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The kid behind Trip kept kicking the back of his seat.

Bad enough a jackknifed big rig on State Route 99 south of Modesto added two hours to the bus trip between Corcoran to Sacramento. Trip’s legs were numb from the thick foam cushion. 

Kick.

The Greyhound bus’s AC hadn’t kept up with the blistering sun beating on the metal roof. Sweat dribbled down his back.

Kick. A laugh followed, and not one word from the young father seated next to the child. But Trip wasn’t going to say anything. Had put up with worse over the past five years.

The bus jerked to a stop as pedestrians cut across the four-lane boulevard against the light, ducking the endless waves of cars racing down K Street. 

None of them were his sister Rose. 

He brushed his light brown hair away from his dark eyes. Put the paperback he had given up on reading into his duffel and straightened his shirt in anticipation of the reunion.

A flurry of kicks until finally the father said something and it stopped.

The surrounding passengers shifted in their seats, some grabbing their luggage into their laps. The bus engine groaned and the vehicle shuddered as it made its last turn into the terminal. Half the riders were up and queued for release, including the father with his little boy. 

Trip remained seated. Glanced at the faces of his fellow passengers.

Guess the serial killer. 

A game he and Rose would play when they had to take the long trip to visit their father down in Alhambra. Not the father. Maybe the kid, Trip thought with a silent laugh. Was it the grumpy young guy in the suit with the frown marks creasing his face? The thin man in the windbreaker? The two wearing black tank tops and jeans that showed off their drab, patterned boxers? Or the older lady next to him with the hat and a Pekingese yapper in the soft pet carrying case?

When the driver opened the door, the stuffy inside air vented out, replaced by a dry, hot wind.

His heart raced at the thought of getting out. But patience had served him well. Let the others push. Stay calm, don’t make eye contact longer than needed, and for God’s sake, apologize if you step on anyone’s toes.

The lady with the dog struggled to her feet, unsuccessfully juggling the carrying case, a cane, and an overstuffed shoulder purse large enough to hold a dozen more pups. The animal had been silent and nervous throughout the drive, but now it yipped. Trip rose and helped steady her.

She nodded her thanks.

“May I hand you your bag?” When he repeated the request in Spanish, she accepted his help, scooping up her belongings before hobbling for the bus exit.

The tattoos on his left wrist were showing. 

He had kept the sleeves of his shirt rolled down since stepping onto the bus, but his old clothes fit loose, and now his ink was revealed for anyone paying attention. Not that big of a deal. More people had tattoos than he remembered.

No one knew who he was. No one cared. So why was heart going a mile a minute?

His eyes darted from face to face as he stepped down from the bus. In one hand, he held his blue duffel. With his other, he shielded his eyes from the afternoon sun. Two cops stood at the corner of the platform. One stared in his direction.

Trip stiffened. But even as a half-dozen scenarios filled his mind on why the police were there for him, the two officers crossed to the next platform and vanished.

He breathed easier and looked for Rose.

His sister hadn’t been to see him in over two months. Hadn’t picked up when he called, and calling was expensive. He had spent the last of his phone card credits phoning her daily over the past week. Left messages. Told her where he’d be and at what time. 

Phone trouble? Possibly. She could have replaced her device during that time. Perhaps her work had her on extra shifts and she hadn’t been able to tell him? More likely. And after the traffic delay, he was running late.

Had she been waiting and left? Or was she watching from the shady spots across the street?

A note from Rose was tucked in a pocket. A bland letter he had received five weeks ago, as if she were an entirely different person. Her last communication with him.

Dear Trip,

Enclosed are more books. One’s the next Narnia novel. Find your magic closet. Still looking for mine.

Hope you’re managing as you always do. You’ll be doing better and better soon. We survive. 

As Maya Angelou said, “We encounter many defeats, but are not defeated.”

I’ll take care of mother.

RW

The last line before her initials? Strange. All of it was weird. Rose didn’t write letters. Hated to set her feelings in stone, as it robbed them of genuine emotion, nuance, and gesture. Said putting thoughts down on paper or an email was like painting the hieroglyphs of a heart attack, whatever that meant.

And she said he’d be doing better, as if she knew something had been about to change with his legal case.

A man in his mid-forties appeared near the back of the bus. He was staring. “You look needy.”

Sturdy build, with a weathered face and a knobby nose that looked like it had been broken several times. He wore a rumpled tan blazer, butternut chinos, and a rimmed hat on top of a mush of graying brown hair. He kept his hands loose and his expression pleasant. 

Trip glanced about, but his fellow passengers who had stepped off were gone, leaving only the bus driver shutting the baggage compartment.

The man’s gaze remained locked. “You’re Trip, right?”

“I don’t know you.”

“No, but you know my boss Diana Ramierez. She asked me to come pick you up. Bus take a detour on your way here?”

Trip knew Diana. The attorney who had gotten him out of prison. And his girlfriend a lifetime ago.

“How did she know where I’d be?”

The man gave him an are-you-serious look. “It’s what we do. I’m Sebastian. I’ve got a minivan with AC and I’ll take you to your transitional housing. We can get out of the heat and talk on the way.”

With a last look around the terminal, Trip realized Rose wasn’t coming for him.

“You look like a cop,” Trip said.

“And you look like a convicted felon.”

“Court vacated the charges.”

“Doesn’t mean they didn’t find you guilty in the first place. This banter has been fun. You can thank Diana later for your freedom. Or not. I don’t care. I work for her firm. Any other pressing questions? Because I’m melting out here.”

“Why didn’t she tell me about you?”

“Getting timely messages through in your prison is a pain in the ass. I’m offering you a ride to your place. Surface bus will take you over an hour. I can get you there in ten minutes. Are you coming or not?”

Trip unfolded his release paperwork. Yellow sheets with a dozen initials and his signature. Stapled to the top was a card with an address. His new home, at least until he got his feet under him.

“Okay, let’s go. But I have a detour I want to make.”

***
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“WHAT’S HERE?” SEBASTIAN asked.

They had driven across town in Sebastian’s metallic-blue Chevy Astro minivan to an apartment in the Sierra Oaks neighborhood. The vehicle was packed with what looked like plastic suitcases. A water bottle and empty Jamba Juice cup occupied the cup holders.

“I asked you a question, Trip. What’s here?”

“This will take a couple of minutes.”

“For what? Girlfriend? A booty call? I’m not a taxi service. Hey!”

Trip ignored him as he got out of the van. His guts sank as he walked towards an open door at the end of a block of townhouses. Rose’s was number twelve. The windows were bare and the interior lined with drop cloths. Paint fumes clung to the air. 

Just inside, a middle-aged man with slicked back caramel locks was slapping white primer on a kitchen wall. He had earbuds in. White spatters marked his denim pants and t-shirt.

“Excuse me,” Trip said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Oh, that’s all right. What can I do for you?”

“You the manager?”

“My wife is. Ring the bell at unit one. There’s a QR code at the sign out front if you’re looking to get on the waiting list for a townhouse.”

“I’m not here to rent. This place was my sister’s. I was looking for her.”

“Can’t say where she is, but she left a month ago.”

The news struck Trip like a blow. “Just left? Not hospitalized or got into a car accident?”

The guy shrugged. “She looked fine, but who knows?”

“Where was she going?”

“Can’t say. Didn’t know her well. Paid her rent on time and left the place pretty clean, at least for what I’m used to.”

“She didn’t leave a forwarding address?”

The man eyed him. “She didn’t. And even if she did, I couldn’t share it.”

Gone. She was gone. 

His heart sank. Rose hadn’t told him she was going anywhere. Just the vague note about caring for mother. They shared everything, and now Rose was keeping secrets, leaving him feeling truly alone for the first time in his life.
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“If I wanted to work gigs as a driver, I’d sign on with Lyft and be earning tips doing airport runs,” Sebastian said. “Instead, I’m hauling you around town.”

Trip wiped a film of dust from the minivan’s door. “Don’t you need a nice car for that?”

“Don’t...don’t ever make fun of the van. It’s paid its way three times over and has never let me down.” As if punctuating his point, Sebastian knocked on the plastic dashboard. “So what’s here? I told you I had limited time, and this isn’t where you’re staying.”

“This is my old apartment. The manager is holding some of my stuff.”

“And how long will this take?”

“A few minutes. If you have to go, then fine. Whatever.”

“Don’t think I won’t ditch you,” Sebastian called as Trip slammed the van door.

The rail-thin kid at the manager’s apartment couldn’t have been older than eight. He peered out the curtain from the living room before throwing open the door. Music blared from the TV.

“I’m Trip. I called your dad yesterday about picking up some stuff I had left in apartment seven. Is he around?”

The kid shook his head. 

“Okay. Any idea where I can find him or when he’ll be back?”

Another headshake. 

“All right. I’ll look around for him. And maybe you shouldn’t be answering the door to strangers, okay bud?”

Trip made a circuit around the building before walking past his former apartment. Plants outside and rainbow and happy face stickers in the window. Smells from someone overcooking cabbage, burning Eggo toaster waffles, or both. But there was no one around working, and Trip didn’t want to start knocking on random doors.

He was on his way back out to see if Sebastian had abandoned him when he found a plastic milk crate beneath the mailboxes. A paper sign hung on the crate with his name on it. It was stuffed with clothes, a few books, and a plaque from the Sacramento County Amateur Boxing Association. 

Nothing valuable enough to steal. But bless the manager’s heart for having somehow saved anything of his after five years. He hadn’t bothered asking Rose to pick it up. Hadn’t thought past his sentence to imagine getting back to a life outside.

A photo stuck up from the middle of a hardback copy of The Stand. It was him and Rose when they were in their twenties. They were seated on a bench in front of a miniature golf course. Going there had been their mother’s idea, as if either he or Rose had been still interested in the place as they had been when they were kids. Rose wore a tank top, cut-offs, and an authentic smile. Trip had on a dirty Everlast t-shirt and a forced grin.

Trip slid the photo into his back pocket and shoved the box into the footwell of the minivan. Jazz played on the radio. Sebastian had his seat partially reclined and his hat pushed down on his brow.

Trip climbed in. “You’re still here.”

“Diana’d have my hide if I lost you. Don’t push your luck.” He started the engine. “No more detours. You’re getting dropped off.” The minivan made a U-turn and they sped down the road. “What’s all that junk?”

“Some stuff from my old place.”

“Huh. You got an award in there. You used to box? Scrawny guy like you?”

“That was a long time ago.”

“I’ll bet.”

The house on Fawn Drive had no curbside parking. Cars, trucks, and vans occupied every available space beneath the mulberry trees lining the street. 

Sebastian pulled across the driveway. “This is you.”

Trip studied the house before collecting his stuff. 

“One more thing.” Sebastian handed him a smartphone. “Diana wanted you to have this. It’s paid for. She’ll call you later, so don’t get drunk or stoned or do anything until after you’ve spoken with her.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“Good. Because you’ll lose your housing. Obey the rules here and get on your feet. I don’t know why, but Diana’s decided to be your guardian angel.” 

“Has she done this for anyone else?”

Sebastian laughed. “We’re not the Salvation Army. She’ll want something in return. Don’t screw up. Now get out of my van.”

A lanky man sat on the porch smoking a cigarette. He gave Trip the eye as he dabbed ashes into a white coffee mug. His checkered shirt was buttoned halfway down and his brown corduroys only went to his shins. Blue flip-flops were on his feet.

Trip tucked his clothes over the boxing plaque as he mounted the steps. “Are you the person I talk to about my room? I’ve got my paperwork here.”

“Yeah. I’m Jerry. I already got a picture of you sent by the agency. Room’s fixed up, clean, and ready for you.” 

Jerry’s joints popped as he struggled to rise from the plastic lounge chair. Trip offered a hand and Jerry grabbed it, his grip firm. The metal screen door squeaked as Jerry opened it and they went inside. 

Polished floors, big furniture, and the smell of pine cleaner greeted Trip. A giant TV in the living room played a golf tournament. Three men sat listlessly on sofas around a low coffee table, their eyes glued to the action. Their expressions didn’t change when a commercial for a restless leg syndrome drug played on the screen.

Jerry led him to the kitchen where a white dry erase board held a numbered list of scribbled words written in black marker.

Bathrooms—Ken

Garbage, Floors—Ernesto 

Weeding, Sweeping—Ivan 

“You do your own cooking and clean up after yourself. Same with laundry. Sometimes we share meals. You’ll figure out the rest later.”

Jerry had Trip sign some papers before leading him upstairs. The high-gloss maple-finish flooring was everywhere, with nary a rug in sight. The sound of the TV echoed as the announcers gave a play-by-play of an applause-worthy chip shot. 

“This is you.”

A cozy bedroom held a small desk, a chest of drawers, and a twin mattress made up with a pillow, comforter, and powder-blue sheets. The freshly painted yellow walls stood plain.

“It’s quiet time after nine pm,” Jerry said. “No visitors. No booze. No sex. If you smoke, you do it outside. TV gets shut off at eleven. If you have appointments to make, paperwork, or need help with anything, Martin comes in every morning Monday through Friday until noon. There’s a house landline downstairs in the dining room. Don’t abuse it. No calls over fifteen minutes. I recommend you get your own cell phone. Wi-Fi info is posted on the fridge.”

“All clear. Do I get a key?”

“Front door is unlocked between eight and eight. Ring the bell if you need to get in after that. You show up after eleven, and that’s the start of your last week with us. No appeals, no exceptions.”

Trip set his box down on the desk. 

“And I’m guessing since you got placed with us, you’re from around here,” Jerry continued. “So you know there’s water rationing. Keep your showers under five minutes. There’s a bathroom downstairs too. That’s the grand tour. Any questions?”

Trip had none. Jerry walked with surprising agility downstairs as Trip unpacked his few belongings into the top drawer of his dresser. 

A giant cottonwood tree stood outside. Beyond it, a dog walker with seven animals on as many leashes strolled briskly past. There were kids on bikes. Sparrows on the neighbor’s roof and a squirrel running along a fence.

While he could still hear the announcer praising a dramatic putt from the TV, along with a mower buzzing from a neighbor’s backyard, the Fawn Drive house was quiet. Gone were the incessant voices. Shouts from cell to cell at all hours, and often louder at night. No echoes of clanging doors. No rattles of plumbing or gurgles of flushing toilets. No boot steps of COs with their jingling keys.

How tempting to drop onto the mattress and immerse himself in the silence. Instead, he examined his new phone.

He needed to call the one person he hadn’t spoken to in years. She was the only one who would know where Rose had gone. 

Time to talk to his mother.
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Trip punched. Rose pinched.

He’d have welts on his ears and forearms. Rose would grin defiantly every time he socked her in the shoulders. And after he’d taught her a thing or two from his boxing class, she added footwork to her assaults and they’d invariably tangle on the couch, to their mother’s chagrin.

“Quit it, both of you. I have a headache.”

Marigold Walker forbade Rose from taking fighting lessons, which didn’t stop Rose from coming to the gym and watching. 

“Ogling,” Trip would say. His sister didn’t argue.

It always felt good to hear her laugh, even if it came at the expense of his earlobes. 

Marigold Walker monitored Rose’s medication intake like a hawk, watching her swallow the pills and drink a glass of water before she was satisfied. 

“Lithium carbonate. Breakfast of champions,” Rose would brag with a flex of her bicep. 

Rose would never go to the bathroom right after lest their mother suspect she was vomiting the pills back up or spitting them out. 

Instead, she extracted them from under her tongue and let Trip chuck them out the window.

“It’ll show on your blood test you’re not taking your medicine,” he warned.

Rose gave him a knowing look. “Of course it will. Good thing there’s a solution to that. I show up to each appointment calm, cool, and compliant. And the only thing that shakes it up is needles. A few blood sample attempts interrupted by the screaming meemies, and the doc will concede it’s best to not even try.”

“They’ll see through that after the first time.”

“And you underestimate my ability to sling mom-level horse shit. Even if the shrink calls the bluff, if mom’s not there I’ll be sure to explain with 100% confidence I’m declining the medication as per my rights to refuse treatment. I’m a ‘mature minor’, according to their records. On top of that, I’m invoking my rights to confidentiality. Beep-beep to Mom. I made sure the doc understands I’m not a threat to myself.”

“Are you? A threat to yourself?”

“Suicide is for the weak. On our next appointment, I’ll be sure we construct a narrative of what can and can’t be shared with my parent.”

“I could always tell Mom.”

That earned him a pinch above the elbow. 

He warded off a second assault. “Psycho.”

“Takes one to know one.”

***
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HIS MOTHER DIDN’T ANSWER her phone. No surprise. But instead of the ancient answering machine with the default robot voice telling him to leave his name and a brief message after the beep, an automated woman’s voice informed Trip that the number was out of service.

Mom hadn’t shown up for any of Trip’s court appearances. In turn, he had never reached out to her. They had spoken little in the months leading up to the incident, so why start? Dealing with their mother was Rose’s superpower. His sister had also been there in the public benches paying attention to every word spoken by Trip, his accusers, the attorneys, and the judge.

Walking to his mother’s apartment from Fawn Drive would take hours. It would put him well beyond the house curfew by the time he got back. Taking the bus wouldn’t shave much time off the journey.

Using the internet on his smart phone, he found the Sherwood Mews Apartments where his mother lived. There was a form for rent applications and a number with voicemail. No manager name. He’d have to wait until the morning. Then he could get his car out of storage, assuming Rose had paid the lot its monthly fee.

His stomach rumbled. Hadn’t eaten since breakfast at Corcoran. 

Downstairs, his fellow tenants were sucking down spaghetti noodles and jarred red sauce while watching a house renovation show. A skinny man with a gelled quiff of hair was smashing a countertop with a sledgehammer. Pasta waited on the stove and a bowl held an iceberg lettuce and tomato salad on the side table.

“Plenty left,” one man on the couch called through a full mouth.

“Thanks.”

Trip was on his second bowl of food when his phone lit up.

Incoming Call. Diana Ramierez. The only person on his new device’s contact list.

Her even, energetic voice always reminded him of his high school guidance counselor, but with an edge. 

“Hello, Trip. Did Sebastian take care of you?” Diana asked.

“Yes, thanks. He got me squared away. I was surprised to find him there to pick me up. That, and this phone, and everything else you’ve done. It’s a lot, and I appreciate it.”

“He also told you about my job offer?”

“He mentioned it. Although I’m not sure what I could do for you since I don’t have any experience with the law.”

“Hmm.” Her signature laugh. Always mild amusement with her, and never a full-throated chuckle. Something he had noticed when they were dating for a year just after high school.

“What I’m trying to say,” he continued, “is this has all been unexpected. You know I can’t pay you back.”

“You mentioned that the last time we talked. I’m not going to be crass and say you owe me. You were on a good road once, Trip. I want you back to where you’ll have a chance at a fresh start. You were interested in criminal justice in college.”

“I also talked about film school, geology, and physical education. I never finished my general courses and my grades were terrible.”

“You mentioned you earned a few college credits in prison.”

Trip adjusted his grip on the phone. “Is that what this is about? Taking me under your wing and sending me back to school?”

“No. There are programs that will do that without me wasting my time. I want to see what’s possible. You have potential, and I have work. Don’t overthink this.”

“Overthinking is all I’ve had time for. I appreciate you looking out for me. But I can’t accept.”

Silence on the line. “Why not?” she finally asked.

“I’ll need a job and money. But having you as a boss is the last thing I want to deal with right now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not looking to rekindle anything. Besides, I’m in a relationship. I want you because you’re one of the people I know with a head for the kind of business I run. Get over yourself and consider what I have to offer. You’ve got a lot on your plate today. Let’s meet for breakfast and we go over the details. I’m talking salary, training, education, the works. I take care of all my employees, not just ones I was screwing once upon a time.”

Hang up. His finger hovered over the End Call button. 

Dump the phone, find Rose, get on with his life. Diana could bill him for her legal fees and he would be fine with it, even if it meant paying her off for the next thirty years. But what if locating his sister involved more than just tracking down a new address? Too many things weren’t adding up.

“You never told me what kind of work you need me for,” he said.

“Oh? Hmm, I thought Sebastian might have told you. I need investigators for my firm. You want more details? We talk tomorrow. What do you say?”

***
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THE JUICE SHOP SOLD smoothies, coffee, and overpriced bagels. Trip had an egg-and-cheddar plain bagel, along with some orange juice. With the fuzz in his head, he wanted coffee. It smelled wonderful but he had given it up along with booze.

Diana sat crossed-legged at the outdoor table. In one hand, she held an onion bagel with cream cheese. In the other, a large black Americano swirling with a splash of milk. Like Trip, she was in her early thirties. A sleek, gray suit coat hung perfectly over an orange blouse. Her brown hair was done up, held in place with a silver clip. After her first sip, her lavender lipstick left a mark on the lid of her cup. 

It was cold and they were the only ones sitting outside.

She had said little since picking him up from the Fawn Drive house. Handled several phone calls or voice to text messages during their drive. Now she studied him. “We’ve come a long way for us all to be back in the same place.”

“There are worse towns to live in than this.”

“As if you’ve lived anywhere besides Sacramento.” She omitted the part about prison. 

He shrugged. “This is where my family is.”

“You mean your sister. Any contact with mom?”

“No. Not since I got arrested, and I’ve been fine with that. I tried to call her and her number’s been changed. Why? Do you know something?”

She waved off the question. “I’ve stayed out of your business. And since your release, I’m no longer your attorney. Don’t be defensive; I’m just asking how your mother is and you don’t know. How about Rose?”

“She’s not picking up.”

“Sebastian said you went by her place and she’s moved. Any idea where?”

“That’s what I need to find out.”

Diana ate some bagel. “She’ll turn up. They always do.”

“You said something about a job?” he asked.

“Yes. You’ll need one to keep a roof over your head. You can work at the Shake Shack, deliver for Amazon, or drive Uber, but things have gotten expensive and I wouldn’t wish gig work on my enemy with this economy.”

“You taking over my case was enough charity.” 

“I can’t tell if you’re being modest or hostile. I don’t have any angle here, save wanting you on my team because of what you might bring to the table. You work for three months and I will review your progress. That’s enough time to see if we click. If we do, I offer you a raise. You finish your degree and take on more responsibilities.” 

“If we don’t click?”

“Our professional relationship ends.”

He turned his coffee cup in his hands. “When your paralegal showed up for visitation with the revelation there was a new wrinkle in my case and fresh evidence, I could hardly believe it. I had another five years mandatory.”

“I know. Those gun charges don’t budge easily.”

“Tell me what I owe you first.”

“Hmm? I thought that was clear. My firm’s work was pro bono, as was the defense attorney who assisted me. Plus, it was an interesting case, so I file it under professional development. Looks good on the books, and there’s a write-off. Besides, we’re friends.”

“I missed that in the fine print.”

She chuckled. “That video fell in my lap. This was open-and-shut. My legal aides did most of the legwork. Now you’re free with a lifetime of choices in front of you. So what’s it going to be, Trip?”

“This position I’m filling was created just for me?”

“No. I lost an employee several months back.”

“What happened to him?” Trip asked.

“Her. She got greedy and went after a score. Messed up a case and got herself arrested. It was a bad look for my agency and I realized I needed people I could trust.”

“So you hire a felon.”

“Something like that. You clean?”

“Yes. But I’m guessing you’ll do a drug test.”

She cleared breadstuff from her teeth with her tongue. “Naturally. You’ve always been good with people. I believe you would have done great as a lawyer if you could only have finished with your schooling. You don’t flinch when I talk to you. And there are tougher people than me who I need to do business with.”

“I don’t see myself working in law. You mentioned being an investigator. Are we talking PI? What’s the job entail?”

“You won’t be working the legal side of anything. This is tangential. Work alongside Sebastian. He has a private investigator’s license with the state. Learn the ropes. I’ve got a full book of cases lined up. Insurance fraud, legal support, like bird-dogging evidence and witnesses, and a little surveillance. I trust Sebastian to handle sensitive matters and you would help him.”

“And I’m to believe you trust me, even though we haven’t spoken since my last hearing. This is a surprise.”

“You’ll come on as a temp.” She pulled a folder from her attaché case and placed it in front of him. “I have some papers for you to sign. NDA, employment, our health plan. Work with me for three months. If you quit, I’ll give you a severance that will give you time to get settled and find a job. If you perform to my satisfaction and decide to say yes, then we negotiate a salary.”

Was it the orange juice turning a knot in his stomach? He half-expected her to snap up the folder before he could touch it. Surprise! It’s all a big gag, and you should have seen the look on your face as if you actually believed I needed an ex-con at my firm.

“You’re making it hard to say no,” he said.

“Hmm. Hopefully, you won’t. It’s all in there. You can have someone look over this, like another attorney. First thing? You’ll need better clothes. You look like a bum. And a way to get around, eventually. We’ll figure that out.”

“I have a car.”

“Do you? Okay. Make sure it works. Once you start, I’ll need to be able to reach you and so will Sebastian. So keep the phone on you. Now let’s sign some papers.”
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The Sacramento County lockup was Trip’s home for a year, during which the trial finally took place. Family visitation was brief, closely monitored, and crowded. Once a week and only on Saturday, but Rose made Trip feel like it was just the two of them at their table.

The noise from the nearby families in the stuffy room fell away as they spoke.

“Are you even listening to a word I’m saying?” Rose asked.

Trip had been watching a blackbird attack another smaller bird caught in the anti-pigeon spikes outside the nearest window. “I’m listening. It’s all just survival, I guess.”

“It’s so much more than that. And don’t give me the ‘nature is metal’ b.s.”

He waved off the comment. “It’s where we’re all heading. Sometimes, it means we get pecked in the head instead of over-ripening.”

Rose grinned at the crude euphemism they sometimes used for getting old. “That’s why we use sunscreen. You remember Troy Benjamin, Eddie and Quint’s grandpa?”

“Yeah.”

“He was in that creepy rest home on Mariposa. You insisted we go together to visit, even when Eddie said not to. Quint went with us.”
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