


Chapter 1

Months earlier, the June heat on Mustang Island was gauzy and glomming. The sky hung close, pale as caliche, and the small played-out waves were dragging in the briny, pungent scent of seaweed. On the beach, people tried holding out for a breeze from the Gulf, but when the gusts blew ashore, they were humid and harsh, kicking up sand that stung like wasps. By midday, everyone surrendered. Fishermen cut bait, surfers packed in their boards. Even the notoriously dogged sunbathers shook out their long towels and draped them over the seats in their cars, the leather and vinyl scalding. Lines for the ferry stretched for half an hour, though it could seem days before the dashboard vents were pushing in cool air. Porpoises wheeled in the boats’ wakes, their bellies pink and glistening.

After the short pass across the Laguna Madre, the ferry docked on the north jetty and drivers moved onto the mainland through the small, flat town of Southport, Texas. They passed an anchor-shaped monument embossed with the words welcome aboard, then the tackle shops and bait stands and the old rust-pocked pickups where men sold shrimp from ice chests. To the west, behind the leaning palm trees with their husks as dry and brown as parchment, the soapy bay fanned into the horizon. There was the public boat ramp and marina and the half-razed Teepee Motel, now nothing more than a cluster of concrete teepees hemming a drained kidney-shaped pool. A faded vinyl banner for the upcoming Shrimporee sagged over the diagonal parking places on Main Street, then popped and opened up in the wind; the Shrimporee was in September. On the asphalt, puddles of heat appeared, shimmered, evaporated. The seafood restaurants and a spate of garishly painted souvenir shops lined Station Street, then just before the town yielded to the blacktop highway came the Whataburger and H-E-B grocery and Loan Star Pawnshop, whose rusted arrow marquee sign announced, we buy window units! The pawnshop’s crushed-shell parking lot was crowded this time of year—shrimpers hocking tools between good hauls, surfers hunting for wet suits, men from the Coast Guard quibbling over fishing rods. Today, the last Wednesday of the month, a man was trying to sell one of the pawnbrokers an old Cadillac, a cream-colored Fleetwood Brougham. The hood was raised and the ragtop was lowered, and the men stood in the pale sun—squinting, haggling, appearing stranded to everyone who passed.

Across town, in the Villa Del Sol condominium complex, Eric Campbell stood under a cool shower, listening. He thought he’d heard his phone buzzing, but either it had stopped or he’d been mistaken. He’d left the phone next to his watch and wedding band on the nightstand. He opened the shower curtain, leaned out, waited. The only sounds were the water pulsing through the showerhead and the air-conditioning unit whirring outside, so he drew the curtain and rinsed off. The afternoon sun slanted in through the bathroom’s skylight. He wondered if they’d break a hundred degrees today, if they hadn’t already. He was glad to have parked his truck in the garage.

The condo belonged to Kent Robichaud. He was a surgeon, and although he and his wife, Tracy, lived on Ocean Drive in Corpus, they’d bought the condo in Southport to be closer to the marina on weekends. They were in their late thirties, originally from the Midwest; they owned a twenty-footer named Thistle Dew. Eric liked Kent. He tried not to think about him when he spent afternoons with Tracy. With summer school in session, they’d gotten into the routine of him coming over after his Wednesday class. Tracy would drive in from Corpus and read the weekly Southport Sun in her breakfast nook until Eric’s truck appeared on the street. Then she’d click open the garage door and make her way to the bedroom, undressing.

Eric always checked messages before stepping out of his truck. Usually there weren’t any. At home, Griffin would still be sleeping, or he’d be playing videogames and waiting for the afternoon to cool off enough to go skateboarding. If Griff wanted to leave the house, he had to call his mother or father for permission; when Eric had thought he heard his phone in the shower, he assumed it was his son. His younger son. Griff had just turned fourteen. Of course, Eric worried it was his wife calling, but he also knew better. Laura rarely dialed his number anymore. Wednesdays were her early shift at the dry cleaner’s, but she had, for the last few months, been driving to Marine Lab in Corpus after work. She volunteered a few times a week, stayed out there until dinner. Later, sometimes. When she came home, she was dog-tired and smelled of frozen herring. She wore an expression, so transparent to Eric (and, he feared, to Griff), of practiced contentment. She would update them on Marine Lab—currently, they were rehabbing a bottlenose dolphin that had beached on the National Seashore—then listen to Griff and Eric talk about their days; Griff usually told them about his skateboarding, and Eric spoke of his seventh graders or other faculty members. If there was nothing to report, he’d invent a sweet or comic story to buoy their spirits. On Wednesdays, he always steeled himself for the question of what he’d done after class, but Laura never asked. It was just another thing they didn’t discuss. Eventually she would excuse herself from the table, kiss Griff on his head, then retire to the bedroom. More often than not, the sun was still in the sky, syrupy and molten, coppering the early-evening surfaces.

When Eric shut off the shower, there was only the steady hum of the air conditioner. Tracy might still be lying across the bed, her eyes closed and her dark hair wild on the pillows, or she might have already stripped the sheets and taken them to the washer. He dried himself with a thick towel, stepped too carefully from the tub. For years, he’d had an unfounded fear of falling in the bathroom, of cracking his skull on porcelain. He’d known no one who’d suffered such a fall, and yet the risk felt familiar and menacing, as if he’d suddenly grown ancient and infirm in the shower. In Tracy’s bathroom, the vanity was marble-topped, sharp-edged and expensive. The whole condo brimmed with upgrades—Saltillo tile, a Viking range, one air-conditioning system for the first floor and another for the second. Every week, the lavishness sullied him; he wouldn’t let his gaze settle on anything. Now, pulling on his boots, he wished he’d already left.

Villa Del Sol had been built after Southport lost its bid for the naval station. Most of the sandstone condos were owned by people from Corpus or by snowbirds, silver-haired retirees who wintered on the coast and caned their way through the souvenir shops on Station Street. “It’s snowing,” Laura used to say when they’d get stuck behind an elderly driver. They lived in a three-bedroom ranch, a few blocks from the house where Eric had grown up and where his father still lived. Their house was drafty, in need of a new roof, double-mortgaged to put up the reward money. Every couple of years he had to raise the foundation with bottle jacks.

But when Villa Del Sol first opened, Eric had driven Laura and the boys to an open house. Justin was nine, Griff was seven. Everyone wore church clothes.

“Who can afford one of these?” Laura said in the living room of the model unit. “No one we know.”

“We’re not that far off,” Eric said, trying to sound assured. “Besides, no charge for looking.”

The boys were in the courtyard, hunting rocks. Griff had recently started collecting them, because Justin did. Laura watched them through the bay window. She said, “Guess what Justin asked me last night.”

“If Rainbow could sleep inside?” he said. Rainbow was their black Lab, a dog Eric had bought from a man selling puppies out of his truck bed on Station Street. Rainbow was a good, affable dog, but she’d recently been relegated to the backyard after Eric woke to find her chewing one of his boots.

“Yes, but something else,” Laura said.

“About cusswords? The other day he asked me if there were any he could say without getting in trouble.”

“He asked me to marry him.”

“Oh,” Eric said. “Smart boy.”

“You don’t think it’s weird?”

“He’s got good taste in women, is what I think.”

Laura paced across the room with her hands clasped in front of her. She looked like a woman in a museum, taking care not to bump into exhibits. Were she a stranger, Eric would’ve been struck with longing as he watched her languid movements. His wife—it still shocked him—was beautiful. She returned to the window to watch the boys.

“What are we doing here, honey? We’re not—”

“I thought it’d be fun,” he said. He crouched in front of the fireplace, trying to figure if it worked. Just for show, he thought.

“I don’t want to live anywhere else. Neither do the boys. We love our house.”

“It was just something to do.”

“Sometimes I worry you feel like you need to give us more.”

He couldn’t remember not feeling that way. Though he hadn’t yet told Laura, he’d just agreed to teach summer school. His plan was to surprise everyone with a vacation over Christmas break. The boys had never left Texas.

“We have everything we need,” she said. Outside, Griff was trying to show Justin a piece of limestone he’d found.

“What did you tell him?” Eric asked, pushing himself up from the fireplace.

“Who?”

“Your suitor.”

She smiled as if he’d paid her a compliment. Her eyes stayed on their sons. “I said I loved him very much, but I was already married.”

“He must’ve been heartbroken.”

“Crushed,” she said. “Utterly crushed. But then I helped him sneak Rainbow into his room and he seemed to recover.”

When Eric stepped from the bathroom, Tracy was standing with her back to him. She peered through her bedroom blinds, watching the two sisters who owned the condo across the courtyard. The women were in their eighties, stooped and wire-haired. Tracy loved spying on them. She’d wrapped herself in a sheet that puddled around her ankles and exposed her back. The knuckles of her spine looked like shells in sand. Laura’s body, he thought, might resemble Tracy’s now; she’d lost weight over the last four years. Twenty pounds, maybe more. And ever since Justin had gone missing, she’d let her hair grow out, a protest of sorts, or a show of solidarity. She’d stopped shaving her legs and under her arms, too. Eric couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his wife naked.

“I think the sisters’ air conditioner’s busted,” Tracy said. “They’re just sitting at the kitchen table, fanning themselves.”

He was tempted to say he’d walk over and take a look, but checked himself. He didn’t want to run into the sisters later. For old girls, they got around just fine. They drove a Lincoln Continental. Eric said, “After I leave, tell them to have someone check the Freon.”

“Sexy handyman,” she said. “I was just going to visit the pawnshop and see if your father had a window unit I could buy for them.”

“He had two yesterday. They’re marked at eighty, but he’s only got thirty into them. He’ll take sixty.”

“You’re just full of helpful information. Give me ten minutes to repay you?”

Eric slipped his phone into his pocket, clasped his watch around his wrist. He put his wedding band back on and said, “I need to head out.”

Tracy raked her fingers through her hair, then parted the blinds again. She said, “How’s the whale this week?”

“Dolphin,” he said, correcting her. “Running a fever, I think.”

“Poor thing.”

“I need to pick up some new flyers and make the rounds.”

“They don’t last long, I guess.”

The flyers hung in most storefronts in Southport, taped among the rummage sale notices and advertisements for windsurfing lessons. They were also posted from Corpus to Ingleside and all the way up the I-37 corridor into San Antonio; there were a few donated billboards, too, one standing just outside Southport. If the flyers went unchanged, the sun bleached the image and the words. Eric checked them vigilantly. In the last four years, he’d put forty thousand miles on his truck, most of them within a twenty-mile radius. Today he wanted to leave a stack of flyers at the Alamo Fireworks stand out on the highway. Early on, the flyers had generated a lot of leads; now, they were down to four or five a month, usually from crazies or pranks. They’d used Justin’s fifth-grade yearbook photo. In it, he wore a western shirt and his hair was too short. Eric had cut it in the garage the night before; then to make amends for the botched job, he’d handed Justin the clippers and let him go to town on his father’s head. When they’d come inside, Laura had said, Did y’all use the lawn mower instead of scissors? and Griff had fussed until Eric and Justin took him into the garage and buzzed his head, too. For months, clippings from his sons’ hair would wisp onto the workbench like daddy longlegs. When the detective wanted a DNA sample, Eric spent hours on his hands and knees in the garage, but turned up nothing. It was Laura who’d simply pulled strands of hair from the brush on Justin’s dresser.

He’d been eleven, almost twelve, excited to start middle school. He’d been a skateboarder, a boy who loved the Blue Angels and hated the beach.

Now Eric said, “I also need to swing by the marina and pick up some shrimp for supper.”

“Your famous recipe,” Tracy said.

“Griff hasn’t been eating. I think he’s in a dustup with his girl.”

“The one who’s a little older.”

“If she heads for the hills, he’ll be one lonely cowboy. Most of his other friends have gone AWOL.”

“I remember,” she said.

“He does okay during the school year. He gets invited to birthday parties and little camping trips. Summers are tougher.”

“At least he’s not getting in fights anymore,” Tracy said.

“At least,” Eric said.

She let the blinds snap shut. As she turned from the window and crawled back into bed, Eric saw that she’d been crying. His throat closed. He looked at his boots.

“Sorry,” she said.

And then this familiar thought: How did I get here? The pieces that made up his life seemed pulled from another man’s existence—the berth he and Laura afforded each other, these bleak and sweaty afternoons with Tracy. Even that he was in his forty-fourth year confounded him; most mornings, he woke feeling like the boy whose thin arm could inexplicably send a tight, perfect spiral seventy yards. And, of course, Justin. Sometimes he’d pass the closed door of Justin’s room and forget for a beautiful moment that he was gone. How often in the last four years had he almost knocked? Then, when his thoughts fitted themselves to reality, he felt cored out and drugged, groping awkwardly through his days as if he’d lost a limb in an accident, an arm or leg whose weight he still anticipated. He recognized its absence, and yet he could still feel the arteries as they dilated, the nerves as they burned.

Tracy rustled under the sheets, bunched a pillow under her head. She was fingering her hair, twisting it, looking for split ends. He smiled so she could see. Maybe she smiled back a little, furtively. His phone started buzzing in his pocket. It was loud against his keys.

Tracy said, “It rang while you were in the shower, too. If you want privacy, I can take the sheets to the washer.”

“It’s Griff saying he’s going to skate,” he said without checking. “I’ll call him when I leave.”

“I wasn’t crying about you.”

“I’m glad,” he said.

“I do cry about you, but I usually hold those pity parties after you’ve left. They’re very exclusive.”

“I’m not worth—”

“I’m in Alaska this month,” Tracy said. She wrote articles for a travel magazine, though she never visited the destinations. Each month, her editor sent a manila envelope pregnant with statistics and featured attractions that Tracy shaped into a story. “I’m in São Paulo,” she’d say. Or “I’m in Sag Harbor.” Now she said, “And watching the sisters fan themselves, I started thinking about polar bears, how the whole world’s melting around them.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Alaska sounds like a mighty fine place to spend the summer.”

“North to the Future,” she said.

“North to the Future?”

“State motto.”

He averted his eyes to the window, the blinds laddering light across the bed. The air conditioner droned. Tracy was still studying her hair.

He said, “I should get going.”

“Leave the garage door open. I’ll close it when I put the sheets in the wash.”

“Sure thing.”

“You’re a good father, Eric,” she said. “You think you’re not because of what we’re doing, but you are. You’re a good husband, too.”

Tracy said such things occasionally, and Eric always suspected she was trying to convince herself as much as him. They’d been sleeping together for a year. More and more Eric had the sorry sense that he and Laura were both just treading water, trying to stay afloat until Griff graduated high school. A good husband. A good father. He only knew he’d filled those roles at one time, though he could hardly recall it now. He watched shafts of lurid sunlight slant through the blinds, the dust motes eddying like galaxies.

“It’s the pads of their feet,” Tracy said.

“Do what now?”

“Polar bears,” she said. “Something about those black pads on their white feet makes me really sad.”

He leaned across the bed, pressed his lips to her cheek. As always when he was leaving her, he felt at once restored and ashamed. This can’t be my life. This isn’t my life. The feeling he had was one of erasure, as if their time together diminished him, stripped him down to some essence he could concentrate on rebuilding. He would do better from here on out. He’d check the flyers, run by the fireworks stand and the marina, fry shrimp. After dinner, he’d run a hot bath for Laura. They were both off tomorrow, so maybe they’d take Griff to the skate park in Corpus, get his mind off his doomed heart. Eric passed through the condo and into the garage like a man who was late, a man who’d kept his family waiting too long. As he was backing his truck out of the garage, his phone started up again.

Years later, he would remember very little about that afternoon. Not how he’d parked on the street to dig the phone from his pocket, or how he’d assumed Tracy was calling to elaborate on the polar bears, or how the disparate parts of an idea about taking Laura and Griff to Alaska were crystallizing in his mind. North to the future. The light that afternoon washed everything out; the asphalt looked chalky under tremors of heat. Eric could feel eyes on him—maybe Tracy was peeking through the blinds and calling to say he’d forgotten something on the nightstand—but when he reached his phone, the caller ID showed a Corpus prefix, so he assumed Laura was calling from Marine Lab. He thought she’d tell him she was staying late so he and Griff should go ahead and eat. He thought her voice would drip with grief, and despite his earlier resolve, he didn’t want to hear her just then. What Eric would remember for the rest of his life was how he almost didn’t answer.

Across the street, Ruth and Beverly Wilcox were still fanning themselves, waiting for their air conditioner to kick in. Bev had woken up worried about money again, so they’d left the air off until Ruth finally said phooey and lowered the thermostat. Now they were watching Justin Campbell’s father in his truck. They thought his engine had stalled again, but eventually realized he was taking a phone call. Ruth called his afternoons with the married gal “The Soap.” “Time for The Soap,” she’d say, and Bev would break out the Lorna Doones. They knew what he’d endured, what he and his poor wife had lost. Everyone knew. Sipping their midday coffee, Ruth and Beverly wondered silently how you’d go on, how you wouldn’t just up and die. They were both widows, Ruth to cancer and Beverly to Korea, but to lose a child was an altogether worse kind of hurt, a scar that would absolve all manner of sins. And they did think of him as scarred. Grief had disfigured him. He looked slackened. Each week there seemed a little less of him. Ruth had been the one to notice how, all these years later, some folks at church still stole pitiful and sadistic glances at him, like he’d been burned, like his face was mottled and waxy with misfortune. She had also noticed how his wife had stopped coming to services. So let him diddle, she thought. So let him find some respite.

“Who’s he talking to?” she asked now.

“How in the world should I know?” Bev said.

Ruth hadn’t meant to speak the words, or if she had, she’d meant them rhetorically. The truth was she’d been curious about the young man’s life even before he started parking his little Toyota truck in the garage across the street. Maybe he reminded Ruth of her own son, maybe she was a little sweet on him, maybe his sadness mystified her the way it did Tracy Robichaud. Once, before his son went missing, he’d held a door open for her and Bev at the Castaway Café by the marina. (His father drank coffee there every morning, Ruth knew. Cecil was a tall man with hard, sad eyes. There were stories that he’d known violence. Oh, she’d like to sop him up with a biscuit.) After she and her sister stepped inside the café, his wife and two sons followed; the boys were rambunctious, slicing around her legs like trout. One of them knocked into her—Ruth believed it had been Justin, but Bev maintained it was the younger brother—and she’d almost toppled. Justin Campbell’s father made the boy come back and apologize. It was embarrassing. She could feel her cheeks turning to apples. But Ruth remembered how he kept his palm on the boy’s back, how he’d been trying not to smile as his son made amends. After supper, the boy came over to the table and shyly placed a piece of flint in her hand. “I found this for you,” he said. She’d made an excited face and told him how pretty it was—he grinned, looked at his feet, then back at his family’s booth—then she made a big production of letting Bev see the rock before slipping it in her purse. Today, as the missing boy’s father’s truck suddenly rocketed up the street and around the corner (“Wife must be coming home early,” Bev said and cackled), Ruth wished she knew what had become of that small stone. She’d like to give it to him some Sunday at church, tell him she remembered how he’d been trying to raise a good boy. Or maybe that would only wound him more. It didn’t matter. She hadn’t seen the stone since they moved into Villa Del Sol. No, you don’t think to keep an eye on a little thing like that.





Chapter 10

Everything about Justin being home surprised Griff. Their mother had stopped going to work and to Marine Lab, but started cleaning the house and cooking meals again. Gone were the days when they’d heat up canned ravioli for supper, or when she’d wear the same T-shirt she’d slept in to her job at the dry cleaner’s. Likewise the days when she had more hair on her calves than Griff did. (He realized—remembered—that his mother had been pretty, and he saw that she would be again; her eyes caught light in such a way that she looked young, mischievous.) Vacuum cleaner tracks in the carpet. Bathroom faucets gleaming so brightly he could see his reflection. His family started venturing into the backyard again, and there was a feeling of shared enterprise as they prepped for the barbecue. They spent evenings pulling weeds, cutting dead limbs from the trees, replacing split boards in the fence. While the workers laid the new sod, his father planted the small palm tree the governor had sent. Within hours, walking into the backyard felt like walking into a different life. Whether the life was new or old, Griff couldn’t tell. He only knew the one they’d been slogging through was gone.

Justin looked almost exactly how Griff had expected. In the four years he’d been gone, the police had generated age-progressed photographs, but the images always looked warped and bulbous. It wasn’t until Justin had stepped out of their father’s truck that first night that Griff realized he too had been picturing how his brother would age. Justin was taller and his hair had grown out; he’d put on enough weight to dull his features, which made Griff feel as if he were constantly seeing him from far away. He asked for second helpings at almost every meal. He could beat elaborate videogames in two hours, usually without sacrificing any of his extra lives. (“Most kidnap victims are videogame wizards,” he’d joked. “We’re also really good at channel surfing and eating ramen.”) His sleeping pattern was completely reversed. He limped a little sometimes, though no one seemed to comment on it, so Griff thought he might be imagining it. He’d developed a habit of cracking his neck and reading the newspaper. There was a capaciousness in him, an alluring air of knowingness, like a new student who’d transferred to Southport from a school in a bigger city. A glow, Griff thought. Justin was infinitely watchable; he sometimes seemed to glimmer, or the air around him rippled, the way it did over baking asphalt. Griff had long felt a secret significance as Justin’s brother and now, with him home, the feeling was evolving, deepening. He often caught himself wanting to hug Justin, but not knowing if he should, and he’d again endure the awkward sensation of having a crush on him.

“Do I look that different?” Justin asked one afternoon. He was eating cereal from the box, watching ESPN.

“What?”

“You’re staring again. Like you don’t recognize me.”

“Oh,” Griff said. “Sorry.”

“So do I?”

“No. I recognize you.”

“Liar,” Justin said.

On the evening after the new sod had been laid, Griff suggested they go skate at the Teepee, but Justin wanted to practice before seeing anyone. They took their boards onto the back patio. Their parents were in the kitchen, cleaning up after supper. At first, Justin rode his old board. It had been under his bed for three years, his name graffitied onto the grip tape with paint pen—that had been the trend before he went missing. “This brings some things back,” Justin said, and Griff wondered if his parents could hear. But the board’s shape was cumbersome compared to newer models, and with all of the time passed, the deck had gone soft and lost its pop, so they took turns on Griff’s. The yard smelled ripe in the humidity. Damp, turned earth. Griff had been looking forward to skating with his brother since he’d been found, though he realized it only now. He understood that every trick he’d learned had been to impress Justin.

And he’d learned a lot of tricks. Before, Justin seemed to ride away from a new trick every day. When Griff was just learning to ollie, Justin was clearing the six stairs behind the junior high’s gymnasium; he’d even done boardslides down the handrail at the marina. Before Griff had become the Little Brother of the Kid Who’d Been Kidnapped, he’d been the Little Brother of the Kid Who’d Done the Marina Rail. Now Justin was awkward on the board. His weight was off, his timing delayed. Griff had been expecting Justin to dazzle him with new tricks, an expectation that embarrassed him as he watched Justin grow frustrated. It was disappointing, and being disappointed felt cruel. When Griff’s turns came, he intentionally botched his tricks.

Justin was stuck trying kickflips, a basic trick where the board spirals once under your feet. He used to goof around with them, do them with his eyes closed or while taking a swig of Coke. Now he struggled. After a while, he landed one, but he was leaning too far back and the board shot out from under him and he fell backward, hitting the patio hard.

“This fucking sucks,” Justin said.

“You’re just rusty,” Griff said. He couldn’t remember having ever used that expression before. “And you need a new board. We can get Mom and Dad to buy you one.”

Justin twisted to look at his elbow; blood was pilling from where he’d hit the concrete. He said, “Maybe.”

Griff retrieved his board and spun the wheels, pretending to test the bearings. They sounded like rain. Again he wondered if his parents were listening. If not, he wondered if what Justin was saying was something he should relay to them later. When they had come home that first night, his father took Griff aside and made him promise not to ask Justin about what had happened when he was gone, but he’d also told him to listen for anything his brother offered. “Be a detective,” his father had said, not sounding like himself. “You’re on the case.”

Justin took the board and tried another kickflip. He flicked his front foot too hard, so the board wobbled across the patio like a poorly kicked football. He said, “Can you do tre flips?”

“Only sometimes,” Griff lied. A tre flip was a trick where the board simultaneously spun vertical and horizontal rotations under your feet. When Justin went missing, a tre flip was a new top-shelf trick, something only pros were doing; now it was commonplace. Griff had them dialed. One night last year he’d told himself that if he landed twenty in a row Justin would come home safe and soon; he did twenty-three before missing one. He said, “I can do them once in a blue moon.”

Rusty. Once in a blue moon. Where were these words coming from?

“Why do Mom and Dad call you Lobster?”

“I broke my wrists a while back, trying the marina rail. My casts looked like lobster claws.”

“That sucks,” Justin said.

“Eating really sucked. You can’t hold silverware with your thumbs in plaster,” he said.

“I’d like to be able to slide that rail again.”

“You will.”

Justin stood at the edge of the patio, staring at the yard. He said, “You’ve gotten really good.”

“I just skated a lot after you were gone,” Griff said. “Like, a lot. It’s kind of all I did.”

“You should enter those contests they have in Corpus on the T-Head. You’d probably get top five.”

His heart trembled, and he endured the same free-fall feeling he had when Fiona breathed into his ear. He had entered the Corpus contests. His parents had passed out Justin’s flyers to everyone in the crowd, and they’d worn shirts with his picture on them. He’d tried to act like he wasn’t with them, which had disgusted him. It did still.

“Did you ever go to those?” Griff asked. He tried to sound uninvested.

Justin took the skateboard again, tried another kickflip. “I wasn’t allowed,” he said. “But I had friends who went.”

“You had friends?”

His brother laughed, an exciting sound Griff was still getting used to. Justin said, “Of course I had friends.”

“I guess I never thought about it.”

“My life could be pretty normal. Basic cable, fishing, midnight bingo. I was bored a lot.”

A long wind blew. Justin was setting up to try another kickflip, but his wheel hit a pebble and he had to step off the board.

“Did you ever win?”

“Win?” Justin said.

“At bingo.”

“Not even once, but we still went all the time. Sometimes I’d play three cards.”

“Were your friends skaters?”

“No, they just went to check out girls. I was the only one with a girlfriend.”

“You had a girlfriend?”

“You’re like a half-deaf parrot,” Justin said. He tried another kickflip, the board spinning more evenly but still shooting too far ahead of him. He said, “Yes, I had a girlfriend. She lived in our apartment complex. She’s the one who named Sasha.”

He had friends, Griff would tell his parents. And a girlfriend. He lost at bingo.

Justin came close to a kickflip. He said, “Why can’t I just land one?”

“Did you tell your friends?” Griff asked. “Did they, you know, know?”

“I’m sure they do now.”

The light was still on in the kitchen, but Griff couldn’t see his parents. He hoped they’d gone into another room, out of earshot.

“Do you miss your girlfriend? The one who named Sasha.”

“Would you miss Fiona if you were banned from contacting her?”

“That’s how I felt with you,” Griff said. “But worse, way worse.”

Justin raked his fingers through his sweaty hair. He cracked his neck again. After a moment, he started carving around the patio on Griff’s board. He said, “Y’all seem pretty tight, you and Fiona.”

“I don’t really understand what we are.”

“Welcome to the wonderful world of women, little brother. Have you felt her tits yet?”

“I don’t know,” Griff said. His ears turned red, he could feel it. He raised his eyes to the kitchen window again.

“I think you’d remember. She has great tits.”

“Thanks.”

Justin tried another kickflip, but the board didn’t spin.

“We went to a couple of those Corpus contests,” Griff said. “Mom and Dad wore shirts with your picture. They passed out flyers.”

“I used to see those things everywhere, the flyers,” he said. “I hated the picture. My hair was all jacked-up.”

“Dad cut it in the garage. He cut mine, too. And his.”

“Everyone at school made fun of me—that’s what I remember,” he said. He was carving around the patio again. “How’d you do in those contests?”

Griff was looking into the new yard. He wondered what Justin remembered and what had already been supplanted by the changes. Did he recall the time he’d grabbed an asp on a tallow limb and Papaw pressed chewing tobacco to the sting? The night when Rainbow ate all of the Easter eggs their parents had hidden? Everything seemed so long ago to Griff. Probably there were countless changes that he couldn’t see but were as obvious as Justin’s old skateboard. He tried to picture four years’ worth of boards lined up side by side, where the metamorphosis of shapes would appear gradual and inevitable. He tried to track the changes with the decks he’d ridden, but just then he couldn’t remember how many he’d gone through while Justin was away.

“Hello?” Justin said.

“Sorry,” Griff said, his voice loud in case his parents were listening.

“I asked how you did in the T-Head contests.”

“Contests suck. The judges never know what they’re doing,” Griff said. He didn’t want Justin to know that he’d won both contests, that no one else had stood a chance.

Griff had felt Fiona’s tits. Since Justin had been back, she’d hardly been able to keep her hands off him. When Griff walked her home in the evenings, they left early to make out on the dark playground behind the elementary school. He felt guilty leaving his brother at home, but not guilty enough to let Fiona leave alone. One night, on the merry-go-round, she pulled her shirt over her head and unclasped her bra. Griff was so worried someone would see them he felt nauseated. When he admitted his fear, Fiona said, “That wouldn’t be so bad. Someone watching.” Another night, when his whole family was crowded around the kitchen table playing Trivial Pursuit, she slid her hand between his legs and massaged his thigh.

He loved her aggressiveness, loved the distance he could feel spreading between this new phase of their relationship and what it had been before. There was a new breadth to his life, as if he’d discovered a door in his house that opened into a wing of rooms he’d never known existed. Although he knew he shouldn’t tell anyone about what they did on the playground or under the table, he couldn’t stop himself from imagining how he’d describe the events to Justin. Her skin is like soft amber. Her hair smells cool and sugary. Fiona had said she liked seeing the veins in his forearms, so before walking her home, he’d always slip into the bathroom to sneak twenty push-ups. He floated through his days as distracted by thoughts of Fiona as by those of his brother. They seemed the only two things that had happened in his life: Fiona sliding her long body against his, and Justin coming home. Moments came when doubt would rise in his throat, a confounding fear that Fiona’s passion had more to do with Justin than with him, but he found ways to bury his doubts. He thought of the swell of her chest, how loud her breath could be in his ear, as if he were listening to the ocean in a shell. He imagined marrying her, imagined her name changing again. He whispered it to himself. Fiona Campbell. Mrs. Fiona Campbell.

The night before the barbecue, they fooled around at the Teepee. Griff hadn’t been able to check on the coping since the night the woman at Whataburger asked for Justin’s autograph, so he was relieved to find it intact. And he liked being near the empty pool again, the smell of plaster dust mixing with the sea breeze. He wished he’d thought to bring his board. There would have been time to sneak a few runs in the pool before his parents got worried. After skating with Justin on the patio, he didn’t know when his brother would feel ready to try the Teepee, and Griff worried that if he went skating without him, Justin would feel slighted. As Fiona pinned him against one of the teepees and licked his neck, Griff thought of how off-balance Justin had been, getting so frustrated with not landing kickflips that he’d hurled Griff’s board into the backyard and stormed into the house. When Griff came in, his parents were dousing Justin’s scraped elbow with peroxide over the bathroom sink. They seemed thrilled by the scrape, by the blood as bright as finger paint, almost as if they’d been hoping he’d get hurt so they could bandage his wound. Justin found Griff in the mirror and rolled his eyes.

Fiona kissed him—hard and deep. She braided her leg with his, hooked her arms behind his back and pulled his hair. He tasted sweet tea on her tongue and smelled her perfume, a scent that recalled the socks he’d hidden under his mattress. He hadn’t smelled the socks since Justin’s return, and now he wanted to move them before he forgot where they were, before his mother found them. Fiona moaned. She bit his lip hard, a pinch of pain behind his knees.

“Where are you?” Fiona said.

“Between you and a teepee.”

She was staring into his eyes, squinting, as if to gauge whether he was lying. She leaned in to kiss him again, but then paused and pulled back. Her face scrunched up. She said, “I’m not used to saying this, but am I moving too fast for you?”

“Justin had a girlfriend.”

“So do you, and she’d like to get to second base before walking home.”

“It seems weird to me. I never imagined him having a girlfriend.”

Fiona pushed herself off him, smoothed her black shirt. In the distance, small fireworks crackled. Tomorrow was the Fourth.

“I mean, I want him to have been happy, but I guess I also want him to be happier now.”

“Maybe he’s lying, trying to impress you.”

Griff shrugged. Earlier that night, they’d watched a movie Papaw had brought over from the pawnshop. They’d eaten popcorn. Sasha had been coiled in Justin’s lap like a small plate. As Griff and Fiona were leaving, Justin was reading the newspaper. He had it in front of his face and, without lowering it, said, “You kids be careful.”

Another small burst of fireworks. They sounded like paper being ripped from a spiral notebook. Fiona said, “Louise and George know his parents a little bit. Dwight Buford’s. I guess I’ve met them, too, but I don’t remember. George thinks someone is going to torch the Bufords’ boat in the marina. It’s called Oil-n-Water.”

“They’ll probably move,” Griff said, repeating what he’d overheard his grandfather saying a few nights before. “They’ll probably sell the house after the trial and head to Florida.”

“His mother’s on oxygen. Lung cancer, I think.”

“Did I tell you people ask Justin to sign autographs?”

“Only about fifty times,” she said, smiling. Then after a moment she said, “Y’all took the postcard down from the fridge.”

“One of my parents did,” he said. “They don’t want things around that draw attention to what happened.”

“So you don’t think they’ll ask him about it?”

“Now that he’s home I don’t think the postcard matters anymore.”

Fiona extended her leg and drew shapes on the ground with her toe.

“I went through nineteen different skateboards while he was gone. We were skating the other night and I saw how old his deck was. I didn’t realize how much the shapes had changed, and so I’ve been trying to figure out how many boards I’ve gone through. It was nineteen.”

“He was gone a long time,” she said, her voice sounding frayed, as if he were hearing her from far away.

“Did you mean what you said?” Griff asked.

“Tell me what I said, doll.”

“That I have a girlfriend.”

“You’re too good,” she said. She bit his earlobe, ran her fingers through his hair. “You’re just too, too good.”

Griff spent the afternoon of the Fourth helping his parents ready the backyard, hanging crepe paper streamers and carrying meat from the kitchen to his father at the grill and then back inside to his mother once it was cooked. He made sure the digital camera was charged and the Handycam’s discs were formatted, and he sliced boiled eggs for the mustard potato salad his mother was making. He answered the door when Ronnie Dawes and his mother brought over a plate of cupcakes; he told Ronnie that Justin was sleeping, but that he’d tell him they’d come over to say hello. Ronnie threw his head back and clapped, reminding Griff of a seal. When Papaw arrived with a cedar picnic table in the bed of his truck, Griff helped carry it into the backyard. “Smells mighty fine back here,” Papaw said to Griff’s father at the grill. Smoldering mesquite and peppercorn-rubbed beef. An offshore breeze was blowing, pulling the smoke from the pit across the backyard like a ribbon.

His father had on a Stars and Stripes apron and whistled a tuneless tune at the grill. His mother brought out paper plates and napkins, weighted them down with bottles of ketchup and mustard. She also placed two of the vases of flowers on the picnic table, and Griff saw she was wearing the dolphin pendant he and his father had given her. Her hair was out of its ponytail, brushed and shining. Papaw tossed a ball for Rainbow to chase. After two throws, she took the ball under the house, and he said, “I guess that’s the end of that.” Then he went to water the new palm tree. Everyone was waiting on Justin, but the waiting lacked pressure. They would eat whenever he climbed out of bed, and until then, they’d munch on chips and deviled eggs. Today, the worst of their troubles would be keeping the flies away from the food.

Griff sat at the picnic table with his mother and grandfather. They drank sweet tea. Their red plastic cups left rings of water on the cedar. Griff’s mother sprinkled some salt on a piece of celery, then took a loud bite and looked around the yard as she chewed.

“I’m always hungry now,” she said. “I can hardly remember eating for the last four years. I remember going to restaurants, but I don’t remember taking a single bite. I can’t recall the taste of anything.”

“There’s never anything wrong with getting your appetite back,” Papaw said.

A breeze came along, lifting the edges of napkins. The smell of charcoal smoke and pork ribs, of new grass and layered heat.

“We should buy Justin a new skateboard when we go to Corpus,” Griff said. “His old one is lame.”

“The one with his name on it?” Papaw said. “The one that came through the pawnshop?”

“Of course we’ll get him a new one,” his mother said. “Whatever he wants.”

Papaw had started folding a napkin into triangles, concentrating on getting the edges straight and the corners tight. Once he finished, he said, “Is he all set to meet with the brass in city hall? Not too nervous?”

“Justin’s fine,” his mother said. “Eric and I can’t see straight, but Justin’s cool as a cucumber.”

Papaw said, “He’s due a long run of good luck.”

“He had a girlfriend,” Griff said.

Everyone looked at him, even his father at the grill. The world seemed to lean in around him.

“He told you that?” his mother said.

“His life could be pretty normal. He played bingo and went fishing. And he had a girlfriend. He hated the picture on the flyers.”

“A lot of bingo parlors will have cameras installed. Might be something to have one of Garcia’s boys look into,” Papaw said.

“A girlfriend? In Corpus?” his mother said. She didn’t sound pleased or displeased, but dazed.

Griff couldn’t tell if he’d been right to share the information, couldn’t tell if he’d said too much or too little. The day seemed fractured now, as if everyone was drifting away from each other in different directions. He wanted to say something that would pull them back, tether them together, but he couldn’t think of what.

And then Justin was stepping out of the kitchen, and everyone turned toward him. No one spoke. They were trying to reconcile what they’d just heard with the boy standing before them. Griff wanted to apologize to Justin, to all of them, but he stayed quiet. Justin rubbed the heels of his palms into his eyes, then cracked his neck. He surveyed the yard and his stunned family.

After a moment, he said, “God bless America.”

They ate as the sun dropped behind the fence, and a heathered dusk fell over everything. Papaw went around the backyard, lighting the tiki torches, and soon the whistling and popping of small firecrackers started up. To Griff, the noises sounded like an expanding conversation, a complicated and widespread call and response that was happening all around them. His mother kissed the top of his head. Papaw squeezed his shoulder, and his father whispered, “Nice work, detective.” The celebration regained the momentum it had previously lost, and Griff allowed himself to believe he’d been right to share what he knew. Rainbow lay under the picnic table for a while, but when the real fireworks began, she crept under the house. The pink starbursts and hot blue pinwheels, booming and crackling and hissing, left brief imprints of themselves on the sky, like the outlines of leaves on wet cement. Griff’s father made a toast to independence. His mother took pictures: Griff waving a sparkler. Justin hiding his face with his hamburger. Then Griff set up the timer on the camera and they stood by the fence for a family portrait. Right before the flash went off, they all said, “Chickenshit.” It was something they’d done for every family photo before Justin disappeared, but Griff was surprised when he heard their voices. Maybe they were all surprised, shocked by the muscle memory of love. In the picture, everyone was laughing and above their heads, the sky was ablaze with streaks of sharp, colored light.





Chapter 11

A girlfriend. Laura knew she should find solace in the news, knew it should throw a shaft of warm light on her son’s time away. She knew it should evidence that someone had been kind to him when he so desperately needed kindness, but the knowledge that Justin’d had a girlfriend nettled her. For days—days when they ate leftover barbecue for lunch and dinner, days when she grew to hate its taste—the word would rise up in her mind. Girlfriend. Girlfriend. A wave of lethargy would overtake her. Girlfriend. Girlfriend. Try as she might, she couldn’t understand what the word meant. The letters started to seem unfamiliar and puzzling, like a part of speech from a language she would never learn.

It had been different with Griff. When he and Fiona had started closing themselves in his room, she’d been nothing but proud. Laura assumed better mothers would have been concerned or offended, but it was all she could do not to congratulate him. Either she or Eric would have The Talk with him soon, and the prospect left her giddy. Not so with Justin. She felt preoccupied, slighted, taken aback. Threatened? Maybe threatened. Probably she was just being petty, enduring some hurt because Justin had confided in his brother rather than her. Hadn’t there been a time when he told her everything—how he and Shane Rutherford found a toad on the playground, how he wished he had blue eyes, how lemons didn’t taste the way he wanted them to? The idea had ballast in her mind, but it was also lacking. Something else bothered her. Then, on Monday morning while everyone was getting ready for the day in Corpus, she realized what it was: When she’d last seen Justin, girls were strange, prissy creatures to be avoided—a flash of memory: hadn’t he, one evening, asked her to marry him?—so the fact that he’d returned having had a girlfriend was the sorriest, most irrefutable proof of how long he’d been gone.

She had thought she understood this. Those four years—the six inches he’d grown, the forty extra pounds—were the reason his old clothes no longer fit, the reason they were going to the mall to replace them. Those four years had gutted her family. How could she not understand such hideous gravity? Everywhere she looked, the absolute and crushing weight of the past. At times, she’d been bloated with sadness, leaden and unmovable. Other times, she would have sworn she was a sieve. Some days she’d felt swaddled in burlap so that every sight and sound came to her blurred and muffled and diluted by loss, and then, without warning, the tiniest sound would tear at her eardrums and the softest light would singe her eyes. This had been her life, wrestling with hope and hell until she’d come to think they were one and the same. Whoever believed hope was a gift had never lost a son. For four years, she was sure she’d known the emptiness of pretending, of feigning faith, the masquerade of appearing whole, and yet now she felt blindsided. And, yes, fine, she felt jealous, too—jealous of the girl, whoever she was, and jealous of Dwight Buford, who’d seen her son fall in love for the first time, who’d seen him blush and snicker when the girl started coming around. Did the three of them watch television together? Did Justin hold the girl’s hand on the couch? (Laura had been waiting to spy on Griff and Fiona holding hands or pecking each other goodbye on the cheek. It was thrilling, like watching for a rare bird.) On his birthdays, did she bake him cakes, write him poems, ask Buford to snap pictures of them? A girlfriend, she thought. Of all things.

What else didn’t she yet know? What would she never know? There seemed too much, and the depth of her ignorance, the force and expanse of it, made her want to rip her hair out in bloody clumps. Now that she knew he’d had a girlfriend, Laura knew she’d failed him there, too, having never once conceived of the possibility on her own. Just as she’d failed to find him when he’d been so close all along. If I were him, she thought, I’d slap me across the face. I’d turn and walk away, leaving me alone again. That’s what I deserve. She wanted to scream, to break every plate in the cupboard, to kneel at Justin’s feet and beg for forgiveness.

On Monday, after they left him at Garcia’s office, Laura spent too much money at the mall. She bought Justin a new wardrobe, and Griff picked out a better skateboard for him. Each time she checked out at a store, Eric leered at the cash register total; she told him they’d return what Justin didn’t want, but he probably knew better. Eventually, he went to roam the mall with Griff. “Call me when we’re broke,” he’d joked, then kissed her on the lips, which she took as license to spend more. She bought a bed-in-a-bag set for Justin, backpacks for him and his brother, and eel-skin billfolds for Eric and Cecil. She bought a heated rock for Sasha. She bought and bought and bought. At one point, a cashier ran her credit card and before the charge could be approved, she had to call Visa so Laura could assure the bank that her card hadn’t been stolen and she was responsible for the shopping spree. On the way home, everyone rode with bags on their laps.

“Did y’all win the lottery while I was gone?” Justin asked, sounding half-serious.

“You needed new clothes,” Laura said.

He adjusted the bag on his lap.

“Different things for different occasions,” she said. “I wanted you to have plenty of options.”

“Mission accomplished,” he said, and Laura saw Eric and Griff trying not to smile.

“I just thought it would feel nice to put on fresh clothes, things that fit,” she said. “Whatever you don’t like, we can return. I saved the receipts.”

“No,” he said. “Everything looks cool. Thanks, Mom.”

Maybe he was placating her, or maybe how much she’d spent would become a joke among the three of them in her absence. She didn’t know. She’d thought buying as much as she had was unassailably right, and she was trying to hold on to such thinking, but Justin’s reaction was undermining her. She wondered if he’d ever gone clothes shopping with his girlfriend.

After another mile, Justin opened a bag of clothes and stuck his face inside. He looked like someone bobbing for apples. Laura and Eric exchanged glances, then looked at Griff, but none of them understood what was happening. Justin took his head out of the bag, as if he were coming up for breath, then went in again.

Griff said, “What are you doing?”

“Inhaling,” Justin said. “I’d forgotten how things could smell so new.”

Justin met with Garcia again on Wednesday, and with Letty Villarreal, the social worker, on Tuesday and Thursday. Both the attorney and the social worker said spending more time with him early in the process was imperative. The goal was to have him tell the entirety of his story multiple times, to multiple people, and then once they had a sense of its scope, they could direct him to delve into the minutiae, the wrenching details. It repulsed Laura, as did her own dreadful curiosity about what he was sharing. She and Eric would meet with Letty on Friday, and eventually they would also be deposed, though possibly that wouldn’t happen until much closer to the trial. “Right now,” Garcia said, “your job is just to sit tight and get him to these appointments on time.” After each meeting, Garcia’s sleeves were rolled to his elbows and his collar was unbuttoned. He looked winded.

What words, she wondered, did her son have to utter in these meetings? What language formed in his mind? What vile combination of letters was he forced to hold in his mouth and then spit out? She worried it was all too intense, too draining and agonizing, and she watched Justin for signs that she should step in and call off the whole business, but each afternoon he emerged from the offices undaunted, almost more refreshed than before. Like he’d been swimming. Like he’d jumped off the high dive. Maybe he found the unburdening cathartic. Maybe, bless his heart, he understood that his efforts, however difficult, however taxing, could make a difference not just for his case but for others in the future. Or maybe it was all a sweet and stoic disguise, a courtesy to them. (Did you wear disguises when you went to play bingo? When you went fishing?) She had no idea. Every day there seemed more she didn’t know. There seemed pieces of her son that would be lost to her forever, irrecoverable, and their absence was galling. What a peculiar and dislocating feeling to realize your teenage son knew what you never would.

On Tuesday and Wednesday, she and Eric picked Justin up together, and then Eric had a faculty meeting on Thursday, so Laura chauffeured him alone. The opportunity felt like a reward that she’d earned, that shouldn’t be squandered. She wore a butter-colored sundress and a lavender cardigan, hoping to appear sunny. Before she left, Griff had said she looked like an Easter egg; he’d meant it to flatter her. Despite the heat, she wore her hair down. She arrived early and paced the hallways, readying herself to appear upbeat when Letty’s door opened. Smile, she thought. Exude optimism. She brainstormed things to do before returning to Southport—throw pennies in the arcing fountains at the Water Gardens, or tour the USS Lexington or the Columbus ships in the harbor. They could stop at the tamale truck under the Harbor Bridge. They could go to Cole Park or walk along the seawall. They could just drive and talk. No denying the anticipation that Justin might confide or explain some unknown piece of his life, that he might grant her some private access to his tortured heart, but Laura believed there was also a selflessness motivating her. She hoped so.

Justin wanted to go to a pet store. He needed a mouse for Sasha. It was going on a month since she’d eaten. “And now that we’re keeping the other ones as pets,” he said flatly in the car. Laura was trying to find her way to Shoreline Boulevard or Ocean Drive, navigating various one-way streets that all seemed to send her in the wrong direction. She was feeling turned around and rushed. And she thought he sounded upset with her, critical of her having grown attached to the mice. She was trying to remember a pet store in Corpus that might sell mice; it wasn’t something she’d ever considered. Of course the first place that occurred to her was the flea market where he’d been found, but it wasn’t open on Thursdays. Immediately she recognized this as a blessing. Nothing good could come of him returning there.

Once they were out of downtown—she’d been driving parallel to Shoreline all along, and eventually found a residential street that conveyed them onto Ocean Drive—she remembered Pampered Pets on the south side of Corpus. “Would they have them?” she asked Justin.

“They usually do,” he said.

She followed the lazy S curve, watched the lean palms stream by. Later, the implications of Justin’s answer would fester in her mind: He’d been there before. The snippy old women who ran the store would have interacted with them, would have taken his or Buford’s money in exchange for feeder mice without understanding that he was in trouble. Later, she would try to remember why they hadn’t posted a flyer in the store, and she would decide for no good reason that the fault had been hers and it would feel like countless fishhooks piercing her lungs. But driving along Ocean now, she was safe, enjoying a swell of pride because she’d suggested a viable store.

The palm trees gave way to condominiums and sprawling homes behind brick fences. She said, “Was today okay?”

He nodded. He was wearing the sunglasses she’d bought for him at the mall, a shirt and cargo shorts, too. He said, “They’re saying they might go after the death penalty.”

There had been speculation about this on the news and in the paper, but she hadn’t given it much consideration. She knew Eric hoped they’d turn it into a capital case. Cecil, too. Laura was ambivalent. Whether Buford lived or died didn’t matter to her. She’d already gotten the only end result she needed.

They passed Cole Park and the fishing pier. She said, “Do you have feelings about that?”

“Him getting the death penalty? I think it’d be sweet. It’d be sick.”

Laura turned right onto Everhart Road. She knew there was something to say here, but didn’t know what it was. The subject seemed treacherous, not one she wanted to burden either of them with this afternoon. She wanted levity and sweet confessions; she wanted him to compliment her hair again, and she wanted to say she loved him and to hear him say it back. She wanted to hear about his girlfriend.

Pampered Pets was out of feeder mice, and so were PetSmart and Petco. None of the workers could explain the shortage, but each of them told her to check back in a couple of weeks after their next shipment. Justin stayed in the car at each stop, and Laura never went any deeper into the stores than she had to; she always kept the car in view. Not finding a mouse felt like a personal failure, and her head started to pound as she tried to think of another pet store to try.

“We can go to Aransas Pass. I think there’s a pet store out there. Maybe Rockport,” she said. They were outside of Corpus, heading home. “I remember we hung flyers in a place called Barks and More.”

“It’s okay. She’ll be fine for a while longer. Snakes can go months without eating.”

“We’ll go to Pampered next week. We can make an afternoon of it. I’ll make us a picnic lunch. We can eat by the Water Gardens.”

Justin said, “Garcia doesn’t think it will be a hard sell. He thinks a judge will go for it.”

“The death penalty?”
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