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CHAPTER ONE

DREW

I don’t want to get out.

This place is surrounded on three sides by the Mississippi River. The fencing everywhere else is topped with razor wire. But in the last eight years, I’ve never needed those to keep me in.

This is where I belong. And everybody knows it. Ma. Annie. Grandma Quincy.

But out of the sixty-three hundred inmates here at Angola, I’m the one being released today.

It’s morning, but it’s not time for roll call yet. I know because, for Hickory,  it’s quiet. There’s no such thing as silence in a dorm with eighty bunks to a hall. That’s eighty men who talk, whisper, snore, fart, cough, jack off, and whatever the hell else they can get away with during lights out. But in the hour or so before dawn, like now, this place is as quiet as it ever gets, so I know I’ve got a little time left ahead of me.

Just not enough.

The thought of the outside world has my stomach clenching under the thin sheet. In a few hours, they’ll process me out, and then I’ll walk through the doors of Reception. Annie will be there, and that’ll be okay. That’s not the part I’m dreading.

We’ll get into her car — I have no idea what she’s driving; we’ve never talked about that — and we’ll make the two-hour trip down Highway 61 and along I-10. That’s not the part I’m dreading either. Because that’s just road and sky. There’s plenty of sky here. I’m used to it. Nothing to be afraid of.

For the last five years, I’ve worked in the auto tech shop. Assistant to the foreman for the last two. I know I could swipe a six-inch screwdriver and sink it into a guard’s thigh. Buy myself a whole lot more time.

I’ve thought about it. Really, I have.

But that would only be more blood on my hands, and I have enough already.

Enough already.

I’ve been able to picture the ride with Annie, I can get as far as crossing the Atchafalaya Basin Bridge, but as soon as I try to see us pulling off I-10 onto University Avenue, my mind shuts the fuck down.

I roll onto my back. The ceiling above me is a washed out gray in the pale, pre-dawn light. Top bunks are a trade off here. On the bottom bunk, you feel like the world is closing in on you. And with a two-hundred-pound man sleeping in the bed above you, on a noisy heap of springs and feathers, it’s not hard to imagine all that shit coming down on you every time that bastard rolls over.

On top, there’s nothing there to crush you, but it’s hot as fuck up here. I may not be ready to get out and face everything and everyone waiting for me, but I’m not gonna lie. I’ve missed air conditioning. It’s September, and September in Louisiana is like the inside of a baked potato. Steaming and still.

Today is September 18th. Eight years to the day the fool I was walked in here.

Walking out, I’ll still be a fool, but I’ve learned some things inside. Back when I was eighteen, I had no idea that in the state of Louisiana an aggravated burglary conviction got you one to thirty. My lawyer made sure to tell me that ten years was a sign he’d done his job.

I’d said nothing to that. I would have taken the thirty if it hadn’t been for Annie and Grandma Q. My sister said if I went away that long, I’d miss seeing her have kids, miss seeing them grow, and Grandma said I’d miss her altogether. Those are the little details I have to remember.

I shake my head at the ceiling. What’s wrong with me? Those details aren’t little.

But it’s hard to remind myself that there are a few people I care about who don’t want me to pay anymore for my crimes. And the fact that I disagree with them only makes them suffer more, and that’s the last thing I want.

They are the reasons I “good-timed-out” when I had the chance. For them. Not for me.

The creak of springs and rustling of sheets snag my attention. I glance down to the bottom bunk on my right and find A.J. smiling up at me.

“It’s here,” he whispers, grinning. “Ya big day.”

In spite of myself, I grin back. A.J. Lemoine is a goofy ass mother, and he makes me laugh at least six times a day.

“It’s here,” I whisper back, glad that seeing his smile makes my own show up. A.J. and I are tight, but I haven’t told him how I feel about getting out. Like almost three-fourths of the inmates at Angola, A.J’s here all day. A lifer. Second degree murder. No possibility of parole.

You can’t tell a guy who’ll never get out that you want to stay in. That’s just cruel. In fact, half the guys I know have been smiling my way all week, happy for me. It gives them hope.

I feel sick just thinking about it, but I can’t let on.

“Annie comin’ for ya?” A.J. asks, his voice so low I almost can’t make it out over the tide of snores that surrounds us.

I nod. A.J. first met my sister six years ago on a visiting day when his son was here at the same time. Since then, A.J. has asked about her almost as much as Annie’s asked after him.

“She’ll be happy,” he says, nodding with approval. Then his eyes lock on mine like he’s been seeing through my mask for weeks. “And everythin’ else will work out alright.”

I don’t care what he did. A.J. doesn’t belong here. A lot of guys don’t. He’s been inside since 1997. Last year he graduated from the Bible college old Warden Cain and the New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary started decades ago, and now A.J. is an ordained minister. An ordained minister who will die in prison.

A.J. and I have talked about a lot — almost everything — but one of the things I’ve never come out and said is that it’s crazy I’m getting out when he never will. If you ask me, it should be the other way around.

See, when A.J. was twenty-one years old, he got into a bar fight with this piece of shit. Piece of Shit started the fight, and A.J. finished it by breaking a bottle over his head. And that’s how you can just be minding your own business one minute, nursing your Bacardi and Coke, and doing life without parole the next.

This is not the way A.J. tells the story. It’s how I tell it. A.J. tells a story of a young man who took his gift of life for granted. Who needed to let God into his heart. Who needed to bow to love and forgiveness instead of hate and revenge.

But he didn’t step into the bar that night intending to hurt anybody. He walked in there an innocent man. And he didn’t ask Piece of Shit to hassle him, either. He was law abiding until that asshole touched him.

I cannot say the same for me.

Nothing that led me here was innocent. I’m guilty. One hundred percent. If I weren’t guilty, I wouldn’t be here. And Anthony would still be alive.

But I’m here. And he’s not.


CHAPTER TWO

EVIE

“Evie!” Tori shouts from the bottom of the stairs. “Where’s my Jazz Fest T-shirt?”

I press my pencil into the seam of my open book and push myself off the bed. The Yamas & Niyamas will just have to wait.

“It’s not in your closet?” I ask, calling down from my bedroom door. I can’t see my sister from here, but she can hear me better this way.

She makes a noise in her throat, like a little cough. “If it were in my closet, why would I be asking you?”

Any answer I give will only piss her off more, so I head downstairs. “I’ll help you look for it.”

She’s standing there with her arms crossed over her pajamas, the beginnings of a sneer curling her lip. “Did you take it without asking me?”

“No,” I say gently. “But maybe I washed it with my things.” I move past her, heading toward the direction of the laundry room, and she whirls on her heel to follow me.

“Well, did you or didn’t you?” Her voice drips acid.

Tori is in a bad mood. If I’m being honest, Tori has been in a bad mood for about three years. Only it’s gotten worse over the last month. For that, I blame Jason Watney.

“I washed and dried a load yesterday morning, but I haven’t folded it yet.”

She follows hard on my heels. “If you shrunk my shirt, I’m going to be so pissed,” she seethes.

I seal my lips together, declining to point out that she’s always pissed. Instead, I force the slightest constriction in my throat and inhale through my nose, taking a barely audible ujjayi breath. I feel the balancing and calming effects of the yogic breathing almost immediately. My shoulders drop away from my ears, and I challenge myself to feel the wood floor beneath my bare feet as I make my way to the laundry room.

Tori’s glower seems to burn through the back of my slouchy tank as I dig in the basket, but I concentrate on my breath, the crisp smell of Meyer’s geranium fabric softener, and the brush of fabrics against the skin of my hands. I spot the electric blue T-shirt and pluck it from the pile.

I attempt to shake it out to assess any damage, but Tori yanks it from my grip. “Give it here.” Her jaw is clenched, and she doesn’t even meet my gaze as she drapes the shirt over her front and smoothes it out.

It doesn’t look like it shrunk at all, but I’m leaving nothing to chance. “I’ll buy you a new one if—”

“That’s not the point,” she snaps, shooting me a scowl.

The look she gives me is so bitter and violent, I want to look away, back away, and leave her alone, but I don’t. I have one guess as to why this electric blue Jazz Fest T-shirt is the only one she wants.

Jason Watney.

They went to Jazz Fest together to see The Revivalists and Cage the Elephant last May. Jason was over here almost all summer. But I haven’t seen him since August. I’ve waited for Tori to say something — anything — about what happened, but so far, zilch.

Mom keeps pumping me for information every time we Skype, so maybe it’s a good thing I don’t really know what happened. Mom’s too good at getting information out of me.

Tori is still checking the shirt for shrinkage, smoothing it over her front a third time. Lo and behold, it still hasn’t shrunk.

“I think it’s fine,” I dare to suggest.

She narrows her eyes at me. “No thanks to you.”

Ujjayi breathing is miraculous. It’s faster than a glass of wine and more mellow than a pot brownie. But I think I’m going to enjoy the hell out of my Ashtanga short form class this morning.

I like to leave more than an hour early for each class. This gives me time to get to the studio, settle energetically into the space, and center myself for a few minutes of meditation before my students show up. The more present I am, the better I see and feel what my students need from me.

And what they don’t need is for me to be focused on a run-in with my sister.

I finish getting myself ready and tiptoe downstairs. Tori’s bedroom door is closed, and I’m relieved I don’t have to talk to her before I head out.

I’m also relieved when I step out into the garage and see that she didn’t park her Fiat behind Mom’s Volvo. I don’t have my own car because I don’t need one. Mom and Dad are only home twice a year for three weeks at a time so the XC40’s almost always available.

My dad is a petroleum engineer for Chevron. Four years ago, he got transferred to the Abuja office in Nigeria. I was still in high school then, and Mom stayed home with Tori and me. But I’m pretty sure it was the worst year of her life. She missed Dad like crazy.

They’ve been married for twenty-seven years, but they still act like newlyweds. They hold hands wherever they go. They smile and laugh at each other at the dinner table. And they slow dance in the kitchen.

When they sat us down three years ago and told us Mom would be moving to Nigeria with Dad now that I’d graduated, I can’t say I was all that surprised. But it’s one reason why Tori and I still live at home.

My house — my parent’s house — is the most adorable two-story Tudor style home. It’s where Tori and I have lived since I was five and Tori was nine, and it’s where my parents plan to retire. Mom wouldn’t dream of selling it, and I think the thought of renting it out while they’re halfway across the world would actually give her hives.

So Tori and I get to enjoy a home right out of Southern Living in the heart of the Saint Streets while keeping the house lived in and looked after. And, really, I couldn’t pay rent on my yoga instructor earnings. I only finished my 200-hour certification a year ago. I work part-time at the Yoga Garden, and I do about six private lessons a week, but that’s not nearly enough to make up a living wage.

People — Tori, my parents, friends — have asked me when I’m going to get “a real job.” I was studying kinesiology at UL, but I only finished three semesters because what I really want to do is teach yoga.

I know it’s hard to make a living this way, but it’s not impossible. The more students who show up to my classes at the studio means the more classes I’ll get. And private lessons are hard to come by, but if I could even double what I’m doing now, I could swing a small efficiency, and I wouldn’t really need more than that.

And, yeah, I’m twenty-one, but that’s not too old to still be living at home. I don’t make much, but I save what I can, and it’s not impossible to think that one day I could own my own — perhaps very tiny — home.

My only expensive habit is that I like to travel. I want to go to India one day, of course, but I’d love to see other places too. Mom and Dad have taken us to England, France, and Spain, but I’d love to see Scotland… Greece… Italy… Ooh! And Iceland. And those are just the top spots on my list.

When my parents took us abroad to England and France, we stayed in luxury hotels, saw shows, and ate at fancy restaurants. It was great, but I don’t need that either. A backpack, a solid pair of shoes, and a Eurail pass would be enough of a start.

Well, and a plane ticket.

But for right now, I’m happy just where I am. I have a great place to live, a car to drive, and the freedom to do what I love. But that doesn't make me I’m complacent. I mean, on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays, I offer free yoga classes at Parc Sans Souci. It’s good practice for me, and it’s a way to grow a client base. And sometimes my freebie students even tip.

I’m smiling about this when I pull into the gravel lot of the Yoga Garden. But as I step through the entrance and into the tea room, my smile slips.

Drake Jordan.

He’s sitting at one of the tea room tables, stirring a cup of what smells like apple blossom tea. And he’s leering at me. As usual.

“Hi, Evie.” Drake Jordan could not look more wolfish if he had pointy ears and whiskers.

“Hi Drake,” I say, and because I don’t want to seem rude, I stupidly keep talking. “How are you?”

His grin slithers higher on his cheeks. “Better now.”

I press my lips together and force a tight smile. Drake has asked me out twice, and both times, I’ve politely declined. You’d think he’d take the hint that I’m not interested, but he hasn’t yet.

“I saw you were on the schedule today, and, lucky me, I have the day off.” Drake is a server at Social. I know this because he’s tells me almost every time he sees me. He has an employee discount. We can go to Social whenever I want.

I don’t want, but I hate turning him down. I get this twisted up feeling inside like my guts are made of pipe cleaners and they’re being wrapped around a toilet plunger.

“That’s…nice.” I step closer to Studio B where I’ll be teaching. Jill, one of the teachers who has been here forever, has a beginner class going on right now in A, but B is just waiting for me.

Drake gestures at his tea. “Would you like to join me for a cup?” He lifts his wide brow. “My treat.”

I swallow. “No thanks, Drake. I need to set up for short form.”

He nods, grinning like he’s in on a secret. “Looking forward to it.” He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest. “What about having dinner with me tonight?”

Shit.

There goes that pipe cleaner feeling. The other two times he’s asked me out, I’ve been able to tell him honestly that I was teaching that night. But tonight I’m free. Unfortunately.

“I…” I stretch out the word and then catch my lip between my teeth and gnaw it nervously. Stall. Stall and think of an excuse, I tell myself. “I need to check on something. I’ll let you know after class.”

Drake’s face brightens. I’ve never seen a face look so happy and so wicked at the same time. “Great,” he croons.

I suppress a groan. “I have to get set up,” I say in a rush, crossing the tea room. “See you in class.” I open the squeaky door and shut it firmly behind me. The rattle echoes across the wood floors. In another life, Studio B was someone’s back porch. The house that is now The Yoga Garden is at least eighty years old. The doors rattle in their frames, the floor creaks, it’s drafty year round, and I absolutely love it.

Studio B, now a sunroom, has picture windows on two sides. Flooded with natural light and facing the back yard, it’s easy to forget that this place sits on one of the busiest streets in Lafayette.

I move across the room, drop my bag and mat on the floor, and breathe a sigh of relief. What the hell am I going to tell Drake?

Karma is absolutely real, and honesty is one of my values. Lying to him isn’t an option for me. But I really don’t want to hurt his feelings with the truth. I’m not attracted to Drake. Like at all. I feel like I need a shower after just talking to him. The way he looks at me… it’s like his eyes have hands and they touch me without permission.

But he’s a person. A being that carries the same divine spark we all possess. And he’s a yogi, which means, in some way, he’s trying to evolve. I have to respect that. And I have to honor it.

So I need to find another truth to tell him.

I unroll my mat and reach into my bag for my singing bowl, mallet, and bowl cushion. Making myself slow down and focus, I place these near my mat, arrange myself into a comfortable lotus sit, and on a deep inhale, strike the mallet against the bowl.

The soft chime washes through the room, and I close my eyes. I center my attention on my breath. I feel cool air on the edges of my nostrils and in the back of my throat. For a couple of breaths, I manage to stay with that sensation, but then my mind drifts back to Drake again, and I feel my stomach tense.

Okay, so don’t fight it, I tell myself. Focus on the feeling.

I inhale again, but instead of sensing the rush of air into my lungs, my awareness moves to the tightness in my middle. There’s a churning tension just below my diaphram, a nagging burn of unease. It’s rare, but sometimes when I sit in meditation and allow myself to just listen to the sensations in my body, an insight will open itself up to me, and something I didn’t understand before will become clear.

Watching the feeling, I note its size and shape, the way the muscles in the wall of my abdomen twitch and tense as if they have a mind of their own, as if they are trying to tell me Pay attention to us. Don’t ignore what we’re trying to tell you.

I begin to think about how the gut really is a second brain, full of neurons that are in constant communication with the brain that sits in my skull. And then I catch myself thinking instead of feeling. I take another mindful breath and try to settle in again.

Thirty minutes pass, minutes in which I am thoughts and feelings, breath and heartbeat, muscle, nerves and bone. And life. I open my eyes, at ease, centered, and with one goal in mind: to offer my students what they need from me. Moving slowly and with awareness, I rise to begin preparing the studio. I connect my phone to the bluetooth speakers and start my playlist. The soft notes of harp and flute fill the space, and I open the door to welcome my students.

Class won’t begin for another ten minutes, but a handful of yogis have already arrived. We greet each other with smiles and quiet words, as is our routine, and they move through the room, unrolling their mats and setting out their towels. Ashtanga yoga is intense, and in short order, we’ll all be sweating.

Drake is among them, and I am aware of his eyes on me, but I remind myself of my purpose, my intention for the day.

Of course, it doesn’t help that he positions his mat at the front of the class as close to me as possible.

At noon, I stand at the front of my mat, and close my eyes, feel all four corners of my feet pressing into the mat. I bring my hands to prayer pose, open with chanting mantras, and begin the short form series.

I take the class through the sun salutations, leading from the front of the studio for the first round before moving through the room, subtly adjusting students as I pass. A palm on the back, a whispered suggestion, or an encouraging word. I do the same with the fundamental asanas, joining in only when I feel each yogi is safe on the mat.

It’s during the finishing sequence when everything falls apart.

“Aah!” A sharp, masculine cry pierces the room. Everyone is in wheel pose, including me.

This is not good.

I quickly tuck out of the posture and rush to Drake. “My back!” he wheezes, his eyes screwed shut.

I stand with my feet by his hands, bend over him, and brace him behind his shoulder blades. “Tuck your tail.”

He tilts his pelvis and hisses.

“Put your weight into your heels and lower your hips.”

“Christ!”

I anchor my own weight so I don’t collapse on top of him. I know if I did, my face would land in his crotch, and my crotch would probably end up on his mouth. Great. For the half-second it takes to lower him to the ground, I offer my soul to the devil to avoid this nightmare.

By some miracle or dark magic, I keep my balance and then shift to his side. “Your lower back’s in spasm. Draw your knees to your chest.”

Drake groans, and I sweep my eyes over the rest of my students. Some have come out of the posture and are watching us with concern. Some are still in wheel, plainly ignoring the sounds of a man in pain.

Honestly, I don’t know which is worse. By the look on Drake’s beet red face, he’s mortified.

“If you’re still in wheel, lower down carefully, rest your back onto the earth, and draw your knees up to your chest,” I instruct.

Drake’s breath is still jagged, letting me know that the muscles in his back are still protesting. I lower to my knees and lean down closer to him.

“Breathe,” I remind him, my voice a whisper. “Then open your legs and clasp the arches of your feet in happy baby.”

He opens his eyes and shoots me a glare. “I’m not doing that.” He looks angry, but I know he’s probably more embarrassed than anything else.

I raise my voice and address the class. “Let your knees fall open to your underarms and reach for your feet,” I tell them. “Grab inside or outside. It doesn’t matter, but try to let your knees sink down so you open up your lower back.”

As the rest of the class follows my instructions, Drake narrows his eyes at me. I can see he’s chafing under his humiliation, but there’s a spark of something else in his look.

“You owe me a date now.”

My heart sinks. As much as I don’t want to go out with him, I can’t turn him down now. Not after he’s whimpered in pain in front of a class full of women.

I grasp at the only straw I have. “Not tonight. You need an epsom salt bath and heating pad.”

He raises a wolfish brow. “Tomorrow night.”

I chew the corner of my lip. “I teach the next three nights,” I tell him, and I’m so glad it’s the truth.

A smile breaks over his face. “Perfect. Friday night then.”

Defeat washes over me. I swallow and nod. “Friday night.”


CHAPTER THREE

DREW

Annie hugs me like she hasn’t seen me in eight years. It’s only been about eight weeks, but I grab onto her like they’ll take her away from me if I don’t.

My little sister’s all grown up now. She was eleven when I went away. She’ll be twenty in December. That’s one of the hardest things to get over about being on the inside. In prison, nothing changes. You can almost convince yourself time is standing still. And even though Annie and Grandma Quincy have visited me every other month since I’ve been in, it’s still hard to believe Annie’s in college now and not middle school.

“Oh my God,” she mumbles into my chest. “I thought this day would never come.”

I squeeze her tighter because talking’s not a option right now. She’s happy to see me. I’m happy to see her. And this is probably as good as it’s going to get.

As if sensing my struggle, Annie pulls her face away from my chest and looks up at me. “How you doing? You okay?”

I swallow and shrug. The guard who escorted me out of Reception is still standing behind me. The only thing separating us from the outside world is the gatehouse. I cast my eyes around what I can see of the yard. Wide open field and sky for miles.

“It’s just weird,” I say under my breath.

A slow smile curls around Annie’s mouth. “I’ll bet it is.” Her voice is gentle, low. Her gray eyes are soft with sympathy. Sympathy I definitely don’t deserve. “I don’t want to rush you, but we should get going. Grandma’s planned a little something for you.”

I freeze at this. “W-what do you mean?” The question comes out gruff, and I watch her smile flatten a little.

Annie shakes her head to dispel the mood, and her expression brightens. “Don’t get all grumpy. It’s just a little get together with family.” When I don’t respond to this, she adds, “She’s making a brisket.”

I roll my eyes, but I follow Annie to the car. I know exactly what Grandma Q is up to. Her brisket has been the glue in our family for as long as I can remember. My Aunt Josie, my Uncle Nelson, and Ma haven’t always gotten along. Throw my cousins into the mix, and things can get heated. And then some. But nobody argues when brisket is on the table. It’s the Quincy Family peace treaty.

At least, it was.

By cooking a brisket today of all days, Grandma Q is telling everyone that my debt is paid. Except it’s not, and it never will be. And I’m sure most of the members of my family feel the same, judging by just how many of my aunts, uncles, and cousins have written, called, or come to visit me at Angola.

That would be zero.

And then there’s Ma. She has written to me. Twice a year for the last eight. Every March 11th, Anthony’s birthday. And every August 2nd. The day I got my brother killed.

Ma’s letters are always more or less the same. Her life makes no sense without Anthony. He was all the gold she had in this world. It’s my fault he’s gone.

And she’s right.

I’ve kept all of her letters. For years, I taped them to the wall behind my bunk. And then about three years ago, A.J. saw me tacking up another one, and he hoisted himself up there to read them. Without a word, he tore them off the wall, wadded the letters into a ball, and threw it at my head.

“You don’t get points for punishing yourself,” he told me.

I agree with that. Punishing yourself doesn’t count. Because that’s a choice. You can start it and stop it whenever you want. That’s why I think the punishment others dish out means more. I didn’t bother explaining that to A.J., but I still kept the letters.

But Grandma Q is making a brisket. I know where she stands. Impossibly, she hasn’t turned her back on me. It’d be so much easier if she had. I don’t know why she didn’t. I can get why Annie hasn’t. Without Anthony, I’m her only brother. Her only living sibling. But Grandma Q has four other grandsons. Three from Uncle Nelson, and one from Aunt Josie.

None of them are convicted felons, and none of them have gotten anybody killed.

But she wants me, and that by itself I can’t ignore. If she told me to get lost, I would. Instead, she’s putting me up in the apartment above her garage. No matter what, I’m grateful. I need a place to stay. It’s one of the conditions of parole. I don’t feel like I should be out, but since I am, I need to live somewhere.

And I sure as hell don’t have any money for rent.

A job is the next thing I have to figure out. But when I start thinking about that, it feels like a vice is closing around my head. Who would want an ex con on their payroll? Unless they were also ex cons, and I’m not supposed to associate with any of those.

And no matter what I think I deserve, I’m not the same person as the kid who dragged his brother into a fancy house we both thought was empty. I’m not going to break any laws. I’m not going to steal from anybody. I’m not going to hurt anybody.

I’ve hurt enough people. I don’t want anymore of that.

Most of all, I don’t want to hurt Grandma Q and Annie anymore than I already have. And I won’t do anything that would make Anthony ashamed of me. Those have become my three rules. My three guiding questions, as A.J. would call them. Would it hurt Grandma Quincy? Would it hurt Annie? Would it make Anthony ashamed of me?

So that means, as much as I think I should still be on the inside, I’m not going back again. And offing myself would break all three of my rules. So I’ve got no choice but to make the best of it.

“Did they take your tongue in there?”

I nearly jump at my sister’s question. We’re on I-10, and I don’t even remember the last thirty minutes of the drive.

“No,” I mutter, clueless as to what else I should say.

Annie doesn’t take her eyes off the road, but I see she’s laughing at me. “You were pretty lost in your thoughts. I figured it was because you were taking in the change of scenery, but you didn’t look like you were even noticing.”

I swallow and glance out of the windshield and windows. We’re on that wooded patch of I-10 between Baton Rouge and the Atchafalaya Bridge. I shrug. “It looks pretty much the same as it always did.”

Annie snickers under her breath. “Yeah, but you didn’t even blink when we drove through Baton Rouge.”

My sister is chatty. She always has been. And I know my silence is probably driving her crazy. I run my eyes down her profile. Her ponytail is pulled high and her compact, cheerleader arms are braced against the steering wheel like a Nascar driver’s. She looks ready to bounce out of her skin. Like a coiled spring. Then I frown.

“Wait. It’s Monday. Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

She shoots me a sidelong glance, grinning. “Yeah, but I told my professors I had a family obligation.”

I raise a brow, not liking the sound of this. “An obligation? I’m an obligation?”

Annie rolls her eyes. “No. Of course not. I wanted to pick you up.”

“Because I could have taken the bus—”

“Drew,” she scolds. “C’mon. If the roles were reversed, would you want me taking the bus?”

I shudder at the thought. “What? Hell, no.” The idea of Annie going to prison for any reason is absurd and surprisingly painful. I wouldn’t be able to bear it. And I wouldn’t want her to take the bus on a good day.

“Good. I’m glad we agree on that. No buses for either of us,” she says, scoring a point I’m not exactly ready to concede, but I keep my mouth shut.

“Hey, did I tell you I changed my major?”

I blink in surprise. Annie is now a sophomore at UL. Last I knew, she was majoring in business. “No. Did you change your mind about finance?”

She nods. “Yeah. I switched to criminal justice. I want to go to law school,” she says, smiling proudly. “I think I want to be a public defender. And maybe even a judge one day.”

I feel like I’ve been hit in the chest. “Why?” I hear myself ask.

Annie gives a shocked laugh. “Because of you, silly! I want to help prisoners and ultimately work on sentencing reform. Do you know Louisiana has some of the toughest sentencing laws in the country?”

I do know, but I listen as she launches into an attack on the state’s mandatory sentencing laws, and I feel myself sink lower into my seat. I wanted to get her talking about something so I could lapse into silence beside her, listening and giving the occasional grunt, but I didn’t expect her to talk about this.

I want to argue that some people deserve to be locked up and forgotten about — myself among them — but then I think about A.J., and I clamp my mouth shut.

My sister, on the other hand, has been doing her homework, and for the rest of the drive, it’s all I hear about.

[image: Image]

When we exit I-10 onto University Avenue, I find myself gripping the ceiling handle. We’ll be at Grandma Q’s in five minutes, and my gut feels like I’ve eaten steel wool.

The northside of Lafayette looks pretty much the same. The Cracker Barrel and the Motel 6 are still there, right off the exit, but now there’s a place called Home Slice where Acme Taco used to be.

I’ve never given a shit about any of this, but focusing on the scenery is easier than thinking about what awaits me. We drive beneath the underpass for the train tracks and come up at Four Corners, the worst major intersection in Lafayette. The LessPay motel is unchanged, and unfortunately still open. Everything looks the same, and that has the steel wool in my gut morphing to lead.

We turn onto Congress Street, and here absolutely nothing has changed. Aside from Lafayette Middle School, the busy street is lined with old houses and duplexes that look just as I remember them. And while these are a few steps above the Four Corners neighborhood, their sameness nearly suffocates me.

Annie makes a left onto St. Mary, and I start sweating.

“I’m so excited,” she says under her breath, completely oblivious to how close I am to puking. “Grandma’s going to just scream when she sees you.”

I don’t have the heart to tell her this isn’t what I want to hear right now.

When she turns right off St. Mary, I feel a jolt. A part of me expected her to keep going straight, cross St. Landry, and turn onto St. John. To Ma’s house. My old house.

But, of course, we’re not going there.

I haven’t seen that house since the night I was arrested. The night Anthony died. I never went back home after that.

I’m lost in a blur of memories when Annie makes a left onto St. Joseph Street. Grandma Q’s house is on the first block, the two-story creamy yellow house with the detached garage in the back yard. With my heart in my throat, I notice there are two cars in the driveway. I have no idea who they belong to.

It’s a Monday afternoon. People work. Would anyone in my family other than Annie take time away from their responsibilities to welcome me home?

“Who’s here?” I rasp as we pull into the driveway. Annie comes to a stop and kills the engine.

“Oh, that’s Aunt Josie’s car behind Grandma’s.” Annie says this before glancing over at me. Then her eyes go wide “Drew, you’re all sweaty. Are you okay?”

I swallow against a swell of nausea, but I can’t bring myself to answer.

Annie’s hand closes over my wrist. I meet her pitying gaze. “It’s going to be okay,” she says gently. Then she tilts her head and gives me a weak smile. “I mean, Ma’s not coming, but that’s probably not a bad thing, right?”

I wipe my brow with the back of my hand and shake my head. I can’t just sit in the car like a coward, so I push open the door and step into airless humidity. The thought of fainting hadn’t occurred to me before, but now it seems a real possibility.

My legs feel like they belong to someone else as I make my way across the lawn, but before I’m halfway there, the front door swings open with a squeak of hinges I’ve known all my life.

And Grandma Quincy is there.

“Thank God.” Gray headed, plump, and shorter than Annie, my grandmother bustles down the walk and grabs me around the middle, squeezing me just like my sister did two hours ago. My arms fall around her, and when I look down at the top of her head, a swirl of iron gray waves pinned up in a rough bun, I can feel the ground beneath my feet for the first time.

Grandma Q whispers into my shirt. “It’s so good to have you back.”

Movement catches my eye, and I look up to see my Aunt Josie standing in the open doorway. She’s shading her eyes against the glare of the sun, so I have no way of knowing what she’s thinking.

Her hair’s longer than I remember, falling to her shoulders, and maybe she’s a little more full figured than she was eight years ago, but she still looks great. And she looks like Ma, which stings and soothes me all at once.

Grandma Q untangles from me and turns to Josie. “Come welcome your nephew home,” she says. It’s not an order, just a nudge, but I wonder if being here is really Josie’s idea. I don’t want any of my family to feel compelled to see me. I’m not the black sheep of the family.

I’m the Black Plague.

But Josie smiles when she steps out, and she approaches me with her arms outstretched. Grandma steps aside, and then my aunt is hugging me, and I’m nothing but confusion.

“Welcome back, Andrew.” She squeezes me. I close my arms around her, but I don’t hug her as tightly as I did Grandma. I don’t understand. If she’s happy to see me, why didn’t I hear ever from her?

And then she says something that nearly knocks me down. “I’m so sorry, Drew.” I hear a catch in her throat, and when she pulls back, Josie wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “I should have come to see you, but I didn’t want to upset Lottie. I should have written at least. I hope you can forgive me.”

My mouth opens, but no sound comes out. I close it, swallow, and then try again. “I don’t blame you, Aunt Josie,” I manage. “There’s nothing to forgive.”

Instead of making her feel better, I see I’ve done the opposite because my aunt starts sobbing, and she clutches me into her arms again.

“Oh, Drew.” She cries against me. “It’s like we lost both of you, and now you’re back. You don’t know how good it is… what it means to see you.”

No words come to my aid. I just pat Josie lamely on the shoulder. Because she makes it sound like I’m back from the dead, and while this isn’t entirely untrue, it still feels cosmically unfair. If anyone deserves to be resurrected, it’s Anthony, not me.

But like Lazarus, this world no longer makes sense to me, and I’m lost in it. I’d give anything to go somewhere and hide for a while.

And it’s as though Grandma Quincy reads my mind, because she tugs at Josie’s shirtsleeve to get her to release me. “C’mon, Josephine, let’s show Andrew upstairs. I’m sure he’d like to settle in and rest before the others show up.” Her eyes, merry but watchful, shoot up to mine. “The brisket still has another two hours, so you’ve got a little time to yourself.”

I want to kiss my grandmother’s feet, but instead, I follow her around the side of the house to the detached garage.

“Annie and I have had a time getting this place up to snuff,” she tells me as we mount the wrought iron stairs that lead to the apartment. “I hadn’t touched your grandpa’s workshop all these years, and when we finally came up here, it was full of sawdust, cobwebs, and mouse scat.”

I want to tell her that after eight years without a shred of privacy, anything with four walls and quiet will be a palace as far as I’m concerned, but I shy away from talking at all, much less talking about prison.

She pushes open the door, and the scent of lumber and wood stain punches me in the nose. Grandpa Pete. The space is immaculate. In place of his table saw and workbench is a futon and a dinette table, but the smell and the way the light from the windows warms the exposed tongue-in-groove walls has me choking against a rush of memories.

Grandpa Pete teaching me how to use a lathe. Grandpa Pete letting me borrow his jigsaw to make my own skateboard. Grandpa Pete lighting his pipe and sitting down at the top of the stairs beside me the night after my father left us.

He died six months after I went to Angola. Bone cancer. He and Grandma Q had come to my preliminary hearing and my sentencing, but by then he was in too much pain to make the two hour drive to visit.

I’ve asked myself if burying one grandson and seeing another thrown behind bars hastened his death. No doubt, it added to his suffering.

And that’s on me.

“He loved being up here,” Grandma Quincy says, as though she’s clued into my thoughts. “There’ve been more than a few times when I’ve found myself making dinner, and I actually walk to the back door to call him in… Even after all this time.”

I force myself to look down at my grandmother, but her eyes are fixed straight ahead, taking in the light and space and probably seeing Grandpa Pete.

“Time is funny that way. Sometimes it feels like ages since I’ve seen him, and other times it’s like he’s just up these stairs, and he’ll be down in a minute.”

I know a whole lot more about time than I did before Angola, and I nod in agreement. Time is more like a pool than a river. Deep in one spot. Shallow in another. Able to swallow you whole.

My grandmother seems to remember herself, and she turns to me, her face alight. “Of course, now when dinner’s ready, I’ll have you to call down.”

She says this like it’s good news, like having me here is restitution. And all of the sudden I feel sick again.

Moving past me, she steps into the open room. “The futon flattens out into a bed with just a little fuss.” She pats a folded pile of bed linens. “I can make it up for you now if you’d like or you can leave it just so until tonight.”

I shake my head and find my voice. “I got it, Grandma.”

She nods and points to an armoire on the far side of the apartment. “Annie and I took your clothes and things down from the attic and washed them to get rid of the musty smell, but…” She screws up her face and sizes me up. “I don’t think too many of them will fit. You’ve grown quite a little bit.”

I feel myself crack a smile. They aren’t joking when they say eight years of hard labor. And when the work day is done, exercise is one of the better ways to spend the rest of the time between dinner and lights out. Damn near everybody in prison works out. It keeps you from going crazy.

“I’ve put on about thirty pounds,” I confirm, keeping the details to myself.

Grandma Q raises a brow. “And it’s not around your middle, either.”

This pulls a laugh from me, my first as a free man. When I processed out this morning, Angola gave me the sum of my commissary balance, a whopping $212; $10 gate money — as if ten bucks would get anyone much of anything on the outside — one set of clothes to wear out (underwear, socks, a knit polo shirt, and my prison issue shoes), and an identical set as a change of clothes. They also gave me a three day supply of Zoloft, which one of the prison doctors prescribed for me years ago. If I want to keep taking it — and I do — that’s another thing I need to sort out.

Aside from a few books, one a Bible from A.J., and a few personal effects, this is all I have with me. But looking around the room, I begin to notice some familiar sights. On the bookshelf next to the armoire and beside the bathroom door is a collection of CDs from my old room. And on the shelf above them are pictures.

The one of Anthony and me on my seventeenth birthday has me sucking in my breath through pursed lips, and I have to look away.

Focus on something else. Anything else.

Across from the futon on a makeshift shelf is the TV from my old room and a now ancient PlayStation. Clearly, Annie and Grandma Q have no idea that both of these are stolen property.

Shit.

Pinpricks of black dot my vision. I wonder what would happen if I popped all three of the Zolofts right now. I brace my fingers against my forehead and turn back to Grandma Quincy.

“Um… Is it okay if I lie down for a while?” The words rasp like tearing paper, and my grandmother steps closer to me. I narrow my eyes in a squint so I don’t have to meet her gaze full on.

She raises a hand to my cheek, and when she speaks, her voice is so gentle, I almost collapse at the sound. “It’s a lot to take in. You get some rest, love. I’ll send Annie up to get you when it’s time to eat. Your cousins will want to see you as soon as they get here, but I’ll hold them at bay.”

In the tornado of my thoughts, this is one more mobile home that now spins out of control. But I manage to nod and follow her to the door. She presses a kiss to my cheek before letting herself out.

I turn and move back to the futon. I grab the top sheet off the pile of linens, and without letting myself study them, I pick up each of the framed photos on the bookshelf. I tuck them at the base of the TV and cover the whole shameful pile with the bedsheet.

All of that shit will have to be dealt with. But I can’t face it now. I stagger back to the futon, which is about three inches too short for me, and fall face first. And I weep for the next half hour.


CHAPTER FOUR

EVIE

“Thanks so much for doing this. I just need a few minutes to take my mind off everything,” Janine says, following me out onto the back porch. Janine Mayfield and her husband James bought the house across the street two years ago, and we’ve been friends ever since. “James is watching the baby, so I only have about a half hour, but I just feel like I’ll die if I don’t—” Her voice chokes off, and I watch her eyes fill.

I shake my head, gripping her hand and wanting to soothe her. “It’s all right. I’m happy to help. I actually did a postpartum series at the studio last year, and the moms in the class said it helped a lot.” I set down the two mats in my arms and unroll them.

And that’s the moment my Rhodesian Ridgeback, Gemini, whooshes out of the doggy door and bounds up to us. He immediately aims his black nose at Janine’s crotch before I shove him aside. “No, Gem. Go lie down.” I point toward the other end of the porch where his outdoor bed sits, and with a drooping of his head, Gemini obeys.

A startled laugh escapes Janine, and her tears seem to be forgotten. “He’s such a good boy—”

The words haven’t even left her lips before Gemini jerks his head in the direction of my neighbor’s yard and bounds across the lawn, barking with excitement. I peer over to find what looks like a party at Mrs. Vivian’s house. About a dozen people are scattered around her lawn. A handful are sitting at her picnic table, empty plates in front of them. A couple of guys stand near the barbecue pit, sipping beers, and, at Gemini’s continued welcoming bark, two kids — a boy and a girl who can’t be more than five — streak over to the chain-link fence that joins our yards.

I turn back to Janine and raise an ironic brow. “You were saying?”

She tsks and rolls her eyes. “He’s still a good boy,” she insists, watching Gemini wag wildly and lap at the fence, trying to greet the children with canine kisses.

“Yeah, whatever you say,” I tease, and then I lower into a cross-legged sitting position. “C’mon, we’ll start like this.”

“Oh! Just a minute,” Janine says, trotting back toward the door to take off her shoes. A high-pitched squeal sails across the yard, and I look back to see the giggling, dark headed boy standing with his pudgy hand through the fence. Gemini licks it with gleeful abandon. My guess is the plump little fist is covered with ice cream or popsicle juice or some other treat.

Mrs. Vivian has always been our backdoor neighbor. She still works in her garden almost every day, but she’s starting to slow down. I don’t know how old she is, but I know those little ones aren’t her grandchildren, but her great-grandchildren.

I quickly scan the yard for my elderly neighbor, but I don’t find her at the picnic table or in the cluster of people lounging in lawn chairs. At first, I think she must be inside, and I hope she’s all right.

But then I spot her on the right side of her yard, near the garage, talking to a tall, dark haired man. I don’t recognize him, but he has the look of Vivian’s grandsons. Except younger. And leaner around the middle. Better looking.

From my angle I can tell they are out of sight from the rest of Vivian’s guests. And this is when the stranger looks up and straight into my eyes, almost piercing me with his gaze. I suck in my breath. He’s caught me staring at what is probably a private moment. I jerk my face away and focus on Janine. She joins me in sukasana, and I start us off with a few measured breaths, willing my mind to return to the present. I ask Janine to softly close her eyes, and then I take her through alternate nostril breathing, or kundalini.

Within a few exhales, I can feel my own body ease and unravel, and I hope it’s working as well for Janine. I bat my eyes open and see that already she looks less tight in the shoulders. But we only have about thirty minutes, so I need to make each one count.

“Okay, let’s move forward onto all fours,” I tell her, taking the position on my mat as she follows suit. “We’ll start with a flat back, and do a few cat-cow stretches.”

After a quick, but yummy hatha session, I walk a completely relaxed and supple Janine through the house and to the front door.

She gives a deep sigh and looks at me in gratitude. “You are a miracle worker. I think I could actually face a night ruled by cholic.”

I wince through my smile. “I hope you don’t have to.”

She shakes her head. “You know, I have a feeling I won’t. I’m so relaxed now, I think Aaron will feel the difference in me.” Janine blinks in surprise as if her own words startle her. She scrunches up her nose. “Does that sound crazy? I hardly trust myself to talk to people these days. Maybe it’s the hormones, but I say the weirdest things.”

I clasp her gently on the elbow. “You don’t sound crazy,” I reassure. “Of course little Aaron will be more relaxed and at ease if you are. He can feel tension in your body. And he’s aware of your breath and heartbeat. How could he be okay if you’re not?”

Janine closes her eyes and smiles, looking almost prayerful. Then she opens them. “What do I owe you?”

I shake my head. “First lesson’s on the house.”

“Well,” she says, narrowing her gaze. “What if I want to come back?”

This, right here, is probably the highlight of my whole day. I’ve helped my friend by introducing her to yoga, and she wants more. I can’t even count the number of times I offered a lesson before she got pregnant, but that obviously wasn’t the right time, and now this is.

I can’t hide my smile. “I’ll give you the Saint Street discount. Fifteen an hour.”

Janine eyes me like I’m crazy. “I know it’s more than that to take a class at your studio, and that’s not a private lesson.”

“Yeah, but I’m teaching you in my own home,” I say, gesturing to the house around me. “No overhead, and I don’t even have to drive anywhere. Seriously, that’s what I charge all my neighbors.”

The look she gives me is skeptical, but I just smile. “Well, the first chance I get, when Aaron isn’t crying loud enough to shake the shingles off the roof, or he’s not nursing me dry, I’m making you some lemon squares.”

“Ooh…” I croon appreciatively. Janine’s lemon squares are the best ever. “When you’re ready, I won’t turn you down.”

After I tell my neighbor goodnight, I walk through the front room back to the kitchen, brimming with happiness. Tori’s at the counter by the sink, chopping an onion.

“So, are you going to help me, or am I cooking by myself?”

The smile on my face freezes. My shoulder blades draw together, but I will myself to breathe evenly. Tori and I share dinner-prep duties on the days I don’t have a late class. Tori earned a chemistry degree, and she works as a lab tech at United Blood Services, testing blood samples, so she’s home pretty much every day right after five o’clock. But that means she’s usually the one to start dinner, and she never lets me forget it.

“I’m going to help you,” I say gently, not taking her bait. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I think my sister craves an argument. I have a theory that feeling embattled — believing that others have wronged her — brings her some relief. If someone else is to blame for her unhappiness, then she’s off the hook. It’s not her fault. And then maybe the universe owes her for damages, and one day in some cosmic righting of wrongs, she’ll get this huge settlement that will make it all better.

But that’s not how karma works.

What I resist persists, so I hold back the sharp retort at her oh-so-very-annoying jab, and I reach under the counter for the stockpot. I grab the olive oil and drizzle some over the bottom, but I know my one act of non engagement won’t be enough.

“I can’t believe you didn’t charge Janine,” Tori hisses. “So, people can just call you up out of the blue now, and you’ll teach them for free?”

I make an effort to shrug casually as I turn on the burner. “Free trials are pretty common in business, though, aren’t they?” I say, my voice light, my tone genial.

Tori snorts. “Yeah, but then you’re only going to charge her fifteen an hour. And don’t try to lie. I heard you.”

Lie?

When was the last time I lied to her? Seventh grade? Tori knows — she has to know — how important honesty is to me. So this swipe draws blood. I can’t bring myself to say anything as I move to the fridge for minced garlic and ginger. We’re making coconut curry over cauliflower rice, and it’s going to be amazing — if I don’t lose my appetite first.

“I mean, fifteen dollars an hour? Why bother?”

Maybe I could try a change of subject. My mind grabs the first straw within reach. The handsome stranger who was talking to Mrs. Vivian.

“It looks like Mrs. Vivian is having a party out there.”

Tori tsks. “You know why, don’t you?” Her disapproving tone catches me off-guard, but at least she’s dropped the topic of my yoga lessons.

“No. Why?”

“Because.” Tori coughs in disgust. “Her criminal grandson got out of prison today. And he’s going to be living with her!” Indignation swells in her voice, and she looks at me, clearly expecting me to share her outrage. I can only frown.

“Grandson? Mrs. Vivian had a grandson in prison?” Mrs. Vivian Quincy is one of the most vibrant souls I know. She’s been a widow for about as long as I can remember, but she’s never seemed sad. This piece of news makes me sad for her.

“You didn’t know that?” I look over my shoulder to find Tori wrinkling her nose at me. I shake my head, almost afraid of what she’ll say next. “Oh my God, it was all over the news. This grandson and another grandson — I think they were brothers — broke into a house in Bendel Gardens. Apparently, they thought it was empty, but the guy who owned it was home, and he, like, charged in with his gun and shot one of the robbers.”

My eyes bug. “One of Mrs. Vivian’s grandsons? Was he okay?”

Tori’s forehead screws into a frown. “No,” she sneers, eyeing me like I’m crazy. “He died, like, right there.”

This news lands in my middle like a sucker punch. Poor Mrs. Vivian.

I think about the man I saw talking to her. I didn’t recognize him. The other adults there had familiar faces I’d glimpsed over the fence enough times throughout the years.

His is not one I know.

I wonder if he’s the one who has been in prison. I close my eyes and remember his image. He was tall. Toned and fit. Healthy looking. Nothing about his appearance would give away his past.

Except maybe the shadows around his eyes. I remember the troubled look he wore when he was talking to Mrs. Vivian and the piercing stare he gave me before I glanced away.

If he had smiled, I would have smiled back and waved. But I’d looked away because he’d eyed me with suspicion. I had felt like I was intruding.

And now, all I can think is, That man watched his brother die.

“So now this low-life is going to be our neighbor,” Tori snipes, jarring me from my thoughts.

I can’t explain why, but my reaction is knee-jerk. “Maybe he’s not a low-life. Maybe he just made a mistake.”

Tori’s mouth falls open. “You mean to tell me you’re okay with a violent criminal living practically in our back yard?”

Dammit. I’ve done it again. Fallen into her trap. I may as well have stepped into a bayberry bush. No way out of this without a few scrapes.

I put on a curious frown and take the cutting board of sliced onions from my sister. “Is breaking and entering considered a violent crime?” I muse aloud. I really have no idea, but it doesn’t seem like it to me.

My sister scowls at me. “Well, it’s a felony, and it sounds violent.” 

I resist the urge to point out — with no small amount of sarcasm — how very logical she sounds. Instead, I pull out my phone and Google it, but all I get are a bunch of ads for law offices and a definition of the various degrees of burglary.

“What are you doing?”

I shrug. “I’m looking it up, but I’m not finding anything helpful. My guess is it’s not a violent crime.”

Tori shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want him living right next to us.”

My brows lift, and I can’t help the edge of condescension that creeps into my voice. “Tori, what could you possibly do about it?”

She raises her chin and crosses her arms over her chest. “I could tell Mrs. Vivian I don’t appreciate her harboring criminals, and if I get even a whiff of anything remotely illegal coming from him, I’ll call the police immediately.”

“Victoria,” I sigh, slouching. It feels like weights hang from my shoulders. “You don’t have to be like that.”

Her mouth tightens. “Someone does. It’ll put him on notice.”

I roll my eyes. “It’ll offend our neighbor — a woman we’ve known since we were kids.” She stares at me, unmoved. I try a different tack. “And think about it. If he is a violent criminal — and I’m not saying he is — do you really want to piss him off?”

“I won’t be bullied in my own neighborhood
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