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For the readers who kept asking about Tito. 

Here he is.
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Chapter One

 

Granny Ines had been up since four.

I knew this because she called me at four-fifteen to make sure I was awake. I had been awake. I'd barely slept. But I appreciated the call anyway.

Now it was just past seven in the morning, and she was already in the back seat of my car with Auntie Rita, debating what to cook for dinner. They'd been at it for three days. Granny wanted enchiladas. Auntie Rita wanted tamales. At this rate they'd make both and nobody would go home hungry, which was probably the point all along.

I kept my eyes on the highway and let them talk.

Two hours. Give or take.

Two hours until my father walked out of Milton County Prison.

I'd driven this road more times than I could count. As a kid in the back seat, craning my neck to read the mile markers. As a teenager who finally got her license and made the trip alone just to prove she could. As an adult who kept showing up, year after year, because that's what you did.

Today felt different.

"Mija, you are too quiet," Granny said from the back seat.

"I'm driving."

"You can drive and talk."

"I know."

She was quiet for approximately four seconds. "Are you nervous?"

"I'm fine, Granny."

Auntie Rita patted my shoulder from behind. "It's okay to be nervous."

"I said I'm fine."

They exchanged a look in my rearview mirror. I caught it. We all kept moving.

The truth was I didn't have a word for what I was. Nervous wasn't quite it. Excited wasn't quite it either. It was more like that feeling right before a big competition, when everything you've prepared for is finally about to happen and your body doesn't know whether to run toward it or away from it.

My father had been in prison since I was five years old. I was thirty-five now.

Thirty years.

We had built a relationship across visiting room tables and monitored phone calls and letters that took a week to arrive. I knew his laugh and how he called me Jessie and the quiet he settled into when something was bothering him. What I didn't know was how to be his daughter when he was standing right in front of me and there was no buzzer telling us time was up.

Last night Vee had found me standing at the kitchen counter at midnight, stress-eating leftover biscuits.

"You want to talk about it?" she'd asked.

"Not really."

She'd climbed up on the counter next to me, grabbed a biscuit, and that was that. We sat in the dark for a while. Vee was good at that, at being there without needing to fix anything.

Eventually she said, "He's going to be okay, you know. And so are you."

I didn't answer. But I was glad she said it.

Milton County Prison looked exactly the same as it always had. Same parking lot. Same guard booth. Same flat institutional sprawl that managed to look both enormous and suffocating at the same time. I pulled into a spot and cut the engine.

The three of us sat there for a moment.

"Okay," Granny said, quietly. That was all. Just okay. But there was a whole thirty years in it.

We got out.

The waiting area settled around me like a place I'd never quite left. I knew which plastic chair squeaked and which vending machine took your money and gave you nothing. Officer Luna Pena was at the door, same as always, smiling when she saw us.

"Today's the day," she said.

"Today's the day."

"He's ready, Jess. He's been ready for weeks."

We took our seats. Granny held her purse in both hands. Auntie Rita twisted a tissue. I watched the door.

When it opened, Granny was on her feet before I'd fully processed what I was seeing.

He came through in civilian clothes that didn't quite fit yet, still getting used to the idea of them. More gray than I remembered. More lines around his eyes. But the same eyes, and when he found us across the room, his face did something I wasn't prepared for.

I'd always seen him with a clock running somewhere and a guard in the room. Now there was nothing between us but twenty feet of linoleum.

"Mamá."

Granny crossed the room fast. For a woman in her seventies she moved fast when she needed to. She grabbed him and held on, saying things in Spanish too low and too fast to follow, and I don't think she knew what she was saying either. Just sound. Just him being real and solid and there.

Auntie Rita was next, pressing her face against his shoulder. "My little Tito."

He laughed at that. Still her little Tito.

Then he looked at me over their heads and I crossed the room.

He hugged me with both arms, no hesitation. The real kind.

He smelled like institutional soap and something underneath it I still recognized.

"Jessie." His voice was rough. "My girl."

I waited for the buzzer. The one that always told us time was up.

Nobody said anything.

We walked out together, all four of us, into the parking lot and the open air and the kind of quiet that only exists when something big has just happened. My father stopped just outside the door. He tilted his face up toward the sky for a second, eyes closed. Then he looked around at the parking lot, the cars, the flat stretch of Texas horizon beyond the fence line.

He glanced back once at the building behind him.

Then he let out a breath and shook his head, and when he turned back around there was something in his face that was almost a laugh, almost tears, almost neither.

"Come on," Granny said softly, looping her arm through his. "Let's go home."

He nodded. We walked to the car. He stood on the passenger side for a moment, hand on the door, as if he needed to confirm it was real before he opened it.

I started the engine. Granny and Auntie Rita settled in the back seat. My father got in, pulled the door shut, and sat looking out through the windshield.

I pulled out of the lot and onto the highway and we drove for maybe five minutes before he let out a short, rough laugh, almost to himself.

"This is really happening," he said. His voice cracked just slightly on the last word.

"Yeah," I said. "It is."

He nodded slowly, filing that away somewhere. Then he looked out the passenger window at the passing flat land and didn't say anything else for a while, and I didn't push him.

Somewhere between the prison and Rosie's, I thought about my mom. Whether she'd seen it on the news or heard from someone. Whether there was anything to say after thirty years. I decided there probably wasn't, or there might be, but this was not the road for it.

We stopped at Rosie's Diner on the way home. Tradition.

Granny had started it on the very first visit, back when I was small enough that my feet didn't touch the floor in the booth. You made the drive, you saw your person, and on the way home you stopped at Rosie's. It was a buffer between that world and this one.

The hostess seated us at a booth by the window. Four menus.

My father picked his up and stopped for just a second before he opened it. It was a small thing. I noticed it anyway.

"The chicken fried steak is good," I said.

"The club sandwich," Auntie Rita offered.

"Get whatever you want," Granny told him. "Whatever you want, Tito."

He was quiet for a moment, still looking at the menu.

"They have peach cobbler."

"Everything here is good," Granny said.

"Get the cobbler," I said.

He smiled a little. "Maybe I'll get the cobbler and the chicken fried steak."

"That's the spirit."

He looked up then, at all three of us, and something moved across his face that I didn't want to name out loud in a Rosie's Diner with a waitress headed our way. I looked at my menu.

The conversation came easier than I expected. He asked about the restaurant, the twins, Vee, whether Sawyer had gotten any taller. He asked about Kyle in measured pieces, the questions of someone who'd formed his picture from a distance and didn't want to overstep it.

"He just passed his detective exam," I said.

"Detective." He nodded slowly. "Good for him."

He asked about Sully.

A brief silence settled over the table.

"He's coming to dinner tonight," Granny said, in her this-is-not-a-discussion voice.

My father's expression didn't change. "Good."

I looked at him.

"It's fine, Jessie. I don't need anything from him. I just want to be home."

Extra cars lined both sides of the street when we pulled up to Granny's house just before noon.

"Who's here?" I asked.

"Just family," Granny said, already opening her door.

My father stepped out and stood for a moment in the driveway, looking at the house. Same flower beds. Same porch swing. Same wind chime Auntie Rita had put up sometime in the nineties that Granny claimed to hate and had never taken down.

"Same," he said.

"Mostly," Auntie Rita told him.

He nodded and walked toward the front door.

Inside, there were people. Vee was already there. Shayla was in the kitchen helping with something, and the twins had hit full speed, running circuits between the living room and the front door. Sawyer had come with Riley and baby Harper, and Kyle was standing near the back wall with his hands in his pockets, giving my father room to breathe while still being there.

Neighbors had come too. Church friends. Auntie Rita's friend Edie Baker, who never arrived anywhere without a casserole. Everyone talking at once. My father stopped in the doorway and looked at the room, and then the room sort of swallowed him whole.

Sully was in the corner holding a glass of iced tea, talking to his wife Gina, who had the expression she usually had, like she'd smelled something she didn't care for. My uncle had taken over Vasquez Furniture when he was twenty-five, and for the thirty years since, he'd been the brother who stayed. Who handled Granny's worst nights, the gossip, the people who crossed the street when they saw a Vasquez coming. He'd never said a word about any of it. That silence had its own weight, and tonight was the first time in three decades it was being asked to make room for the brother who'd come home.

Their kids, Nova and Junior, were on the couch with their phones, apparently attending the welcome home gathering from somewhere else entirely.

Sully caught my eye across the room. I gave him a nod. He gave me one back.

When my father finally made his way through the room and reached his brother, everyone pretended not to watch while absolutely watching.

"Sully." My father held out his hand.

Sully looked at it for one beat too long. Then he shook it.

"Tito."

That was all. Gina said nothing. Junior glanced up from his phone for about one second. Nova didn't look up at all.

I turned back to the room and helped Granny move food to the table.

Later, after most people had gone and the dishes were done, I found my dad on the back porch by himself. Sitting, looking at the yard. Not on a phone, not reading, not talking. Just sitting in the quiet.

I went back inside, poured two glasses of sweet tea, came back out, and handed him one. He took it without comment.

We sat together listening to the neighborhood in the middle of the day. Lawn mowers. A dog somewhere. Kids shouting things at each other down the street.

"It's loud," he said finally.

"Yeah."

"I forgot how loud it is." He wasn't complaining. Just noticing.

"You'll get used to it."

"I know." He took a long sip of tea. "I have time."

I looked at him watching a bird move through the flower bed. Calm. Unhurried. A man who had made up his mind to be exactly where he was.

Buried at the back of my mind, behind all of today, was a plain white envelope. Neat anonymous type. No return address. It had arrived the night his parole was approved, dropped on our porch while we were inside celebrating, and nobody had seen who left it.

Your father's release changes nothing. The debt remains. We haven't forgotten what you cost us. Welcome home, Tito.

Kyle had logged it. We'd pulled the porch camera footage. Nothing useful. Whoever it was had known before we did that the call was coming.

I turned my glass in my hands and didn't say anything about any of that.

Not tonight. Tonight was his.

"The bird's gone," my dad said.

"There'll be another one."

He almost smiled. "Yeah. There will."


Chapter Two

 

Granny started texting me updates on the second day.

Not about anything serious. Just small things. My father had stood in front of the self-checkout machine at the grocery store for so long that a teenager behind him finally asked if he needed help. He'd picked up Granny's phone thinking it was a calculator and accidentally called someone named Brenda from church. 

He'd asked Auntie Rita what a QR code was and then spent twenty minutes reading about them on her tablet, which led to something else, and then something else, until Auntie Rita found him at midnight still scrolling and had to take the tablet away. 

He'd sat through an entire hour of cable news and then asked Granny if things were always this loud now. Granny told him they were. He said he might need a few days before he tried it again.

I read them between prep and tried not to smile too obviously.

Our morning check-ins became a quick ritual that first week, five or ten minutes before the kitchen got going, me with a coffee and him at Granny's table before he left for the day. He always asked how things were going before I could ask anything about him. I told him about the new soup, the regulars, whatever had gone sideways in the kitchen the day before. He listened without interrupting and asked smart questions. Thirty years of visiting room conversations and he was still the best listener I knew. What we didn't have yet was the practice of talking without a clock.

On his third day home he started at Vasquez Furniture.

Sully gave him warehouse and delivery. When I asked my father how the first day went he said, "Fine. I moved some things and didn't break anything." I asked if Sully had talked to him much. "He told me where to clock in." I left it alone.

Gina was a different story. She started coming by the store more than usual that first week. She walked through the back, looked at whatever my father was doing, said nothing, and left. He told me this with complete calm, which took more discipline than I had.

"She doesn't have to like me," he said.

"No," I agreed. "She doesn't."

"She just has to stay out of my way."

He paused, then said, "There is also the assistant manager. Matteo Navarro. Fifteen years at that store."

"What about him?"

"He came to me on the first day. Said, 'I have paid my dues and some jailbird ain't taking that away from me.' Then he walked off."

"He said that to you. On your first day."

"He did." Tito's voice was level. No outrage in it, just the facts laid out. "He's not wrong that he's put in the time. I'm not here to take anything from him. Whether he figures that out eventually is his business."

"That's still a lot to say to someone on their first day."

"It is," he agreed. Then, quieter: "He's scared. Scared people say things."

End of conversation.

I went by the store on a Friday, my day off. Texas spring had decided to behave itself that morning, cool and clear, the kind of day that tricks you into thinking summer won't show up and ruin it. I brought chicken tortilla soup, a recipe I'd been tweaking all week and needed a second opinion on.

The warehouse entrance was on the side of the building, a loading door that sat open in good weather. I came in through it and found my father working a heavy dresser around a corner with a younger man I didn't recognize. The younger man was laughing, shaking his head at something my father had said.

I caught movement at the far end of the warehouse first. A man with a clipboard, working his way down a row of shelving. He glanced up when I walked in. Took in me, then my father. It lasted about two seconds before he went back to his count, shoulders set in a way that had nothing to do with the inventory.

My father looked up and spotted me. His eyes moved briefly to the far end of the warehouse and back, a look that said exactly what words would have. I gave him a small nod. I see it.

"Come meet somebody," he said.

The younger man set his end down and straightened up. He was maybe twenty-five, twenty-six, with an easy smile that took up most of his face and a small scar through his left eyebrow. Lean, like someone who'd spent time working hard at things that didn't pay well.

"This is Axel," my father said. "We called him Zammy inside."

Zammy wiped his hand on his jeans and shook mine. "I've heard a lot about you."

"Good things, I hope."

"Of course." He grinned at my father. "He bragged on you every chance he got. Somebody had a problem in there, your dad would say, you know what my daughter does when things get hard? She goes in the kitchen and cooks something. Like that fixes it."

"It usually does," I said.

"He's not wrong," my father said, and something quiet and proud moved across his face.

We ate the soup at a folding table in the break room, all three of us, my father and Zammy still in their work gloves. Zammy ate like someone who'd learned not to take a meal for granted, focused and grateful. When he finished he sat back and shook his head.

"That's the best thing I've eaten since I got out."

"How long has it been?" I asked.

"Eight weeks." He turned his cup in his hands. "Eight weeks and three days."

He said it precisely, without hesitating. People who have been counting always do.

"How's it been?" I asked. "Being out."

He thought about it. Really thought about it, not just filling the silence. "Strange," he said. "Good strange, mostly. But strange." He looked at my father. "Your dad's been helping me find my footing. He's the reason I'm here."

"Sully hired him," my father said.

"Because you asked him to." Zammy looked at me. "He vouched for me. Not a lot of people do that."

My father got up to refill his water. Zammy watched him go, then said quietly, "He was good to me inside. I came in angry, you know? Angry at everything. He kept telling me, anger's fine but you can't live there. You have to decide to come back from it." He paused. "I'm trying."

"How old are you?" I asked.

"Twenty-six."

Twenty-six. His whole life ahead of him if he could get clear of what was behind him.

"You have family around here?" I asked.

"My mom's in Pinehurst. My grandmother." He smiled, smaller this time. "She grows tomatoes. Takes them seriously, like it's a real competition. First time I called her after I got out, she told me I better come home before her tomatoes were done, because she wasn't letting me miss the good ones again." He looked at his cup. "I'm working on getting back to where I can look them in the eye. That takes a minute."

My father came back and the conversation shifted to easier things: the store, the sofa they'd wrestled up a flight of stairs that morning, whether Zammy had found a better place to live yet. He was renting a room near the store, week to week, saving up. He had a plan. Modest, practical, and he believed in it.

When I stood to leave, Zammy shook my hand again.

"Really good to meet you," he said. Straightforward. No performance in it.

"You too. Come by the restaurant sometime. Soup's on me."

He grinned. "I'll hold you to that."

He headed back to the warehouse floor. My father walked me out to the lot and we stood in the cool Friday air for a moment, no real reason, just neither of us in a hurry to end it.

"He's good," I said, meaning Zammy.

"Yeah," my father said. "He is."

I stopped at Roasted Beans on the way to the school. Mallory had my usual ready before I'd made it to the counter.

"I heard your dad started at the furniture store," she said.

"Word travels."

"It's Dashwood." She pushed the cup across. "How's he settling in?"

I thought about the break room. My father at a folding table in his work gloves. Zammy sitting back after the soup, shaking his head. The two of them laughing about the sofa and the flight of stairs like it was just a good story. "Better than I expected," I said.

She nodded, filing it. "Go get your girls," she said.

I pulled up to Dashwood Elementary at three-fifteen. The front doors opened and I could already hear them before I could see them, Dove's voice carrying through the end of a disagreement that had clearly started well before they made it outside.

"...doesn't mean you get to choose for both of us."

"I was just suggesting!" Ivy said, climbing in behind her. "It's different!"

"You said it like it was already decided."

"Buckled?"

"Yes." Together, without looking up.

I pulled out into the after-school line. "Do I want to know?"

"Reading fair," Dove said. "We each pick a book and she picked mine."

"I gave you a great option."

"I didn't ask for an option."

Ivy made the face of someone who found the entire argument baffling. "I was being helpful."

"How was your day off?" Dove asked, dropping the subject like only Dove could, sudden and complete.

"Good." I glanced in the rearview mirror. "I went by Uncle Tito's work. Brought soup."

Ivy looked up from her backpack. "Is Uncle Sully being nice to him?" She said it the same way she asked about everything that mattered to her: direct, no softening.

"He's trying," I said.

Ivy made a sound that packed a lot of opinion into a very small space.

We drove home with the twins returning to their argument in the cheerful low-stakes way they always did, neither of them actually angry, just committed. I thought about my father in the back of his own family's store, moving furniture without complaint. I thought about Zammy and his week-to-week room and his grandmother in Pinehurst, who grew tomatoes and wasn't letting him miss the good ones again.

Come back from it, my father had told him.

Both of them were doing exactly that.


Chapter Three

 

The call came at ten past five.

I was at the kitchen counter thinking about dinner when my phone buzzed. Sully's name. He had never called me in his life, and the one time he did, it was to ask where Granny kept the good serving bowls. I almost let it go to voicemail.

Something made me pick up.

"Zammy's dead." Flat and hard. "Shot behind the building. Police are here." A pause with a lot of weight in it. "Your father was the last person with him."

I was already moving. Vee was at the kitchen table helping Dove with something. Shayla was at the counter with a glass of water, her work day still on her face. I pointed at both of them.

"I have to go. Stay with the girls."

Vee looked at my face and didn't ask. "Go."

Vasquez Furniture was fifteen minutes away on a normal day. I made it in nine. Two cruisers out front. Kyle's unmarked sedan at the curb.

Still getting used to that. No patrol car anymore.

Crime scene tape stretched across the mouth of the alley behind the building. I didn't go back there. I went inside.

Sully was near the front counter with his arms folded. He looked at me like a man who had already written the ending and was just waiting for everyone else to catch up.

"Where is he?" I asked.

"Out back. Still talking."

Still talking. Like cooperating with police was something to
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