found no trace.”
“Are you serious?” Sophia huffs a sigh. “Talk about a complete waste of the taxpayer’s money. For heaven’s sake, Phil, it’s been six years. I would imagine that a lot of fires have been burned in that fireplace since then.”
Phil starts to answer. Sophia talks over him. “That’s why I’m being allowed this visit, isn’t it? Never mind,” she adds quickly. “It doesn’t matter. Just so long as I get in. I owe you, Phil, I mean it.”
“Be safe, Sophia. And call me,” he says.
Carolyn is at the sink washing their breakfast dishes. When she looks up, she knows immediately. “You’re going back.”
Sophia nods.
Carolyn shuts off the water and drying her hands, she comes to Sophia and embraces her. “I thought you might.” She steps back, tears shining in her eyes. “Oh, Mom....” she says, and the words are a prayer, a benediction. When she offers to come along, “For moral support,” she says, Sophia turns her down too, the same as Phil.
She finds her keys and says she won’t be long.
Outside, she is about to climb into her car when Wick Bowen pulls into the driveway and her heart stumbles, falls. “Did Carolyn call you?” she asks as he approaches.
“No, I hope I’m not intruding, but I’ve been so concerned. I’ve left messages.”
“I know, I’m sorry. It’s been—” But no, she won’t make an excuse, not this time. “I’m just overwhelmed, Wick. I thought my son was dead and now—and now—” She can’t finish. She feels hot with shame and remorse. She feels Wick’s palms cup her elbows and bows her forehead to his chest, for one moment allowing herself to accept the gift of his strength.
When he asks, “What can I do?” his breath stirs her hair.
“Nothing,” she answers stepping away. “Thank you for coming, for checking up on me.”
She searches his gaze hunting for judgment, censure, finding none. “I’m going to see him again. I have to.”
“Yes. I can see that you would. I would go with you.” He raises his brows at her.
She shakes her head, touches his wrist. “Thank you,” she says.
“I’m here if you need me, Sophia. All right? Whenever, whatever you need.”
She gets into her car; he closes the door. “Be safe,” he tells her. It is the same thing that Phil said.
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Sophia circles the Huntsville town square twice, passing the Texan Café with its sign that announces the lunch special is chicken friend steak with gravy and mashed potatoes. She passes the laundromat on one corner with its door propped open to allow in the cool fall air. She widens her circuit and passes the prison museum. The home of Old Sparky, a sign reads.
Old Sparky. It’s the name inmates had given the electric chair back when it was used as the means of execution in the state. Sophia doesn’t know how it is that she knows this. Old Sparky ...what an appalling euphemism. It sounds almost affectionate. She glances at a set of directions she printed off before leaving home, but she can’t make sense of them and when she finally finds The Walls, it’s by accident.
Parking in the visitors’ lot, she crosses the street into the building’s shadow. She is aware of certain details, the thready sound of her pulse in her ears, the building’s austere red brick face, the black-numbered clock perched high in the roof’s peak. The moving hands are like ax blades swinging, marking time in finite measures. There is a legend that back when the executioner flipped the switch to activate Old Sparky, it sent an initial surge of 2000 volts of electricity through the condemned man that was immediately cut to 500 volts to ensure the man's flesh didn't catch fire. It is also claimed that lights across the city dimmed at such times. Sophia wonders about the clock: Did its hands stop? Did time stand still?
Inside the small foyer, when the uniformed guard behind the sliding glass window asks, Sophia shows her driver’s license. She states her reason for being there. The woman nods as if she has been expecting Sophia and picks up a phone. A few minutes later, another uniformed guard, a man this time, shows her into an adjacent room, telling her to wait. His demeanor seems careless to her, indifferent. Someone will lose their life here today, but for him it's routine, another workday, another paycheck.
When the door opens again, a different man, one dressed in a jacket and blue-striped tie extends his hand to her, introducing himself. “I’m Christopher Dinkins,” he says, “the chaplain here. I’ve been with Jarrett since his arrival.”
“Then you must not have slept either.” Sophia makes the comment without thinking.
He smiles. “Do I look that bad?”
She’s flustered. “No, I didn’t mean—”
He says it’s fine. “I understand your circumstances are unique.”
“Yes. Does he know I’ve come? Will he see me?”
“He has agreed to.” The reverend hands her a visitor’s badge and says that she should come with him. And he makes conversation as they go along, but she is fighting an urge to flee even as they penetrate more deeply into the network of concrete corridors. At the closing behind her of each heavy gate, her heart crashes against the cage of her ribs. It is worse than yesterday at Terrell. She is alone, utterly alone. Suppose they don’t let her out? Suppose she can never again see the light of day? She feels herself suffocating, but then realizes she isn’t breathing. But the smell is so foul, so horribly tainted with sadness, the loss of hope, she doesn’t want to breathe. Who would want to? Who could live like this?
How does this ever become routine, for anyone? She glances at the Reverend Dinkins. But he is only doing his job, isn’t he? He is a professional, ordained to provide solace.
Finally he stops before a door and ushers her into a room furnished with a table and four straight-backed chairs. He says Jarrett will be along directly. He says it’s all highly unusual. He says, “A guard will be posted outside the door for the duration of your visit. I’ll return in a half hour to take you back out to the lobby.”
“Thank you,” she says and sits at the table.
Minutes later, Jarrett is brought into the room by two guards through an opposite door. He’s cuffed, the same as before and it worries her that he will be kept this way, chained at the wrists, while her hands are free. She feels such relief when the cuffs are removed, it brings tears to her eyes. She blinks rapidly and he sits down, the man named Jarrett that had once been a boy named Dylan.
He says, “I was surprised when they said I was to be brought here, that I had a visitor, but then I figured it out.”
“What do you mean?”
“I heard you did a favor once for Senator Slade and given how hot the government is on the trail of the codex....” He winks and his grin is so incongruous, such an unexpected delight, that Sophia feels her own smile tugging at her mouth. It’s as if he has a secret and he’s sharing it with her.
He glances around the room. “I figure they’re listening.”
“You think they can’t accept that it’s gone.”
“Is it, really?” His eyes hold an element of mischief.
Sophia realizes he’s toying with them, whoever might be listening. She thinks for all she knows, he may be toying with her.
“I'm glad you came,” he tells her.
“You are?”
“Yeah. I don't want to leave here with a lot of baggage I can’t carry.” His stare is penetrating.
“I had to see you again,” she says.
“Why?”
To ask you to live. The thought creases her brain. But she has no business asking him to live a life she would flat out refuse to live herself.
“I'm really curious.” He’s prompting her, seeking her attention, almost smiling again. “Are you here in a professional capacity?”
She says no; she says, “I would go in your place, if I could.”
“You mean die for me? But you didn't murder anyone.”
“I'm responsible for you, for this—” her gesture is meant to include all that went wrong in his experience. “It wouldn’t have happened if I had done what my mother wanted, stayed at Edna Gladney, given you up then so you could be properly—” Sophia’s gaze clings to Jarrett’s— “adopted. Oh, my God.” The realization that Esther had been right is so clear, so horribly clear. Sophia bends her face into her hands.
“That's the past,” he says. “The thing I want to know today is how you feel about me now. When you look at me, what are your thoughts? What do you see?”
She raises her gaze. His questions seem huge.
“C’mon, you’re the psychologist.”
This isn’t the dialogue she expected. Is it that he cares about her opinion? But why would he? She’s speechless for so long, he finally answers for her.
“You see your own guilt,” he says. “When you came to Terrell yesterday, and now, sitting here, you aren’t seeing me at all. You’re so focused on blaming yourself and on your regret that nothing else can enter the picture.”
She’s mute, wondering at his discernment, his seeming calm that borders on tranquility.
“I’ve had nothing but time to think. For years,” he explains as if she’s asked, “and lately, I haven’t needed to sleep much.” After a pause, he adds, “You must know, professionally, at least, there’s no future in punishing yourself.”
“I named you Dylan,” she says.
He scoots his feet on the floor.
“I see you as a little boy,” she goes on softly, “I remember how you fit into my arms, the way you smelled after your bath. Your skin was so soft.”
He pushes his flattened hand toward the center of the table. She touches one knuckle with the tip of her index finger and then draws the whole of her palm over its back. She doesn't look at him. She’s lost in the sensation of feeling his skin again, this man, grown now, her son, whom she wishes to pull into her lap. They sit in silence. It is a peculiar silence, but somehow, for the moment at least, it is content.
“Are you afraid?” The question has lain on the floor of Sophia’s mind ever since she was faced with the fact of him and his circumstances and what would ultimately happen to him. She can't help asking this, but it is another thing to wonder whether she can stand the answer.
“No,” he straightens. “Not anymore. I'm not angry either even though I know I kind of lost it Saturday. But really, I’m past all that. It took me a while. I’ve spent most of my life mad as hell. There were times when I hated you.”
“I have hated myself.” She holds his gaze. The blue of his eyes is as vivid as her memory. Thomas's eyes, and Megan’s, are this same saturated shade, this color of an ocean without bottom, without end. She would cry for the beauty that has been lost if her tears now would not be profane. She sniffs and clears her throat wishing for a tissue and when she asks him, “How did you get so wise?”
He colors and says he read a few books and talked with the chaplain at Terrell. “But something has come just lately,” he admits, “like in the last few days, the last few hours even.” He leans forward on his elbows. “Grace has tried to tell me I'm not the man I was when I came in here, but I never believed her until now. I remember the anger, you know? But I don't feel it in here anymore.” He indicates his heart.
He says, “I'm not talking some last minute jailhouse conversion. I’m not a martyr. I wouldn’t necessarily call what I’m doing wise.”
Sophia isn’t certain how to respond.
He shifts in his chair. “They’ll be coming for me soon.”
She nods. She has an uneasy sense of something building in his mind, but still, when he bends toward her suddenly, she is taken aback.
“Listen to me, please, will you?” He is holding her with his gaze, begging her, then asking her, “How can I put this?”
“What is it?”
“I need you to do something for me.”
“What? What can I do?”
But he only shakes his head. He says, “I’m giving up my life today—” and then he breaks off, breathing hard through his nose and when he meets her gaze again, his eyes are brilliant with what seems like some inner light. “My execution won't change what I did.”
Sophia is moved to touch Jarrett’s wrist despite her alarm and it seems to have a quieting effect.
His manner is softer when he continues, when he says, “What I’m trying to get across is that I’ve died already to the life I led here. I’ve found some kind of peace. I don’t know if I’m making sense. It’s just— I wish to God I’d known before that this was possible.” He seizes her hands in his. “It’s what I want you to do, now, before it’s too late.”
“Die?”
“Yes, to guilt, to shame and regret. It’s the same energy, do you see? The negative emotions and the positive ones come from the same source. You choose. Choose to be happy, choose to be at peace.” He waits, willing her to understand.
But she’s confused. “You aren’t forgiving me, are you?”
His smile is enigmatic. “The real question is, can you forgive yourself?”
“I don't know.”
“I need for you to, that’s the thing.”
She raises her brows.
“I want you to be there for my family, to be with them, to help them, even if they resist. You’re all of me they’ll have left.”
Her eyes widen with the comprehension of what he’s asking of her, but she isn’t certain she’s equal to its fulfillment.
“You already have a bond with Thomas. I saw that at Terrell.”
“It’s true,” she admits.
“And there’s Cort and Grace. They love each other.” Jarrett is stating a fact. “If Grace hasn’t recognized it, she will and when she does, she’s going to feel guilty. You have to help her get past that, okay? Let her know it’s all right. Let them both know that I gave them my blessing.”
“It doesn’t bother you?”
“Hell yes, but I want my kids to have a stable home and I know Cort and Grace will give them that, so on another level, I’m relieved.” He tips his head back, blinking at the ceiling, then returning his glance to her, he asks her again, “Will you tell them I’m glad for them? Will you be a friend to Grace? Talk to her, listen to her? Will you hold my kids if they need holding?”
For all the times you never held me....
He might have said the words, the echo of them is so distinct in her mind. “But if they don’t want—”
“Keep trying. Promise me.”
Sophia looks away.
“You need them as much as they need you.”
She knows he’s right, rather the psychologist knows that it’s through helping one another that she and the Capshaws will have the best chance of healing. But she has no claim to them. In fact who is she now to carry Jarrett’s last message? Who is she to accept the gift of his absolution? Why is she here with him on this day when he has denied his family the right? How will they respond when they know? She thinks Grace especially will hate her. More.
Sophia wants to say all of this to Jarrett; there is so much she wants to tell him, to ask him, but before she can speak, someone calls his name, “Capshaw,” and that quickly, she knows her time with him is over.
While Jarrett is re-cuffed, she watches his face. Words coalesce in her mind, truncated thoughts, incomplete sentences, a frenzy of mental snow; it’s all there. She says nothing. At the door, he pauses. But he doesn't turn as she expects him to and she’s crushed. But what use is it seeing into those bottomless blue eyes one last time?
o0o
She won’t stay for the execution. She’s too much of a coward, but when she gets into her car, she seems unable to leave town. Instead she drives aimlessly finally pulling into a parking slot in front of the café. Inside she sits in a booth beside the window, drinking coffee and listening to the chatter around her. The waitress fills her cup and says, “Maybe you should eat something, hon. You don’t look too good.”
When Sophia says she’s fine, they both know she’s lying.
She leaves the café and the light is mutable, vanishing, like time, and she is certain she will go home, but she isn’t very far south of town on the interstate when she spots the statue of Sam Houston looming in the distance. It looks tall enough to hold up the moon and it occurs to her that as often as she has passed it, she has never stopped to have a look at it. Why is that? Why is it that the natives of a place will ignore a local attraction that people from all over the world will come to see on purpose? In fact, to see this statue may well have provided the focal point to their day. She makes a U-turn. It is the least she can do, pay homage to this hero, this “savior” of Texas.
Leaving her car in the visitors’ lot, she walks around the statue’s base and then stares up its height for long minutes and her mind is taken with the absurdity of its appearance here, her sense that it is ridiculously tall and completely out of proportion to its site.
But back in her car again, she drives away forgetting what she’s seen. She’ll go home now, she thinks. But she doesn’t. She returns to Huntsville as if that was always her plan and once she is parked again across from The Walls, she sits with her hands gripping the steering wheel staring at the clock. According to its terrible face, there are twenty-six minutes left until the execution.
And somehow in that short time, she has to find the strength to battle the crowd that has gathered, get into the building and then talk her way onto the list of witnesses. Because she brought him into this world, it is only right that she be present to see him out.
o0o
She finds her old, wide-brimmed straw sun hat and clamps it on her head to shield her face from the reporters. There are other people, too, those who support the death penalty and those who don’t, both groups toting signs and shouting at one another. And still others are chanting or singing above wavering candlelight. Sophia worries she will stumble, but she manages to mount the steps and get into the building without mishap. A different uniformed clerk listens with what is probably dismay and skepticism to Sophia’s request. She dials the phone and Sophia’s knees weaken in relief when Reverend Dinkins appears.
He takes her elbow, drawing her aside. “Are you certain you want to do this? You understand to be a witness is very difficult even for those who have done it before.”
Sophia nods although she understands nothing.
“All right then.” Reverend Dinkins summons a man in uniform whom he introduces as Major Jim Stevens. “You’re in good hands. Jim will explain the procedure. I would do it, but I am honor bound to be with Jarrett now.”
Sophia nods again incapable of speech.
“God bless,” the reverend says.
Very quickly, as Major Stevens guides her toward the witness room, he briefs her on what she can expect. As soon as the door shuts behind her, the curtains across from her sweep open giving a view of the death chamber. Sophia gasps. Jarrett is like a figure in a crucifixion, but prone rather than erect. Belts secure his wrists, ankles and below his knees. Diagonal belts stripe his chest and waist. Needles are inserted in the tender flesh inside each elbow.
The tie-down team has left, but two men remain with him. The warden is one, the other is Reverend Dinkins. His hand rests on Jarrett’s leg above his ankle. Sophia knows what’s happening from the briefing she was given. She also knows there are three people in the victims' witness room next door. The brother of the federal marshal Jarrett murdered and one of the marshal’s fellow officers, and Blanca Salazar, who has been anticipating Jarrett’s death every day for six years. Will there be closure for her? Sophia wonders.
There are also reporters present, two of whom are in the room with Sophia. Before entering, she was introduced to them, but she doesn't remember their names. In any case, she was told they won’t speak to her, that they can’t. She hasn’t seen Trent Hunter, but she presumes he’s here.
Chairs aren’t provided. Major Stevens told her to lean against the wall if she felt faint. But she won’t. Like the process of Jarrett's birth, the process of his death is inevitable. Nothing will stop it. Not an eleventh hour appeal. Those were all denied. Not her screams of horror or her shame or her collapse to the floor. Not even her own death as much as she might wish for it will make them pull the needles from Jarrett's arms.
All she can do is be present. It is the only thing she can do for him, the last thing in his life where she has done so little and most of that was harmful. She crosses her arms, knotting her hands into fists, feeling her nails bite into her palms. Her stare fixes on a microphone that is suspended above Jarrett’s head. She knows it is there to catch and broadcast his last words, if he has any.
When the warden asks for his final statement, Jarrett rotates his head as much as the restraints will allow and Sophia knows he’s holding the murdered marshal’s witnesses and Blanca Salazar within his gaze.
“Before I go,” he begins and then pauses, “I am sorry,” he says after a moment and to Sophia his voice seems weary, anxious and fretful all at once. It lacks the undertone of calm that had so comforted her earlier. Her knees threaten to buckle and she stiffens them, locking the joints. She wants to see his face. She wants him to know she’s here.
“I hope one day you can forgive me,” he says. And then his last words, softer now: “I would take it back if I could.”
He shifts his gaze to the ceiling. Sophia thinks then he won’t turn to her. He won’t know of her presence and she’s heavy with the grief of it. She focuses her gaze on him, willing him to find her, and her heart rises when at last he does. She looks into his eyes, into his fathomless blue gaze that is turning now to another world, a place where he'll be free. He coughs three times, his chest rises and falls and then he is still.
o0o
It seems as if only moments have elapsed when someone appears at Sophia's elbow and whisks her from the room. In the corridor outside, she sees Blanca Salazar. Their eyes meet and Sophia thinks Blanca seems anguished, even bewildered. Sophia feels the same confusion, as if perhaps what they’ve seen has robbed them of their faith in man’s humanity. Murder in the heat of passion is one thing, a very wrong and tragic act, but calculated killing—can it be right? Sophia thinks that quite possibly the resolution Blanca was seeking isn’t what she anticipated.
Outside, faces loom above the light of dozens of flickering white tapers. Voices chant The Lord's Prayer; a clear soprano voice soars into the final verses of Amazing Grace. Sophia stands still, feeling lost, but then as if from nowhere, Carolyn is there, and Wick, both of them coming toward her, and without a word, Sophia walks straight into their arms.




Chapter 32
After
The morning after the execution, they hear on television that Jarrett offered his body to the medical branch of the University of Texas. Doing his “Heart of the Story” follow-up, Trent Hunter quotes Jarrett as saying that while he had no way of making up for the mistakes he had made in his life, he hoped that in death his body might prove useful.
Carolyn looks at Sophia from where she is curled into one corner of the sofa, her face crumpled and sad. “Did you know he was going to do that?”
Sophia shakes her head.
The telephone rings, but they neither one move. They’ve given up answering. It will be someone hounding them from the press. Already calls have come in from Dateline, 20/20, and 48 Hours. But at least the local reporters have packed their gear and moved on for now for which Sophia is certain her neighbors are eternally grateful. She hears the click of the answering machine and sits poised to listen to yet another newscaster’s sales pitch, but, instead, it is Cort’s voice she hears. He says her name, then Carolyn’s.
They exchange a startled glance.
“We’re planning a memorial service for Jarrett on Thursday,” Cort says. “We don’t know when we can expect his body to be released, but at that time, he’ll be cremated. It’s what he wanted.” Cort stops; he clears his throat. “We want to do the service now, though. Get some kind of closure if that’s possible.”
Sophia bites her lips. Carolyn takes her hand.
“Martin Trumble has offered to officiate. We’d like you both to come.” Cort pauses. “I hope you’re all right.” Another pause. “I wish it had turned out differently. I hope you’ll come,” he repeats.
“We’ll go, won’t we?” Carolyn untucks her legs.
But it’s impossible. Sophia can’t think how she’ll ever face Cort or Grace or the children again. She’s watched their father die, can see him still when she closes her eyes. Needles inserted in both arms, life fading, blurring, leaving. At night she dreams of him and in every dream she’s running. Running so fast. Not far ahead of her, Jarrett is a tiny figure dressed in green-plaid overalls and the red sweater with the train engine from The Little Engine That Could appliquéd on the pocket. If only she could have him back. Please God, she pleads, let me reach him. But she doesn't. Not once. Not even in dreams.
o0o
Carolyn makes a reservation to return to Chicago for Monday of the following week. She and Larry are going house hunting. With a baby on the way, they feel they need the space. An apartment will be too cramped.
She says, “I worry about leaving you.”
They’re sitting on the patio waiting for the chicken casserole Carolyn made for dinner to finish baking. The light is fading and in its absence the air feels almost chilly. Sophia pulls her sweater more tightly around her. She’ll be fine, she says, although she has to wonder: Will she? Really?
“What about you?” Sophia asks. “Are you certain about Larry?”
“I am now,” Carolyn says. “It’s funny too because when I asked him whether he would do that to me again, keep secrets, I mean, he said he couldn’t promise me he wouldn’t. Somehow that makes me trust him. It’s weird.”
“It’s honest, that’s why you trust it. He’s saying he’s human and subject to failure. I think we come with a radar inside that lets us know when someone is telling the truth. But sometimes, we don’t pay attention to it.”
They sit in the stillness a while. Down the street a door slams. There is a whisper of wings overhead. Sophia catches a flash of red. A cardinal, she thinks, late to its perch. She reaches for Carolyn’s hand. “I’m sorry I wasn’t honest with you.”
“It’s all right.”
“No. Where there should be trust now and understanding and closeness between us there are secrets and lies all because I wasn’t strong enough to tell you what had happened to me.”
“I wonder what might be different if I’d known. I wonder if we’d have looked for him.”
Could they have saved him? The question hangs unanswered between them in the gray evening air.
o0o
On the Sunday before Carolyn is due to leave, they are in the grocery store doing the weekly shopping for the sisters when out of the blue Carolyn says they should make a pot of her dad’s famous chili.
Sophia glances up from the carton of yogurt she’s studying. She can never remember which flavors the sisters prefer. “Whatever for?” she asks. “You’re leaving and it makes too much for me to eat by myself.”
“Not for you. For Grace and the kids. We could take it over this afternoon. I’ll make Aunt Floy’s Confederate Cornbread and a salad too. What do you think?”
 “I think it's not a good idea.”
“Why not? It's what people do when someone dies. They take food to the family. Comfort food. We had enough of it at our house after Dad died.”
“That was different.”
“You mean because he wasn't executed?”
Sophia looks away.
“C'mon, Mom. You know better than to blame yourself.”
“Intellectually, yes. I know it’s the right idea.”
Carolyn takes her wrist in a tender grasp. “Would it help if I were to tell you that Jarrett’s family doesn’t blame you?”
“How do you know?”
“Cort and I have talked; I’ve talked to Thomas too. They’d tell you themselves, if you'd let them.”
“I can't, Cecie. I just can't.”
Carolyn shrugs. She takes the container of Yoplait peach yogurt out of Sophia's hand and returns it to the shelf. “Dannon is what they like,” she says. “Strawberry and blueberry.” She puts the proper containers into the shopping cart as she speaks, making neat sharp movements.
“I know you're upset with me.”
“I’m upset by how little you care for yourself.” Carolyn’s eyes flash. “You keep waiting for someone else to forgive you and there is no one who hasn't already. There's just you. Only you are left to forgive yourself.”
They say little to one another on the drive into Houston to deliver the sisters’ groceries. Frances lets them in and leads the way to the kitchen. Sophia sets the bags she's carrying on the counter and when she asks where her mother is, Frances points into the backyard. “She's moving the birdfeeder again, trying to outfox the squirrels. I keep telling her not to waste her time, but you know how she is.”
Sophia doesn't answer. She wishes she could outfox her mother and leave without having to speak to her.
The food is nearly all put away when Esther finally comes in. Dusting her hands briskly, she says, “I fixed them. I know I've got that feeder this time where those little buggers can't get at it.” Then looking around at Carolyn and Sophia, she feigns surprise. “Well,” she says, “I'll declare! You're alive after all.”
Sophia opens the pantry door and goes inside it for no reason.
Raising her voice, Esther says, “It’s all over the news about how you stayed to see it when that boy was killed.”
“So what if she did, Grandmother?”
“Well, she had to know it wouldn't come to any good end.”
Sophia comes out of the pantry and looks at her mother, at her back bent over the sink. “Exactly what would have been a good end, Mother? In your mind?”
“If you’d done what I said, stayed at Edna Gladney and put him up for adoption in the proper fashion.”
Sophia gathers the tissue-thin sacks into a ball and stuffs them into the wastebasket that's full. Lifting it out, she knots the plastic ties.
“This is the last one,” Frances says, shaking out a fresh plastic liner and passing it to Sophia.
“I'll get more next time.” Sophia picks up her purse. She glances at Carolyn. “Are you ready?”
Carolyn nods. Her brow is furrowed and her jaw is mutinous and Sophia has the sense she will say something, perhaps start something. She gives her head a brief shake and motions her into the hall. Frances's voice follows them to the front door.
“Sister, when will you stop blaming her?”
“When she stops blaming me. It's not my fault she abandoned that child or what happened to him. I taught her right from wrong.”
Carolyn spins on her heel. Sophia grabs her elbow. “Leave it, Cecie,” she murmurs.
“You know not to listen to her, Mom,” Carolyn says. They are nearly home and Carolyn is driving.
Sophia leans her head against the seatback. Yes, she knows, she thinks. But her heart refuses to yield to reason. In a way that she can never explain, it seems wrong to strive for closure, as if in recovering, it would look as if she were dancing on Jarrett’s grave.
o0o
The house is quiet when they return to it, both outside and in. For the first time in days, the message light on the telephone isn’t blinking. “Imagine that,” Sophia says. “Maybe they have finally given up.”
“No,” Carolyn says. “They just moved on. There's another execution tonight.”
 Sophia meets Carolyn’s gaze; she’s holding the word “Good” in her mouth and she’s appalled at herself.
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It’s raining when they leave for the airport. Sophia is driving this time. Carolyn turns on the radio, turns it off. She says, “I hope it isn’t going to be bumpy.”
“How’s the nausea?”
“Better. This morning at least. Of course who can say once we’re airborne? I refuse to use one of those barf bags.”
“Look in my purse. I think I have a peppermint. It might settle your tummy.”
Carolyn opens Sophia’s purse and rummages through the pockets. She finds the mint, unwraps it and puts it in her mouth. “Mom? What would you say if I told you Larry and I might not marry until after the baby is born when I can fit—” She stops.
“Cecie?” Sophia prompts.
“I don’t care about the dress though, or whether I have the gorgeous wedding. What if we come home? We could be married in the garden. Do you think that would work?”
“I think that would be fine. I’d love it.” She would, Sophia thinks. She truly would.
They’re at the gate, waiting near the jetway when Carolyn asks again if Sophia will be all right.
“Cecie, you have to stop this. Please.” Sophia is exasperated. “You’re not to worry about me. Not another second. I can't stand it.”
“You're glad I'm going, aren’t you? I'm suffocating you.”
Sophia smiles. “Between you and Phil, I can scarcely breathe.”
“But it’s good, talking to Phil? It’s helping?”
“Yes.” She had sought him out in the days following the execution knowing she couldn’t work through the backlash of her emotions alone.
“I guess it’s hard taking your own medicine, huh?”
“Let’s just say I have a better understanding of the patients who complain to me about having to talk so much about themselves.”
Carolyn reaches for Sophia, hugging her tightly. “I love you, Mama,” she says. “I wouldn't trade you for anything.” She steps back, looking mischievous. “Sometimes, I think—oh my God, I could have had Esther as a mother.”
Laughing, they catch each other’s hands and when a pleasant voice announces final boarding, Sophia watches Carolyn disappear. The house will be so quiet now, she thinks. How will I stand it?
o0o
The phone message light is blinking when she returns from the airport and she steels herself, but the voice she hears is Cort’s, sounding friendly. He’s worried about her and wonders if she would mind if he dropped in. He laughs and says he has thought of scheduling an appointment. He says he's helping Grace sort through things that she’s finally found a buyer for the house and she’s considering an offer for the restaurant, too. They’re going to simplify their lives, he says, and his tone suggests something so intimate and loving that Sophia closes her eyes, and for a moment, instead of Jarrett dying on a gurney, she sees his family, Grace and Cort, Thomas, Brian and Megan, gathered around a table in a cozy dining nook, the motley remains of a meal and assorted dishes scattered among them. They’re all talking and laughing at once. It is a lovely warm image. She remembers what Jarrett told her: that he wanted Cort and Grace to be together. He had asked Sophia to carry the message to them, but how can she?
A second message from Wick Bowen echoes Cort’s concern. He says he’s uncertain what he should do. “If you don’t call soon,” he says, “I’ll assume you’d rather I wouldn’t.... Oh, hell, Sophia, will you just call me? Please?”
Shutting off the machine, Sophia presses her fingertips hard to her eyes. Her throat aches; she can’t breathe. She’s outside within moments, racing across the backyard. The cold cuts her breath into tiny puffs. Flinging open the moon gate, she rushes down the length of the pier, sits and thrusts her legs over its rough wooden edge, chest heaving on great gulps of air. Air that is laden with flavor, the tang of something crisp and clean and good. Like apples, she thinks, although so far as she knows there isn’t an apple for miles. The water is smooth and wears the soft gleam of vintage flatware. The sky reflected on the water’s surface is the same color but without the sheen. This, at least, never fails to provide solace, a refuge. It never changes. And yet, she knows it is always changing. With time. With the seasons.
She thinks of the life that is here, supported by mere acres. The fish and toads, water bugs and red-eared turtles. Deer come at dusk. Geese arrive in fall and return briefly in spring. Birds and rabbits, squirrels and raccoons forage here, breed and die here. Plants come from the earth and fall back to it like the silence. Generation after generation. Endless cycles of life come and go and make no apology, ask for no explanation.
The trick to survival is resilience, she thinks. What is that quote from Rilke? Something about how everything in nature will hold to what is difficult. The trick is acceptance. Surrender. Forgiveness. That hardest thing. A breeze comes ruffling the water, carrying a sound of footsteps coming down the pier toward her. Sophia freezes.
Someone says her name and she turns. “Grace?” she says. She gets stiffly to her feet, doesn’t know what to do with her hands and plunges them into her pockets.
Grace is carrying a dish of some sort like a pie plate covered in plastic wrap. “Thomas told me about this place,” she says. “He said it was beautiful.”
“Yes.”
Grace holds out the dish. “I brought you and Carolyn a pie. Apple. Jurgen makes them for the restaurant every fall. Apples are so good this time of year, don't you think?”
“I’ve been imagining that I could smell them. Do you want to go to the house? I can make coffee. Carolyn has gone home to Chicago, but we could have a slice.” She’s babbling. She can hear herself and catches her lip.
“I'd like to stay here,” Grace says, “if you don't mind.”
Sophia nods and they sit shoulder to shoulder, the pie to one side. Sophia feels her heart tapping nervously against her ribs.
“I've thought and thought about all that’s happened,” Grace says. “How we all came together. It is such a fantastic twist of fate, don’t you think? Certainly I had no intention of talking to a therapist.”
“I know. It’s very difficult to unfold your life story for a stranger. It makes a person feel so vulnerable, open to attack, and you’ve had so much of that.”
Grace shudders. “The media has been just awful. I hope you haven’t paid attention to anything they’ve said.”
“It’s hard not to.” Sophia looks out over the water.
“The thing is you weren’t more than a child yourself. You had no resources, nowhere to turn.”
“I allowed other people’s ideas of what was right to take precedence over what I knew to be the truth and by the time I knew better, it was too late.” She turns to look at Grace. “I hope you won’t blame yourself that you can’t forgive me.”
“But how can I not, when Jarrett did?”
Sophia’s mouth loosens.
“After your visit, he wrote to me,” Grace says. “He said you brought him peace. He thought you showed courage coming there alone.”
“He is the courageous one.” Sophia feels Grace’s gaze on her.
“It would mean the world to him if we could be friends.” She pauses. “It would mean the world to me. You’re what is left of him.”
“But you mustn’t feel obligated, not even on his account. It’s so much to forgive. I would never blame you if you can’t. I don’t think he would either.” Sophia holds Grace’s gaze. “I mean that sincerely.”
“I admit I’ve been angry and I’ve found it convenient to point my finger at you, to say Jarrett’s situation was your fault. But blame?” She shrugs. “It’s so pointless. I think you’re the one who characterized it as self-defeating, didn’t you?”
The wind flutters strands of hair across her cheek and she draws them back, tucking them behind her ear. “There’s been enough of blaming. Enough for ten families,” she murmurs.
o0o
At dawn on the first Saturday in December, they walk single file to the lake. Sophia, holding Megan by the hand, is in the lead. Wick and Thomas are behind her, then Brian, Cort and Grace. Larry and Carolyn, who is well into her third month of pregnancy and happily showing it, are last onto the pier. When any one of them speak, it is in whispers.
The sky overhead is flushed, a watercolor infusion of pink and lavender. The breeze is crisp, the morning air perfect for their plan. Thomas holds the urn. Sophia beckons him forward and he comes to stand beside her. Then she turns for a moment to look at the rest of the family, her family, assembled behind her. Megan leans against Cort’s legs. His hands rest on her small shoulders. Brian is tucked against his right side. And Grace, on Cort's left, has linked her elbow through his. While there is still a certain tightness in her expression, a lingering wariness that mirrors Sophia’s own, Sophia also thinks that she and Grace share a similar feeling of hopefulness for the future, perhaps even the prescience of coming joy.
Larry and Carolyn are facing each other. He’s looping the fluttering end of her chenille scarf once more around her neck and their expressions are so filled with love and delight in each other that Sophia’s throat constricts. They’re very pleased with themselves and the new life they’ve begun.
A marriage is no guarantee of happiness, Sophia thinks. But then what in life is certain? Only the present moment, this moment that she holds in her hands.
“Now?” Thomas asks, twisting the cap from the urn.
She turns to him and smiles. “Yes,” she says. “Now.”
-o0o-
Reading Group Questions
and Topics For Discussion
 
1. Was Jarrett’s experience of prison life, and life on death row in particular, consistent with your sense of what it would be like to be confined in that manner? Were your feelings about incarceration altered by the story?
 
2. What of your feelings about the death penalty? If you believed in it prior to reading The Volunteer, did you change your mind, or vice versa?
 
3. Do you think it’s fair that the murder of a law enforcement officer draws an automatic death penalty, while the death of an ordinary citizen may and often does not?
 
4. Shortly after Jarrett marries Grace, he goes alone to visit his mother. He’s worried about his marriage and his dealings with Grace’s father, and while he does allude to his concerns, while he does seem to feel she might save him, he can’t bring himself to admit to his fear. What is stopping him, do you think? Suppose he had been able to tell his mom how terrified he was, do you think she could have talked sense to him? Could she have caused him to change his mind about what he was doing?
 
5. Do you think Jarrett understood the ramifications of his activity? Do you think he realized the danger inherent to smuggling artifacts? To what degree do you feel he was used as a pawn by Grace’s father and Rafe Salazar? Do you consider the smuggling of artifacts to be as serious as smuggling drugs and/or people?
 
6. Sophia became an unwed mother in the 1950’s. Contrast societal and sexual mores from that day to current day. What are the key differences, the changes that have come about in the last fifty to sixty years that have made the most difference? Contrast the options available to a young girl in this situation in the 1950’s with that same girl in such circumstances today.
 
7. After Sophia disobeyed her mother by leaving the home for unwed mothers, and then her aunt’s home to live “in sin” with an older man, her mother washed her hands of Sophia and her grandchild. Do you think she was right to do this? Should parents be responsible if their children refuse to take advantage of the means given them to recover from their mistakes? Would you label what Sophia’s mother did a form of “tough love”?
 
8. How does forgiveness figure into the novel? Who seeks it? Which characters walk away without the benefit of it and why? Who was deserving and who wasn’t? If you were Sophia, could you have forgiven her mother?
 
9. It’s clear that Sophia was irresponsible, even abusive, of her child, but over the course of the story, did your feelings about her change? Could you relate to her, have sympathy for her circumstances. Do you consider her a victim of society and that-day’s morality? Do you think she would be considered a victim today?
 
10. In what ways did Sophia’s early experience with men, and her early experience as a mother, effect her relationship with her husband and daughter?
 
11. If either Jarrett or Sophia had had stronger parental guidance do you feel it would have made a difference in their lives? Would they have been stronger people and if so, in what ways? Do you feel they gained inner strength, ultimately, as the result of the crisis situation they shared?
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THE NINTH STEP, Excerpt



Chapter One
It was late on a Thursday afternoon in April and Livie was at the top of Peachtree Lane when she saw the car, a Mini Cooper, at the bottom of the long shallow hill where the water tended to pond after a heavy rain. It was parked off the road, on the wrong side, and the driver’s side door was pushed open into the roadside scruff. She had only moments to wonder about the trouble before she caught sight of the injured dog and the woman on her knees beside it. The woman looked up as Livie approached and her eyes, when they locked with Livie’s, were so filled with frightened entreaty that Livie’s heart jammed and what flooded her mind was a panicked impulse to floor the accelerator and flee the scene. Of course she didn’t. She parked her SUV and got out, cutting herself off from the vaguely shameful notion that there was a part of her that could have left the woman and her dog in the road as if they were nothing.
“Someone hit him and didn’t stop.” The woman began explaining before Livie could ask.
“Poor doggie. He’s yours?” Livie knelt beside the woman careful to keep clear of the blood oozing from underneath the dog’s hindquarters. A trickle flowed from its nose, but it was still breathing, dipping air in small labored doses.
The woman nodded, hands fluttering above the wounded animal like helpless birds. “He’s so big, I don’t think I can lift him.”
He was big, some sort of German Shepherd mix, Livie thought. “What’s his name?”
“Razzleberry. Razz for short.” The woman picked up a cell phone lying in the tarred grit beside her. “I called my husband, but he’s not answering. He works in Houston anyway. It would take him an hour to get up here.”
Livie glanced up the road, wishing Charlie would appear over the rise in his truck. He would know exactly how to move this dog without hurting him more. “We have to get him into town to the vet.”
“I know, but he won’t fit in my car.” The woman looked at the Mini Cooper.
“We’ll put him in mine.”
“Oh, no, I can’t ask you to do that. He’s bleeding.”
Livie stood up. “I don’t mind.” She opened the hatch, took out the blanket she ordinarily used as a liner underneath the plants she ferried to her landscape jobs and brought it back to where Razz lay. The woman was bent over him now, murmuring near his ear, things like, “My poochie boy,” and, “My silly willy boy,” and she sounded ridiculous and so tender that Livie’s throat closed. Her heart fluttered. Please, please let us get him into the car and into town without killing him....
“We’ll make a sling?” The woman looked from the blanket to Livie to be sure they were thinking alike.
“If he’ll let us,” Livie said. “Sometimes they snap when they’re hurt.”
“He’s such a big baby, I don’t think he will. I’m Nancy McKesson, by the way.” The woman stood up, offering her hand.
“Olivia Saunders, Livie.” In Livie’s grasp, Nancy’s hand felt as unpampered as Livie’s own.
They knelt beside Razz again and gently shifted him onto the blanket. He offered no resistance other than to whimper.
“See, he’s just a c—cream puff.” Nancy’s voice broke. She set her teeth together and pushed her palms down her thighs. “What kind of person does this? Just hits an animal and drives away? How could you sleep nights?”
Livie shook her head; she didn’t want to think about it. “If anyone can fix him, Doc Forney can.”
“He’s the local vet? I’m—I’m not familiar. We only moved here two weeks ago from Colorado.”
“Ah. I thought you were new to the neighborhood. You bought the Bennett place.”
Nancy nodded.
“We’re neighbors sort of. I have the ten acres on the other side of Charlie Wister.”
“Oh, his place is next door to mine, right?”
“Uh-huh. You ready?”
Together they lifted Razz’s weight between them, sidestepped to the car and managed to slide him inside. They waited to see his chest rise and fall and shared a look. It wasn’t exactly triumph that passed between them, but some paler shade of hope. Livie closed the hatch carefully. She found her keys and inserted them into the ignition. She was trembling; she couldn’t help it. But so was Nancy. From the effort and the anxiety, the sheer will to keep this dog alive.
Livie eased onto the road, wincing at every bump, fighting a renewed urge to floor the accelerator.
Nancy talked about the move from Colorado, describing it as difficult. The animals had all been spooked. “Charlie helped me corral one of the horses last week,” she said. She propped her elbow on the window ledge, rested her forehead in her hand. “I knew better than to leave the gate open. I knew Razz would run. It’s my fault he was hit.”
“Don’t blame yourself.” Livie offered the bit of advice automatically.
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By the time Livie brought Nancy back to her car, the dip at the bottom of the hill was feathered in light-silvered shadows and the faint scent of new-mown grass floated in the air. Livie let down the windows. Nancy got out of the SUV and when she looked in at Livie, her eyes filled. “The only reason Razz has any chance is because you stopped,” she said in a voice that slipped and caught.
Livie looked away. I almost didn’t. The words hung in her mind. Some nettlesome prick of conscience goaded her to say them, to admit she didn’t deserve admiration or gratitude, that she wasn’t so pure and noble, that sometimes, she didn’t much like herself.
She met Nancy’s gaze. “It was nothing,” she said, instead. Because the truth was too hard and confusing.
o0o
Charlie was in the rocking chair on her front porch, drinking a Coors beer when she drove up. It was a ritual they shared on summer evenings. He’d rattle up her driveway in his old beat-up Chevy truck, slam the door that sounded like a tin can and holler, “Livie, gal. You got a cold beer for a tired old man?”
He wasn’t that old, sixty-five. Livie had watched him work rings around men half his age. He was an architect by trade. Retired, he’d say, if she mentioned it, but they’d worked several projects together in the three years since she’d met him and she knew better. She was more likely to sit down on a job than he was.
She walked up on the porch, sat down in the swing, nodded at the beer in his hand. “You helped yourself.”
“Door was open,” he said. “How many times do I have to remind you not to go off and leave your door unlocked.”
She smiled. “It’s the country, Charlie, not downtown Houston.”
He drank his beer. “That used to make a damn, but it doesn’t anymore. You’re too trusting. Where’ve you been anyway? You’re late.”
“I need one of those, I think.” Livie nodded at his beer.
He went inside letting the screen door snap shut behind him and she pulled her feet up under her, jostling the swing on purpose just to hear it creak. The sun teetered now behind the ancient wind-bent pecan tree that kept watch like an old druid over the field across the road. A frog peeped, a descending melody of notes. Out on the highway, a semi ground through a sequence of gears. She heard a horse whinny and thought of Nancy.
She thought of Charlie who could be crotchety and severe, and more protective than the oldest of her old broody hens. He was the dad she’d never had. She thought of last Friday, the explanation she owed him for her behavior that still made her squirm. He was too private himself to ask, but the worry was present in his eyes every time he looked at her. She had to clear the air; she just didn’t know how.
When he came back and handed her the Coors, Livie thanked him and told him about Razz.
“Doc Forney’ll fix him if anyone can,” Charlie said when she was finished.
“That’s what I told Nancy. Poor lady was devastated, blaming herself.”
“Ought to go around checking bumpers, see if we can find who did it.”
“Some jerk,” Livie said. “Is that the mail?”
Charlie bent over the arm of the rocker, scooped up the pile and handed it to her.
Livie riffled through it, the usual assortment: junk flyers, a catalogue from Logee’s Nursery, a utility bill. There was a note from one of her clients. “You remember Charlotte Gibbs?” Livie waved the sheet of scented stationery, cream-colored with spidery handwriting rendered in ink the same shade as strong tea. “She wants me to come and speak to her garden club.”
“And you thought she didn’t like the job you did in her yard.”
“She didn’t. She just wants me there so she can humiliate me in front of all those old biddy friends of hers. Acid-tongued witch.” Livie slid Charlotte’s note underneath the pile of mail in her lap and there it was, a white number 10 envelope addressed to her.
In his hand.
His.
At least she thought it was. It was dusk now, the light was vague, plus she hadn’t seen his handwriting in six years.
Livie put her feet down flat.
“What’s wrong?” Charlie asked. “You look like you swallowed a grasshopper.”
Livie picked up the envelope and held it closer to her face. “It’s from Cotton,” she said.
“The Cotton? The famous elusive sonofabitch Cotton O’Dell?”
Livie nodded.
“Well, are you going to open it?”
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She didn’t.
After Charlie left, she set the letter along with the rest of the mail on the marble-topped island in the kitchen and went out to the chicken coop murmuring apologies as she lifted the hens from their nests and gathered their eggs. She was in the potting shed rinsing them and the last of the carrots she’d pulled out of her garden when her cell phone rang.
She glanced at the caller ID, made a rueful face and flipped open the phone. “Oh, no,” she said.
“Oh, yes,” Kat hissed. “I’m here, in the foyer. Mother and her latest are waiting in the bar. Our dinner reservation is in ten minutes. Please tell me the valet is parking your car, that in one second I’m going to see you come through this door.”
“I’m at home,” Livie told her sister. She looked down the length of her dingy overalls. “I haven’t even changed from work. I completely forgot. I’m so sorry.”
“How could you?” Kat kept a rein on her distress, but it rang clear to Livie nonetheless. “I reminded you this morning. You can’t do this to me.”
“There was this dog,” Livie said and she went on to explain about Razz. “It just totally left my mind. Tim’s with you, isn’t he?”
“Tim is working late, which loosely translated means he’s pissed at me.”
“About?” Livie asked, but she knew. Between Kat and Tim, the hot marital issue was always money.
“Short version? A pair of tennis shoes I bought for Stella.”
“He stood you up for tennis shoes?”
“Why not? You’re standing me up for a dog.” Kat paused. “They were Prada, okay? He’s mad because they were Prada. He doesn’t think his seven-year-old daughter should have designer tennis shoes.”
“How much, Kat?”
“Two hundred give or take.” Kat tried to sound nonchalant, but her voice wavered. She sighed. “I can’t talk about this right now. Mom and the new boyfriend are tapping their shoes and since I appear to be the sole attendee at this little soiree she arranged to show him off—”
“What’s he like?”
“Suave, debonair. A line four miles long.”
“So this one can actually put sentences together? How much younger this time?”
“Incredibly, he’s her age, I think.”
“You’re kidding. You don’t suppose this could be about more than the sex this time?”
“Umm, it’s doubtful. This one’s married. But don’t say you heard that from me.”
“Married,” Livie repeated. “That’s— Mom hasn’t ever— I mean what about his wife?” Livie felt herself wanting to protest that it was wrong. She touched the corner of her mouth, not liking herself, the impulse to judge.
“I think the wife’s a long-time invalid or something. I guess, you know, there’s not much to choose from when you’re over sixty. At least Mother goes out,” Kat added after a pause, “which is more than I can say for you, tootsie.”
You live like a nun. Livie waited for Kat to say it. She’d dubbed Livie’s place The Cloister right after Livie had moved in three years ago. Kat had even found an artist to letter the name on a chunk of old barn wood. As a joke, she’d said. Ha-ha.... Livie’d stuck the lettered plank behind the potting shed door. She didn’t find it terribly funny, probably because it wasn’t terribly accurate.
“I don’t guess there’s any way you could get here before dessert?” Kat asked.
“Honestly? I’m worn out. Charlie and I started the renovation on the Bonner dairy farm. I drove you by there, remember? Last week.”
“That old Victorian monstrosity?”
“Bones, Kat. The house has great bones. It’ll be gorgeous when Charlie’s finished. It’s my part, the grounds, I’m not so sure about. I’ve never done a landscaping job this huge. I’m sort of regretting I let Charlie pull me in on the job.”
“It’ll be gorgeous too, Livie. Every garden you’ve ever done is beautiful.”
“But this is a hundred acres and the client wants all of it cultivated. Meditation gardens, a labyrinth, three ponds.” Ponds, Livie thought, what a misnomer. It was how the client, Dexter French, referred to the bodies of water on the property that he intended to operate as a bed and breakfast, but at least one of them was the size of a small lake.
Livie carried the basket of eggs and carrots into the kitchen, set it down next to the stack of mail. Cotton’s letter sat on top. She picked it up, studying it.
I have a letter from Cotton. Livie almost said it aloud. She imagined Kat’s reaction, something between blatant sneering and total disgust. Kat would ask Livie what it said and she would have to say she had no idea, that she was scared to open it. She set the letter down.
“You worry too much,” Kat said.
“You would too, if you knew Dexter. He changes his mind faster than Mom changes her boyfriends.”
“Hah.” Livie got the laugh out of Kat she’d been looking for. “That’ll be the day,” Kat said.
“I’m sorry, truly.” Livie apologized again. “I hate that you’re stuck with them by yourself.”
“You owe me.”
“I know. Can I pay you in eggs? I have dozens.”
“My sister, the farmer’s wife, only in your case, it’s sans farmer.”
“Cute,” Livie said.
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After dinner, she sat at her drafting table with the drawings for the Bonner project spread out in front of her and tried to work, but she couldn’t get into it, and very soon, she gave it up, switched off the lamp and went through the house, locking doors. She retrieved the unopened letter from the kitchen, stopped in the dining room to flick the overhead light three times, a signal to Charlie that she was on her way to bed. Safe and sound. He insisted.
His kitchen light flashed. He was satisfied.
She took her shower, donned an old castoff dress shirt of Charlie’s and climbed into bed.
Picked up the envelope.
Studying it, trying to decide if it really was Cotton’s handwriting, wishing she didn’t care. Saying to herself: I don’t need this.
It could just as well be junk mail, couldn’t it? Sometimes insurance agents hand addressed their fliers to snooker people into thinking it was something personal, the way Cotton had snookered her.
Nearly six years ago, on April 29th when he’d left her standing at the altar. Well, not exactly at the altar, but in a small antechamber at the chapel where they were to have been married. In her tiara and tulle, her beaded white peau de soie gown belling at her ankles. Her mother, sister and all six of her attendants watching her covertly as the appointed hour for the ceremony to commence came and went.
One hundred and twenty guests had been waiting to see her walk down the aisle on her brother-in-law Tim’s arm. A classical chamber ensemble had been running through the music Livie had chosen as a prelude to the actual wedding march. She would never hear Debussy’s Clair de Lune without it elevating her heart rate.
Her gown now lay underneath Mrs. Rodriguez’s koi pond, the first one Livie ever installed. She’d cut up the silk petticoat and pieced a darling baby quilt appliquéd with a plethora of blue velvet zoo animals for her nephew Zachary, Kat’s youngest, when he’d been born three years ago. He still dragged it around. Livie’d given her tiara to Stella at the same time so she wouldn’t feel deprived. Whether or not the glittery crown was a suitable accessory for a favorite pink tutu depended on how regal Stella was feeling in the moment.
Other monogrammed pieces of Livie’s trousseau were scattered in gardens around the countryside. Sixteen embossed linen napkins kept the ground soggy underneath Mrs. Teasdale’s clump of bog orchids and the heavy table cloth that matched them supported a bed of granite chips at the base of the fountain in front of Mitchell and Vaughn’s Funeral Home in town. The fountain was comprised of a group of cavorting nude water nymphs, which Livie thought was an odd choice for a funeral home, but then Hamp Mitchell was a little odd anyway.
Several bed sheets, Egyptian cotton, king-size, 300 thread count, also monogrammed, underlay Livie’s own koi pond. She’d donated her wedding china and silver privately to the local battered woman’s shelter. It had suited her to recycle the gifts that her guests hadn’t allowed her to return.
She would have buried her heart if she could have.
Livie pushed her thumb hard under the flap, opening a ragged seam. She took out the single sheet of paper and unfolded it. Besides the opening address, Dear Livie, there were two words, I’m sorry.
For a moment the world stopped. Her breath caught; her hand rose to her throat and she examined the shadowy corners of her bedroom as if she might see Cotton there.
As if he might step into the light.
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The sun was up, a bright yellow disc crayoned into a bold stripe of blue sky and Livie was standing at the kitchen sink eating a bowl of cereal when she heard Charlie’s truck rattle into the driveway, then the scrape of his boot heels on the back porch.
“Livie, gal, you decent?” He always checked even though he knew from countless other mornings that she was.
“I am,” Livie answered.
“It’s nice out this morning. Good and dry.” Charlie found a mug, poured his coffee. “At least the weather’s cooperating.”
“Dexter’s already called and left a message.”
“He say what he wanted?”
“No, and I haven’t called him back. It’ll be some alteration, widen this, don’t plant that.” Livie dropped her spoon into her cereal bowl. She encountered Charlie’s glance, that hovering question. Scooted her eyes past him. But no, she couldn’t let it go on. “Look,” she blurted the word, “I know you aren’t happy about leaving me at Bo Jangles the other night.”
Charlie shot her a glance from under his brow. “You got home okay, that’s the important thing. I guess Joe brought you.”
She looked at the toes of her sneakers. Joe. His last name eluded her if he’d even told her what it was. What she did remember, vividly, mortifyingly, was waking up on Saturday morning with a huge headache to find herself naked in Joe’s bed. She’d left while he was in the shower, called a cab from the doughnut shop in a nearby strip center, then prayed all the way home Charlie wouldn’t catch her, that she wouldn’t be forced to explain. She was awfully afraid she would have lied, then she’d have hated herself even more.
“I just haven’t ever known you to drink so much,” he said.
“I don’t usually.” I don’t know what got into me. Livie could have said that, too ...except she did know. It happened sometimes, but not in a long while. She set her spoon on the other side of her bowl.
Charlie leaned against the counter, drinking his coffee. Waiting.
Livie felt it. She cleared her throat. “You know Dexter wants to open by Labor Day, but if we have to continually pull out everything and redo it, we’ll be lucky to make it by Christmas.”
“I’ll talk to him,” Charlie said.
A dog barked in the distance and Livie thought of Razz. She hoped so much that he’d lived, that he’d made it through the night. She glanced at Charlie. “I appreciate that you were concerned about me.”
“You’re not mad?”
“No, you were just being considerate.”
Charlie looked relieved.
She put her bowl down in the sink, turned on the tap. “I opened the letter,” she said over the sound of the water.
“Was it from Cotton?”
“Uh-huh. It’s there on the island. You can look at it, if you want to.”
Livie turned off the tap and watched her motley crew of hens through the window, a collection of Barred Rocks, Silver Polish, White Leghorns, and her favorite Araucanas, peck at the feed she’d scattered for them earlier. The wind was out of the east, full of itself, blowing spring across the pasture where the honeysuckle bloomed wild along the fence. The air through the open window was so deliciously scented, it made her knees weak, made her think of Cotton and one long ago afternoon....
“That’s it?” Charlie sounded incredulous and Livie felt somehow gratified. “I’m sorry?”
She turned drying her hands.
Charlie looked at the front of the envelope. “It’s postmarked Seattle. You sure it’s from him?”
She said she wasn’t; she didn’t know why. She said, “I don’t have anything left to compare the handwriting with.” She was remembering Cotton’s love notes. When they were dating, he’d left them for her everywhere, tucked under a flower pot on the doorstep of her Houston apartment, or poked into the pocket of her winter coat. The last note from him had been the postcard Nix had brought her, the one that had read: Tell Livie it’s not her fault. Tell her to forget me. Tell her not to look for me. I’m not worth it.
That had come the first part of May, four days after Cotton disappeared. After they’d had search parties out slogging through the countryside hunting for him. After the police had issued an APB, after they’d posted fliers and appeared on television.
By the following July, when the shock had worn off and her grief had hardened into anger, Livie, who’d been staying with her mother at the time, made a huge fire in the fireplace at her mom’s condo and burnt the card along with everything else Cotton had ever written to her. Her mother had come home from her bi-monthly, day-spa appointment, freshly manicured, pedicured, coiffed, massaged and made up and, without a word, she’d set the air conditioner on sixty. She’d gathered Livie into her arms, unmindful of the heat and its effect on her careful appearance and the dinner date she had later. Unmindful of Livie’s tears soaking the pearl-buttoned front of her silk shirt.
“Well, it seems weird,” Charlie said now.
“I wonder how he found me.”
“Computer. Search engine. Your website, a business listing.”
“What if he shows up here?” Livie thought how she’d used to wish for that more than anything, that Cotton would appear, that he would finally explain. Now the possibility tied her stomach in knots. She’d believed she had forgiven him, too. But looking at his letter only made her feel afraid and confused and furious all over again. He’d made a mockery of her love, her faith in him. How could he presume now that some remote, two-word, unsigned apology would make up for that?
“Have you told Delia?” Charlie asked.
“I haven’t told anyone. Livie hugged herself, rubbing her upper arms.
Charlie came to the sink, dashed the dregs of his cup, ran water into it and set it in the drain. “You don’t owe her, Livie.”
“I know, but she’s his mother. She deserves peace of mind as much as anyone.”
“Maybe he wrote to her too. Maybe he’s home with her right now.”
“She would have called.”
“You think? From what you’ve told me, she doesn’t feel your sense of obligation.”
“She doesn’t let herself feel much of anything these days.”
Charlie clicked his tongue. “That gin is gonna kill her if she doesn’t quit it.”
 Livie shifted her glance. She thought how hurt she would be if she were to learn Cotton was home and that Delia hadn’t bothered to pick up the phone. Hurt but not surprised. The surprise was why Livie bothered with Delia. Who was nothing to her, really.
Her almost motherin-law.
Livie knew people, her family, Charlie, wondered about the connection, but she refused to explain it. She was pretty sure no one would believe her anyway. Sometimes even she had trouble believing that Delia had once trusted her, had once confided matters of such a private and painful nature to Livie that it was impossible not to feel an obligation. Never mind how onerous.
“So, do you want to ride into town with me, see the sheriff?” Charlie asked.
Livie looked at him. “Why would I do that?”
“You said Cotton’s buddy—Nix, isn’t it?—he told you Cotton took off because he’d done something. To me that sounds like it was illegal.”
“What would I say? Writing a letter isn’t exactly breaking the law, right?”
“No, but given the circumstances, who knows what he has in mind.”
“Evidently an apology.”
“It doesn’t bother you, the way he’s going about it? It’s not even signed, for god’s sake.”
It did bother her; it bothered her plenty and Charlie knew it. He’d likely talk to the sheriff whether Livie went along or not, unless she spoke up. But no, she thought. Let him talk to JB if he wanted to. Maybe that’s what needed to happen. On the remote chance that Cotton might show up, maybe the sheriff should talk to him.
“We could check on the dog, too.” Charlie made the offer figuring, rightly, that mentioning Razz would entice Livie.
“I’d like to see about Razz, but I’m supposed to meet Dexter at Cavanaugh’s to look at rock.” Livie brushed the fine hairs that had loosened from her chignon off her face.
“All right.” Charlie went to the screen door and paused. “But you’ll call if—?”
“Cotton’s not here, Charlie.”
“Just because the postmark says Seattle—”
“Well, even if he were here, he’s not a maniac, at least not last I heard.”
“It’s been six years, Livie. People change.” Charlie closed the screen door and stood looking in at her. “I’m just saying you can’t be too careful.”
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THE LAST INNOCENT HOUR, Excerpt



Chapter One
They reached town. Beth came out of her seat and rode now braced in the stairwell of the Greyhound bus, bent down, clinging to the pole to keep her balance, staring through the window. Seeing the landmarks, the familiar shapes of the shabby, antiquated buildings that verged on Main Street. Some of them were vacant. Nearly all of them had begun their lives as something else. She could name their evolutions. She’d grown up here, and she’d left this town. Tried ever since not to think of why. Maybe in her absence the old buildings had forgotten. But she hadn’t; she didn’t think she ever would.
The bus stopped in the alley beside Hickham’s Hardware and Dry Goods Emporium. A grinning cowboy painted on the side of the brick building waved his huge hand in greeting. His white, ten gallon hat looked a little moth-eaten, and his red, western-style shirt was faded, but the big-lettered words: Howdy, Welcome to Wither Creek, Texas, printed in the cartoon cloud floating near his head, were still legible. When she’d lived here, Beth had thought the image was countrified and dumb. Now the sight of it was a comfort, a distraction from the worry that pressed heavily on her chest.
The bus doors opened, and Maizie was there, framed in their expanse, her presence as big and solid and reassuring as Beth’s memory of her. Their eyes locked. Beth took a step down, and then froze, suddenly shot through with misgiving. What did Maizie see? What could she be thinking? Suppose she was angry at the way Beth had left with scarcely a glance back or a word of warning?
But, no. Maizie came toward her, open-armed and murmuring, “Honey, I cain’t believe it’s you. Home at last.”
And that was all the invitation Beth needed. She was a child again, and powerless to help it, and flinging herself into Maizie’s embrace, she snuggled there. Home. The word floated in her mind. Just the way Maizie said it flooded Beth with memories. Home was the wind in the pines, deep porch, and all her dolls lined up on the swing. Home was pails full of handpicked, ripe, juicy dewberries and wild Mustang grapes, and the smell of summer sun on Maizie’s dark brown skin.
Huddled against her ample bosom, washed in a near-boneless wave of relief, Beth told herself she’d been right to come back. The farm would provide what they needed, a roof over their heads, time to think. They’d be safe here.
Maizie held her close a moment longer, then setting her to one side, said, “This must be Miss Christabelle.” She bent toward the child who stood half-concealed behind Beth and laid her fingers carefully against Chrissie's cheek. That was Maizie's way. She’d always said children were like animals, frightened by sudden moves. She ought to know, Beth thought. She’d raised her share, including Beth and Beth’s own mama.
Chrissie grew still under Maizie’s touch. She was almost four, but they’d moved around a lot, and Beth knew her response to strangers could be unpredictable. As often as not, she’d turn and cling to Beth, pressing her face into her mother’s hip. But Maizie worked her customary magic. Here came a dimpled smile, so like Charlie’s, her daddy’s, smile, and now, Chrissy raised her hand to touch Maizie's brown fingers with her own.
Maizie chuckled. She was still looking at Chrissie when she addressed Beth. “Honey, ‘cept for that head full of curly hair an’ the fact that she’s got your great-grandmama’s name, this child don't take after you a'tall. Jus’ look at those green eyes.” She glanced up at Charlie who had joined them. “Sure not much Clayton blood showin’ in this one. She's her daddy's girl with those eyes.” Rising, she offered him her hand.
“Beth’s told me a lot about you,” he said, but his greeting lacked his customary charm. He seemed stiff, out of sorts. But perhaps it was simply that he was worn out from the hours of traveling.
“Well, I’m pleased to finally meet you. Beth has tol’ me some about you and Miss Chrissie, but I was beginning to think she was never going to bring her family home.”
“If Beth has been talking about me, I guess there's no use me trying to make a good impression.”
It was intended to be a joke, but when Charlie glanced at her, Beth saw his eyes were full of speculation, as if maybe he suspected her of complaining to Maizie about him and about the way they'd been living. She hadn’t, but she could have. She could have blamed him for the fact that they were here, but she hadn’t done that either.
Saying he’d get the luggage, Charlie left Beth with Mazie. Chrissie trailed in his wake.
Mazie said, “She's tired, bless her heart. It was a long trip, I guess.”
“Yes, long,” Beth repeated. She kept her eye on her husband and small daughter, and when they were out of earshot, she brought her glance back to Maizie’s. “Is he gone?” she asked. “Jason? Mama told me he was, otherwise you know I wouldn't have come.”
Maizie didn’t answer.
 Beth’s heartbeat slowed, thickened. “Mama lied?”
“She needs your help, honey.”
“No, no, I can’t do this.” Beth put her fingertips to her temples.
“Charlie don’t know what happened, does he?”
Beth shook her head as the scope of her error froze in her mind. Mama hardly ever told the truth; why had Beth believed her this time? But it wasn’t as if she could turn back. She and Charlie had spent the last of their money on the bus trip from Miami.
“You got to tell him, honey.”
Beth looked at her shoes, a pair of worn leather loafers covered in dust. “I can’t. Not now. I could never explain why I kept it from him.” Even as she spoke, she wondered how she could have been so foolish.
“He’s bound to find out.” Maizie echoed Beth’s frightened thought, but then she smiled and said, “Never you mind, we’ll sort it out,” and Beth was reassured.
She started chattering about how that’s why she’d come, because she knew Maizie would help her. Maizie could fix anything. But something was happening to Maizie’s face. The color just drained from her broad cheeks leaving them ashen. Her eyes were wide and mostly white. She raised a hand to her throat.
“Maizie?” Beth said. “What is it?” Anxiety tightened its grip on her stomach. She put a hand on Maizie’s shoulder, while the other flitted from Maizie's cheek to her brow. The old woman's chest heaved uncertainly. “Is it your heart again? Maizie?”
She bent slightly at the waist and took several moments to answer. “I'm fine, child. Jus’ give me a minute.” The words wheezed on a thin current of air.
“We need to get you to the hospital.” Beth looked around for Charlie.
“No, no. C’mon now. It's your mama we got to be worrying about.” Maizie straightened. She opened the big pocketbook she carried, pulled out a freshly-ironed, cotton hankie and mopped her face. “That Tinker's doing something, up to no good. He’s after her to give him the farm.”
“What? Well, even stoned out of her mind, Mama wouldn't consider that. Would she?”
Maizie tucked her hankie back into her purse without answering.
“Why can't she just pack up his stuff and put him out? When I called her the other night, she said she’d filed for divorce; she said she’d even gotten a restraining order to keep him off the property.”
“There's some things she'll have to tell you herself. It ain't my place, but I know he's been sayin' she can't handle her biz’ness on account of her drinkin', and she been tellin’ me she thinks she already done signed something 'bout the farm. But you know how it is, honey. That liquor really gets her head fuzzed up.”
“Yes, but when I talked to her, she was sober. It was after six at night, and Mama was sober.”
“That's right, honey, she was sober. And she has been now for near two days waiting for you and Mr. Charlie and that child a yours.”
“Forty-eight whole hours.” Beth’s glance rose up over the cowboy’s grinning image, above his ten-gallon hat. Farther, until it topped the roofline of the building. The clouds had thickened since the bus had rolled into town. The air felt stagnant and slabby as old pond water.
“She needs you, honey, for more reasons than you know. And from the look of you, you need her too.” Maizie nodded toward Charlie, who was coming toward them, now, with Chrissie hustling alongside him. Beth had packed everything they owned into the suitcase he carried in one hand and into either of the two boxes he had tucked, one under each arm.
“Don't ’pear to me you come back with much more baggage than what you left with five years ago. An’ there’s three of you now. Or can we expect a movin' van at the farm?”
Beth ducked her chin.
“I didn’t think so.” Maizie brushed Beth's hair from her cheek. “You look plumb wore out, child, full of shadows.”
“Don’t be nice to me, Maizie, or I’ll cry.”
She took Beth's hand, pulling her against her side. “Lean on me, honey,” she murmured. “Just you lean on me.”




Chapter Two
Maizie’s car, a vintage Buick, was parked at the end of the alley. Charlie came with the baggage, and she opened the trunk.
He put their things inside and closed it, letting his hands rest a moment on the smooth metal curve of the lid. “This car is really something,” he said. “A real classic.”
Beth was probably the only one who caught the edge of irritation in his voice. He wanted her glance, but she studied the car, too, as if she’d never seen it before.
Maizie patted the fender, fondly. “Beth's granddaddy gave her to me back when I come to work for the fam’ly. In nineteen-forty-seven.”
“Buick, isn't it?”
“Yessir. Buick Roadmaster. Biggest they made back then.” Maizie turned aside coughing into her hankie.
Beth said, “You take better care of this old car than you do yourself. Have you had your heart checked lately? Or are you just dosing yourself up with—”
“What I dose myself with done healed you up plenty a times, Missy.”
Beth couldn’t deny it, but fear made her harsh.
Charlie opened the car door. “Ready to go, Stinkerbelle?”
“Don't call me Stinkerbelle, Daddy,” Chrissie said sternly as she climbed into the backseat.
Maizie laughed and said, “Honey, you sound jus' like your mama used to.” She pointed her finger toward a stuffed lamb that had once been white, but was now a less-pristine shade of well-loved gray, tucked under Chrissie's elbow. “Who’s this? I b’lieve I might have seen him somewhere before.” She rolled her eyes at Beth.
Chrissie held him up for Maizie's inspection. “He was Mommy's, then she got too big to take care of him, and now he's mine. His name’s Lamby. Mommy named him that.”
“Well, it looks like he could use a new eye.”
Chrissie put the tip of her finger into the empty socket. “His ear is almost off, too.”
Maizie bent to take a closer look. “You know what? I've tended him a time or two when your mama had him. If you want, when we get home, we'll see about fixin' him up. How about it?”
Chrissie nodded and scooted over to make room for her daddy. Beth settled in front.
On their way through town, Beth pointed out the courthouse and the old Madison Avenue Theater next door.
“I bet I saw every Disney movie ever made in there,” she said. “Nothing's changed.”
Maizie said, “That movie theater's been shut down since right after you graduated high school back in nineteen and sixty-five, wasn’t it? Near twenty years ago now, like most of the rest of downtown.”
“Oh, Maizie, don’t remind me,” Beth said. She didn’t want to think of how many years had passed. They entered the freeway, and she turned to look out the back window, watching the outskirts of Wither Creek disappear. “I used to think this place was such a no-account burg. Full of rednecks. Never anything going on. I couldn't wait to leave. Now it looks good to me.”
Maizie said, “Well, there’s fixin’ to be a lot of changes. Been some developers out here, from Japan. I heard they're payin' top dollar for the land. Some folks has already sold.” Maizie put her foot down on the accelerator. The Buick gathered speed.
Beth said, “Why do they want to spoil everything?”
 “Don’ know.” Maizie glanced at Beth. “Could be folks in Wither Creek are wantin' their town to be known as somethin' more than a no-account burg full a rednecks.” She glanced in the rearview mirror. “What sort of work you do, Mister Charlie?”
“Construction, and it’s just Charlie, please.”
“All right, Charlie. Should be plenty of that sorta work here pretty quick.”
Beth turned to look at him.
What? his expression seemed to ask. She shook her head and faced front, not wanting him to see her anxiety, yet wishing she were next to him, that she could lean against him.
A low mutter of thunder rumbled in the distance. Maizie commented that it had looked like rain for days. She shook her finger at the sky. “All them clouds do is tease us.”
Beth watched the passing scenery. She'd forgotten what pretty country it was. The land seemed to glow, a contoured brocade of tangled silvery green. Maizie's old unair-conditioned Buick dashed along, wind blowing through the open windows, ruffling Beth's hair, the front of her shirt. It smelled of heat, and faintly, of the pines that crowded the road. As a little girl, she remembered lying on her back to watch the sway of their supple green tops high overhead; the whisper of long-needled branches was like the voice of dreams. Daddy had always said the pines were an example of how to bend without breaking.
Why think of that now? When she hadn't in years? Why did she hear him speaking? See his image behind her eyes? The old anger rose and threatened to cut her breath. If only he hadn’t died. How different would it be? Would she be safer? Better off? She thought so, knew so.
“Maizie?” she said, “Is Black Knight still stabled at the farm?”
“Yes, honey, he is,” Maizie said and then pressed her lips together as if to keep herself from saying more.
Beth scarcely noticed. “I can’t wait to see him again.”
Maizie looked at Charlie in the rearview mirror. “Has this child ever told you how she slept with that horse most every night for a month after its mama died? She'd come out of Knight’s stall of a morning smellin' so you couldn't tell which one was the animal. I can still see it so clear, the way that little ol’ colt followed her most anywhere.”
“He changed after the fire,” Beth said. “Remember? He turned skittish and wild. He acted like he didn’t know me.”
“Hmmph. Skittish and wild ain't the half of it now.”
“I wish I hadn’t had to leave him.”
“Horse is what done killed your daddy and started this whole mess.”
Beth shot Maizie an unhappy glance.
Charlie said, “Are you talking about the horse you promised Chrissie she could ride? It’s the same one that threw your dad?”
What do you know about horses? The question hung in Beth’s mind. Oh, he could bet on them; Charlie could bet on anything, and he had. He owed so much money to the bookies in Miami, they’d had to leave Florida in a hurry. But as far as Beth knew, Charlie had never ridden a horse in his life, much less fed or exercised one, or mucked out a stall.
That’s what she’d been doing the day they met at Calder Race Course in Miami. She’d worked there as a stable hand until they got married. They might not have, but she’d found out she was pregnant with Chrissie, and when she’d told Charlie, he’d done the honorable thing. That’s just who he was. And he loved her. Beth knew that.
“I been tellin’ your mama she’s got to do somethin' with that horse,” Maizie said. “He won't hardly let nobody near him these days.”
“What about Warren? He could always handle Knight.”
“Tinker done fired Warren. He been tryin' to take care of Knight hisself, and that 'rrangement ain't been workin' out too good.”
“That’s because Jason doesn't know one thing about running a farm, never mind caring for a horse.” It was more than that, though, Beth thought. Jason had a cruel streak. He was just flat-out mean.
“Who’s Warren?” Charlie asked.
“Our foreman,” Beth answered. “He’s handled the farm for Mama since Daddy passed.”
“So, what about the accident that killed your dad?” Charlie asked. “You’ve never told me much about how it happened.”
Was that an accusation? Beth didn’t know. She looked over the seatback. Chrissie was slumped against Charlie soundly sleeping. “There was a brush fire,” she said. “Smoke everywhere. Knight took Daddy off into some trees.”
Maizie’s voice rode under Beth's. “Everythin’ scared that horse. After the way y'all babied him, it's hard to figure, but once he got growed up, he didn’t want nobody on his back. Told your daddy a dozen times.”
“A branch caught Daddy right here.” Beth rested her hand high on her chest. “Knocked him off. No one knew anything was wrong until Knight came back to the barn alone. By the time we found Daddy, he'd been in the woods all night. He was in shock. He’d lost a lot of blood. Too much. He died three days later.”
Charlie’s expression softened.
Beth said how before he died, her daddy made her promise not to let Warren shoot Black Knight.
Charlie said, “That was a lot for you to handle.”
“Daddy knew how much I loved Knight. He said give him time and he’d come around; he’d be his old sweet-natured self, but then I left.”
They turned right, bumped over the cattle guard. They were on the private drive now and Beth knew she’d soon see the house. Her hands and feet had gone cold. They crossed the one-lane stone bridge that spanned Wither Creek. A sluggish stream of water, it flowed east and emptied into the lake where she’d learned to swim. What year was that? Had she been seven or eight? But the sense of her anticipation and dread made it impossible to concentrate.
There, among the trees, she caught glimpses of it, fragments of weathered white brick, darker flashes of black mortar and trim peeping through the leafy fringe, and now, visible as they crested the rise, a bit of railing attached to a section of roof. “The widow's walk,” she murmured, and feeling Charlie's stare, she turned quickly and found his glance.
“What is it?” he asked.
But the question was too huge, and in any case her tongue felt rooted to her mouth. Without answering, she faced front again feeling the blunt force of Charlie’s gaze heat her scalp.
 
Look for The Ninth Step (available now) and The Last Innocent Hour (coming in the fall of 2011) at online retailers.
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