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To Mom, always and forever “in my pocket”
















Love and death are the two great hinges on which all human sympathies turn.


B. R. Haydon

















Dear Ms. Tucker,


I hope this message finds you and your family happy and healthy. I am following up on the request I made regarding the date and time for my interview with 48 Hours. I have been in contact with Debbie, the lead investigative reporter, but she said she has not heard from your office. I know I’ve said it to you, but I will say it again to anyone who will listen. I am innocent. I did not murder my children. I cannot and will not stop fighting to prove my innocence. But the clock is ticking. The state of Texas is committed to executing me. My lawyers believe that if people actually heard the facts of my case, they’d see the truth. All I want is a new trial and I’m hoping these interviews will help secure publicity to help pressure the courts to grant one. I look forward to seeing you this week and discussing my upcoming interviews in person.


Warm regards,


Clifton Harris














CHAPTER ONE


Mom, move your butt or we’re going to be late.”


Kristy Tucker heard her son’s voice, annoyance dripping from each syllable. She glanced at the clock and cursed under her breath.


“I’m coming, Ry,” she said, quickly pulling her brown hair into a bun. She grabbed her purse and headed toward her bedroom door, nearly tripping over the edge of the fraying gray carpet. She steadied herself and raced downstairs toward the kitchen. No matter how hard Kristy tried—setting her alarm half an hour earlier, washing her hair the night before—she could never get her act together in the morning. And on execution days, forget about it.


Ryan, on the other hand, had been up for hours. At fourteen years old, Ryan was neat, orderly, and incredibly driven, the polar opposite of Kristy. She found her son seated at the dining table finishing his bowl of oatmeal, his sandy-brown hair neatly combed, and dressed in his usual uniform: pressed jeans, a collared black button-up shirt with a red-and-black-striped tie, and his beat-up old black cowhide boots. Texas hipster, Kristy dubbed Ryan’s standard uniform. She loved how much care he put into his appearance but it did very little to help him fit in with the rednecks and jocks at school. She’d heard the whispers and teasing from kids and their parents. “That boy acts like he’s too big for his britches,” they’d said on more than one occasion. Kristy shouldered some of the blame. She was only seventeen when Ryan was born, a baby raising a baby, Pops used to say. She encouraged his differences, wanted her son to accomplish everything she hadn’t.


“Hey, Pops, you owe me five bucks,” Ryan said with a grin.


“Put it on my tab,” Pops said.


“I’m afraid to ask. What was the bet?” Kristy asked as she grabbed her travel mug and filled it with coffee.


“How long it would take you to get ready this morning,” Ryan said.


“I actually gave you the benefit of the doubt,” Pops replied, shaking his head in dismay.


Kristy’s father, Frank Tucker, let out a strangled laugh as he tugged on the oxygen cannula that snaked from his nose, down his body, and into a giant oxygen tank that kept his O2 levels consistent. Only sixty-eight, Pops appeared much older, his hair wild and gray, rarely combed. A lifetime of chain-smoking had taken its toll, ravaged his lungs, and now he was basically a prisoner trapped inside his own home. But despite Pops’s health challenges, his humor was still intact.


“If you’d set your alarm a few minutes earlier—” Pops began. Kristy cut him off, well aware that her morning routine was the bane of Pops’s and Ryan’s existence. She simply couldn’t deal with their teasing.


“Not today, you two. I don’t have it in me. C’mon, Ry. Let’s go.”


She grabbed her keys and turned to Pops. “Remember: no drugs and no hookers.”


“I’m not making any promises,” he said with a chuckle.


Kristy smiled. “I’ll be back late. Let me know if you need anything from the store on my way home.”


“I’ll be fine, Kristy girl,” Pops said. “You take care of yourself.”


Kristy gave Pops a quick peck on the cheek and headed toward the front of the house, Ryan shuffling behind her. She opened the door and found herself greeted by a tidal wave of hot, humid air. Not even March and the temperatures were already soaring into the nineties.


She drove east along the 105, heading toward Conroe High School. An arm of the massive Lake Conroe shimmered in the morning sun as they whizzed by. Stretches of white wooden fences and green grass ushered them toward the city. In the passenger’s seat, earbuds in, Ryan sat hunched over his refurbished second-generation iPhone, simultaneously listening to music and texting. Kristy’s long hours working at the prison often meant that morning drop-off was the only chance she had to catch up with Ryan, which was why she normally enforced a strict no-cell-phone policy in the car.


But today she welcomed the silence, trying to brace herself for what lay ahead—interviews with death row inmates and the execution of a brutal killer and serial rapist. Just another day at the office. Kristy witnessed people die year after year. Yes, they were all convicted killers but it still wasn’t normal. Besides, she knew it wasn’t just work that was troubling her. Her life seemed stagnant, chronicling each month by Ryan’s latest accomplishment or Pops’s newest ailment. Some days she woke up with the sense that something terrible was going to happen. Today that feeling seemed worse. Kristy’s sense of impending doom occurred before every tragic event in her life. Kristy sighed. She simply couldn’t handle any bad news today.


Fifteen minutes later, Kristy pulled up a block and a half from Ryan’s school. Lately, he hadn’t wanted her to drop him at the front entrance. Kristy wasn’t stupid. She knew Ryan was embarrassed by her beat-up old pickup. Or maybe he just wanted to assert his independence. She understood it intellectually, though her heart still hurt when she thought about Ryan pulling away from her. The downside to the two of them growing up together.


“You okay?” Ryan asked, eyes widening with worry. He’d always been a sensitive kid, overly concerned with what Kristy was thinking and feeling.


“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked.


“You can do something else. Get a new job.”


Her smile faded. “Ry, don’t start. I make decent money and get really good benefits.”


“But you hate it.”


“So what? Most people hate their jobs. That’s why it’s called work.”


“Most people aren’t committing murder,” Ryan said pointedly, and it took everything in Kristy’s mind not to lose her temper completely.


Kristy’s job as a public information officer for the Texas Department of Criminal Justice required that she serve as mediator between inmates, the press, and the prison system. Despite the challenges and the pressures, it also required that she act as a witness during executions.


Her job had always been hard on Ryan. She’d done her best to explain to him how the justice system in Texas worked: There were rules, and the men and women on death row had broken those rules in the worst possible way and they deserved to be punished. But Ryan had a tender heart and a curious nature. The older he got, the more he hated watching his mom stand up in front of TV cameras and talk about executions as if they were commonplace, like they weren’t something that the rest of the world considered barbaric. Kristy had spent years listening to her son’s passionate arguments. She’d assumed that it was just a phase, until last year when, eyeing the crowd on her walk to the death house chamber before an execution, she spotted him. There was her son in a crowd of protesters. She’d gasped, staring at him as he proudly waved a sign that read EXECUTE JUSTICE. NOT PEOPLE. Kristy wanted to rush over and tell Ryan to get his butt home, but she couldn’t. She still had a job to do.


Quietly seething at her son’s disobedience, she sat through the execution of Mitchell Hastings, a thirty-year-old drifter convicted of murdering his sister and her best friend, while Ryan stood outside the prison gates chanting, “No justice. No peace.”


Deep down, Kristy was proud of Ryan for being so strong in his convictions. But if any of the reporters had caught wind that Kristy’s own son was anti–death penalty, it would have been a PR nightmare. She could have lost her job. On the drive home that evening, Kristy told Ryan he was allowed to have an opinion, but this type of behavior wasn’t acceptable. This was her livelihood. It was what kept the roof over their heads and food on the table. Ryan respected that but he wanted Kristy to look for a new job. Even now, months later, he’d e-mail her job postings, with subject headings like New Jobs. No Killing Involved. But she simply wasn’t going to indulge him today.


“You’re going to be late,” Kristy said. For once, Ryan didn’t push back.


“All right, Mama Bear, I’ll see ya later,” he said, grabbing his backpack.


“Love you, Ry.”


He didn’t respond, climbing out of the truck and slamming the door behind him. Kristy watched Ryan hurry down the block, waiting until he turned around the corner. God, she missed the days when she would drop him off and he would throw his arms around her and say, Mama, I love you more than the moon and the stars and all the planets in the universe. But that didn’t happen now. Fourteen-year-olds weren’t exactly open vessels of emotion.


Kristy navigated the pickup down the long stretch of highway, the miles clicking by, a pop-country tune playing on the radio. She switched it off, not in the mood for overproduced melodies. She made a left turn, gripping the steering wheel, and headed toward the entrance of the prison where her day would begin. Set on 472 acres and surrounded by forests and fields, the Polunsky Unit in Livingston, Texas, was an expansive complex connected by walkways and encircled by two perimeter fences of razor wire with guard towers. The buildings that housed Texas’s male death row inmates were set apart from the others: three concrete rectangles with white roofs, each with a circular recreation area at the center. In total, the prison housed 2,936 inmates, 279 of them on death row.


Kristy made this drive once a week, arriving every Wednesday morning like clockwork, but she never acclimated to the work. She never grew accustomed to the stern guards with their rifles pointed in the tower above her, or the desperate inmates she met pleading their innocence and begging for her help, or the ones admitting their guilt without an ounce of remorse.


This wasn’t Kristy’s dream job. Not by a long shot. Knocked up at sixteen, Kristy vowed that even though she would be a teenage mother, she wouldn’t be a statistic. She would do something with her life. She earned her GED and then, with Pops’s encouragement, she took night classes at Sam Houston State. Kristy studied communications and psychology, working part-time in various administrative capacities at the prison to help pay the bills. Pops had been a prison guard and so had his father before him. Despite Kristy’s insistence that she could find a job on her own, Pops kept harassing the head of the public information office and before Kristy even graduated from college, she’d landed a job as an assistant to one of the public information officers, or PIOs, as they were known.


Part of Kristy had hated the idea of being surrounded by criminals—men and women who had done terrible things—but she’d told herself it was temporary. She’d planned on going to graduate school, studying psychology, and becoming a social worker. She figured her experience in the prison system would be an added bonus on her résumé. Working with and getting to know the inmates strengthened that resolve, made her want to help those in need before they ended up behind bars.


But raising a kid was a nonstop, 24/7 job. Then Pops’s health began to fail, and Kristy got a promotion and a raise and then another raise. Nine years later, she was still here, the graduate program applications growing dusty in her desk drawer.


Now this was her life, week in and week out—meeting with violent inmates, trying to make friends with jaded, disheartened reporters desperate to write something that mattered. These days, Kristy found herself skirting the truth when people asked what she did for a living. I’m in public relations, she would say, hoping they wouldn’t probe, hoping she could make it sound more glamorous than it was.


She had to shake off this doomsday feeling. She had a long day of interviews with death row inmates ahead of her, and they would require every ounce of her emotional energy.


Each week, the prison held media visitation for death row inmates. Mondays were reserved for women incarcerated at the Mountain View Unit. Wednesdays were when the male inmates at the Polunsky Unit were interviewed. For two hours, reporters were able to visit with prisoners who had received prior approval from prison officials.


Kristy parked her truck and entered the Polunsky main gate. Guards waved and called out hello, busy opening packages and sorting mail, the ordinary nature of their tasks contrasting starkly with the people who would be receiving these deliveries.


Kristy went through the metal detectors and grabbed her bag on the other side. She was greeted by Bruce, one of her favorite guards, a thirty-something redneck with liberal leanings who liked discussing Nate Silver, The Bachelorette, and his favorite, Real Housewives. Despite the friendly nature of the staff, everyone here understood the dangers they faced when they walked through these doors. You had to work hard to keep the darkness and anxiety from seeping in, an ongoing battle Kristy wasn’t sure she’d ever win.


Bruce led her toward the warden’s office. Kristy rarely went to death row itself, but the reporters had been complaining about the quality of her stock photos and she was tired of hearing them bitch. Today, before her interviews began, she had arranged with the warden to take new photos of death row cells. Warden Gina Solomon greeted her warmly.


“Warden Solomon. How are you?” Kristy said.


The warden, late forties with a severe bowl cut and bright green eyes, shook Kristy’s hand. “How’s the family doing?” she asked.


“Can’t complain,” Kristy said. “My son just made the debate team. First freshman to do that in ten years,” Kristy boasted, her motherly pride on full display.


Warden Solomon nodded. “That’s nice.”


But Kristy heard the false cheer in her voice. The warden’s son was a star quarterback at Montgomery High School. Kristy hated that she let it bother her. Who cared if anyone else was impressed by Ryan?


“Should we get going?” Kristy asked, changing the subject, hoping to avoid the warden’s enthusiastic stories about this week’s playoff game and her son’s skills on the field.


Flanked by Bruce, they headed through the labyrinthine halls of the prison, the two women chatting about the upcoming cold front. Weather was a popular topic for prison staff, everyone longing to be outside and away from these dark and depressing cells. They turned down a long corridor and the mechanized gates buzzed open. This was death row.


Kristy regarded the sign posted at the entrance to the cellblock: NOTICE. NO HOSTAGES WILL EXIT THROUGH THIS GATE. This sign served as a reminder that these inmates were not to be trusted, that in here, your life hung in a delicate balance.


Moving down the hallway, Kristy’s senses were assaulted by a wave of smells that no amount of training could prepare you for: piss, shit, sweat, all of it mingling with a hopelessness and desperation so profound it seemed to seep into your bones.


“Take your time,” the warden said. Kristy nodded, but she intended to finish this task as quickly as possible. She hastily snapped photos of the hallways and rows and rows of cells. Inmates’ faces peered out through the tiny shatterproof windows on their cell doors. Some of them recognized her.


“Yo, Miz Tucker, my lawyer’s got questions for you.”


Some were heavily medicated and desperate.


“These motherfuckers are torturing me. You gotta get me help.”


Others were lost causes.


“That’s one fine piece of ass. Come here. I’ll show you what a real man is like.”


“I’ll kill you, you motherfucking, cocksucking bitch. I’ll kill all of you.”


Not much shocked Kristy. Not anymore. She was used to hearing men talk like this. Inmates in prison weren’t that different from regular folk. Some were kind and polite. Some were mentally ill and should never have been put on death row in the first place. Others were wretched, miserable souls with no chance of redemption. Sometimes it was hard to tell who was who. It had taken Kristy years to adjust, but their words no longer rattled her. As a PIO, she had to appear in control, unmovable.


She stepped into an empty cell and snapped more photos. Polunsky was often called “the hardest place to do time in Texas,” and Kristy agreed. All the inmates were kept on lockdown twenty-two hours a day in these small solitary cells. Even their one hour a day of recreation was caged, no contact with any other inmate. With no access to phones or televisions and no contact visits, inmates were basically entombed in these cells. It was about as close to hell on earth as you could get. Kristy couldn’t imagine being trapped behind these walls, day in and day out.


She scanned through the images on the digital camera she had borrowed from Ryan, checking to make sure they would suffice. Good enough. She couldn’t wait to get the hell out of here. She craved sunlight and fresh air. Kristy stepped back into the hall where Warden Solomon and Bruce were waiting, and followed them back down the hall.


For some reason, right before they reached the exit, Kristy glanced over at one of the cells, inexplicably drawn to it. Through the tiny sliver of glass, she spotted an inmate, his body splayed out on the floor beside his state-issued cot. Baby Killer Harris. That’s what the press and some of the guards called him. Kristy knew him as Clifton Harris. He had been sentenced eight years ago for killing his two young children.


“Jesus Christ, he’s bleeding,” Kristy said, turning toward the warden. She hated how shrill and high-pitched her voice sounded, like this man had a paper cut and not wrists that were flayed open. The warden stepped forward, looking through the window to confirm that what Kristy was saying was true.


“Get some more officers down here. Now!” Warden Solomon shouted to Bruce, who pressed a button on his radio, the squawking sound echoing down the halls.


“Get back,” the warden yelled at Kristy. The buzzer sounded and the cell door’s lock opened. Unable to wrench her gaze from Clifton’s pale face, his blue lips, his eyes rolling back in his head, Kristy rushed past the warden and pushed the door open, kneeling beside Clifton, touching his neck and searching for a pulse.


“Hold on, Clifton. Just hold on.”


Clifton’s eyes fluttered open, haunted, life slipping from them. A bloodstained hand reached out, grasping Kristy’s wrist.


“Ms. Tucker, I can’t do this no more. I can’t,” he said desperately, that same hand now reaching up to grab Kristy’s collarbone.  “Just let me go,” Clifton begged, his hand starting to squeeze.


Kristy’s breath caught in her throat. She remembered that sign at the entrance. NO HOSTAGES WILL EXIT THROUGH THIS GATE. She had rushed in here without thinking, worried that Clifton might die, desiring to help someone for a change, to do something instead of just being a bystander in her life. But Kristy realized in this moment that her unease, that sense of impending doom, had been an actual warning. With this convicted killer’s hand around her throat, Kristy wondered if Ryan had been right all along, that by staying in this job, by accepting what they did here, Kristy had made a fatal mistake.














CHAPTER TWO


There was so much blood, thick and sticky, a deep maroon that stained Kristy’s hands and her khaki pants. She wasn’t sure how long she knelt beside Clifton, his expression desperate and pleading. Seconds. Minutes. An eternity and yet no time at all. For someone who witnessed death behind a glass wall, who saw executions occur on a monthly basis, nothing had prepared her for being this close to it.


“Let go, Clifton. Please,” she whispered, and he released her and closed his eyes. Maybe he thought she was giving him permission to give up. Tears pricked at Kristy’s eyes. Never before had she been so close to such despair. Masculine hands grabbed Kristy and yanked her to her feet, and shoved her into the hall as guards streamed into Clifton’s cell.


“Goddamn it, Kristy, are you trying to get yourself killed?” Mac Gonzalez said, glaring down at her. Mac was one of her closest friends, a longtime guard working on death row. At six foot four and two hundred and thirty pounds, Mac towered over Kristy. He liked to joke about his size. Mexican people are never this tall. I keep asking Mama Gonzalez if she was getting a little on the side. He wasn’t joking now; his face contorted in disapproval.


Kristy’s trance was broken. She could hear blaring alarms, the frenzied shouts of the inmates reacting to one of their own in peril, a cacophony of rage, anger, and sorrow playing out in slow motion before her.


“You know better than that. Stand back and don’t move,” Mac barked.


Kristy flattened herself against the wall, obeying like a scolded child. Her eyes darted back to Clifton, still sprawled out on the cell floor. Guards surrounded him, trying to locate the weapon he’d used to slit his wrists. Kristy had broken protocol and put herself in danger. If Clifton were desperate enough, he could have faked his suicide attempt and taken her hostage. She had failed to follow the rules. She was trembling uncontrollably now, staring down at her pants, now crimson colored.


Generally, suicides, even unsuccessful ones on death row, inspired anger and annoyance from the staff. Reporters often painted the guards as incompetent, criticized them for being unable to monitor someone that was under constant supervision. Human rights groups would jump on the bandwagon, creating an uproar about the morality of the death penalty and the suffering of the inmates that were kept in confinement while awaiting their death sentences. Kristy generally found attempted suicides just as bothersome as her colleagues. They created a mountain of work, falling on Kristy to inform the media and public at large about what had occurred. The questions were endless.


“Are you denying that the prisoner was murdered by a guard?”


“Or a cell mate?”


“Or a white supremacist?”


“Or the Mexican Mafia?”


“Is this some kind of cover-up?”


But today her concern was only for Clifton, his blood pooling onto the gray concrete in puddles. Clifton’s highly publicized crime and subsequent refusal to confess made him a pseudo-celebrity. Reporters flocked to listen to him; movie stars and music icons set up money for his defense. Kristy had been visiting Clifton every Wednesday for over eight years now. He loudly and vocally proclaimed his innocence, but others would say this was just another ploy to solicit sympathy. In the criminal justice system, especially in Texas, there was no sympathy. There are more people on death row and more executions in Texas than in any other state in the United States. If a jury voted to send you to death, it was almost guaranteed that you were going to die.


Kristy watched as a gurney was procured and the guards rushed Clifton down the hall toward the exit. Every inmate on the row had some kind of reaction to Clifton’s last-ditch attempt at escaping his execution, howling, screaming, and banging on the glass. Some called out their condolences.


“Cliff, my man, hang in there.”


“Don’t let those fuckers break you.”


Others couldn’t care less.


“Burn in hell, baby killer. You fucking piece of shit.”


As Clifton hovered somewhere between life and death, a fleet of armed guards would transport him to a waiting ambulance, and then on to Saint Luke’s, the nearest trauma center, where medical personnel would work desperately to save his life. If he didn’t make it, Kristy’s job would require her to release a statement to reporters that Clifton Harris was deceased. If Clifton lived, he’d be treated by doctors and returned to his cell to resume his life, or what was left of it.


Kristy’s innate intuition that today was going to be a nightmare was spot-on. She turned and headed down the long gray halls, Mac falling into step with her.


“You know the rules. You’ve had all the training,” Mac began.


“He was bleeding out. I wasn’t thinking.”


“You have to think, Kristy. These animals could fucking kill you. God, you scared the shit out of me.”


He stopped short and pulled Kristy in for a hug. She let him hold her for a second and then she pulled away. Last year she’d made the mistake of getting involved with Mac. She’d been vulnerable after a particularly brutal execution, a man who begged the entire time for his mother. Kristy watched as the woman, in her seventies, bent and broken, wailed for them to stop. “Please don’t kill my boy. He’s all I have.”


All Kristy could think about that night was how this woman had kissed her son good night and read him bedtime stories and now she had to watch him die. After that execution, all Kristy wanted was companionship, and Mac, who had harbored a crush on her for years, filled the void. He took her dancing, bought her Cuervo shots, held her tightly, and when Kristy had kissed him and asked if she could stay the night, he’d said yes. They’d fallen into bed, sweet and a little clumsy. A nice evening, she told herself, but nothing life altering. And yet despite her hesitation that night turned into dinners out at TGI Fridays, trips to the batting cages, some make-out sessions in Kristys pickup, but there was no passion, no fireworks. She tried to pretend. Tried to tell herself that nice was okay. That with all the evil she saw day in and day out, nice was good enough. But Kristy realized after a few months that she was never going to love Mac. Not the way he deserved to be loved. When she gave him the we’re better off as friends speech, Mac effortlessly accepted her rejection, as if it were inevitable.


“No worries, Tucker. You’re not my type anyway. A bit too much of a know-it-all,” he said with a cheerful smile.


Despite his agreeable nature, Kristy sensed his disappointment. He’d moved on, started dating Vera, an adorable RN. Sometimes though, especially late at night, when Kristy’s entire being ached, when she was desperate for someone to hold her, on the nights she had to witness a victim on their knees, wailing over the loss of a family member, or the nights her worries about Pops’s medical bills or Ryan’s impending college tuition seeped in, Kristy wished she’d settled for nice.


“Kristy, that wasn’t like you. You have to be careful,” Mac said again.


“I couldn’t agree more,” Warden Solomon chimed in as they reached the exit of death row. “I’d like to speak with you in my office.” Mac gave Kristy a hang in there pat on the back, and she followed the warden to her office.


If Kristy thought the low point of the morning was finding Clifton on the brink of death, she was wrong. Kristy sat in the warden’s office and endured a thirty-minute lecture in which Warden Solomon reminded her in painstaking detail about the rules and regulations that she was expected to follow as an employee of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice. Kristy nodded and clucked in all the right places, promising the next time she saw an inmate bleeding out she would do absolutely nothing. Fortunately, the warden missed her sarcasm or at least pretended to. Once her dressing-down was complete, Kristy’s next order of business was canceling today’s inmate interviews. Some of them would be spoiling for a fight; others would be demanding to see their lawyers, using Clifton’s suicide as another example of the mental anguish they experienced. The guards also had to do a thorough search of the cellblock to make sure there were no other weapons and that each cell was secure.


This meant Kristy had to face her own firing squad—half a dozen reporters who had driven or flown in from all over the country. Needless to say they were pissed, all of them rushing off to tell their editors about missed deadlines or to pitch new stories. One reporter, a portly, balding man, seethed with rage, spittle flying all over Kristy as he spoke.


“You people don’t give a shit about our deadlines.”


Kristy had to bite back her response. No. She didn’t give a shit about these reporters and their deadlines. Not today. Not when she had witnessed such suffering. Not when the inmates were riled up and itching for a fight. She didn’t care about them at all.


As the reporter walked away grumbling, Kristy wondered how long it would take before she lost her own humanity. For her to see these men as just another story, to care so little about someone else’s suffering. Sometimes she worried that it was already happening.


At long last, she was free of Polunsky, at least until next week. Kristy dreaded the shit storm that awaited her when her boss, Gus, found out about Kristy’s “infraction.”


Navigating the old Chevy back into town, Kristy turned on the air conditioner to find nothing but humid air blowing from the vents. She tried to adjust it, seething silently. She had just spent six hundred dollars to fix it. How typical, she thought. Something’s always broken.


Kristy looked out the spotty windshield as she coasted along the 45. To the east and the south, she could see the coastal plains, Bahia grass swaying gently in the breeze. To the west were the rolling hills stretching down through Hill Country.


She passed Lake Livingston, the tranquil blue water sparkling in the sun. The traffic eased up as Kristy neared Huntsville, and the trees turned immediately into the tall stoic pines of the pine curtain that ran through the Deep South. Driving along those roads, after what she had witnessed today, knowing that she still had to sit through an execution, Kristy forced herself to focus on beauty where she could find it, cataloging it for later when the ugliness of the job threatened to consume her.


Each time she drove past the picturesque Courthouse Square, Kristy always thought Huntsville seemed like a town with secrets hidden beneath the quaint, tranquil exterior. The main street was inviting, with well-preserved historic buildings. But people died all the time in this town. She imagined their ghosts roaming about side by side with the locals in their Lucchese boots and rhinestone-studded jeans, many of whom were also employed by the Texas Department of Criminal Justice.


Kristy’s destination was the Huntsville Unit. “The Walls,” as it was more commonly known, was a colossal, foreboding structure crowned by razor wire and encompassed by a two-block-long redbrick fortress. Death row inmates lived at Polunsky, but the Walls was where they’d take their last breath. The Walls was home to the most active death chamber in the country. Kristy pulled up to the prison and headed to her office in an administrative building across from the death chamber. Today they would add another name to the list of the executed—Tyler Watkins, a serial rapist and murderer, was set to die.


Kristy entered the office to find a group of reporters camped out, the “early birds,” she dubbed them. The vibe in the room was jovial, some reporters texting, some surfing the Internet, others making crude jokes about Watkins’s last words. “I bet he begs like a pussy for his mother,” she heard one reporter say. Another reporter was passing around a jar, collecting money and placing bets on how long it would take for the man to die. Kristy was used to all of this, a familiar routine for the public information officer. Her job required that she remain calm and unemotional, but after what she had endured at the prison, Kristy wanted to shout at them, Stop it. Give me some goddamn peace.


“You ready to watch this motherfucker die?” Gus Fisher, Kristy’s boss, asked. Kristy sighed. No such luck.


She turned to find Gus, the director of the public information office, hovering behind her, a gleeful smile on his ruddy face. A tiny bulldog of a man—five foot three and bald except for an embarrassing fluff of black hair on top of his head—Gus had been Kristy’s boss for a little over a year, and yet she still couldn’t get over the zealousness with which he approached this part of the job. She often thought that if it were up to him, they’d bring back public hangings and charge a fee. Not that Gus was some kind of advocate for victims’ rights. He didn’t know anything about the victims and rarely gave their families the time of day unless he thought it might ingratiate him with the higher-ups or the press. No. Gus was a petty man with a god complex who had landed a job that made him feel godlike. She’d heard through the grapevine when he got hired that he’d failed to qualify for the police academy three times. His cousin was married to the deputy governor, which was how he wound up here.


Kristy was actually next in line for Gus’s job. When her former boss, Jack Woefel, announced his retirement, everyone was convinced that Kristy would get the promotion. She’d been working in the press office for over seven years, had a good rapport with the inmates, and could handle all the varied, often difficult personalities one encountered when working with reporters. After word about Jack’s retirement spread, Kristy walked down the halls, accepting congratulations from coworkers. The celebration was short-lived and ultimately quite embarrassing. Kristy still remembered the sting of rejection when she’d heard from the Powers That Be about Gus taking over. But it wasn’t surprising. Texas good ole boys wanted good ole boys in positions of power, “not some damn woman telling them what to do.”


She would have been less annoyed if Gus weren’t so damn incompetent. There had to be two public information officers present at an execution because the press was split between two witness rooms, victims in one, and inmates’ families in another. Cold, detached, and aloof, Gus never spoke to the warden, the chaplains, victim services staff, or family members. God forbid he’d go near an inmate before an execution. It was so beneath him. The only part Gus loved was the aftermath of the executions, as he was desperate to get in front of the cameras and soak up the attention.


Gus wasn’t a fan of Kristy’s. She could tell he found her uppity, didn’t like that she was smarter than him, and resented the easygoing manner in which she interacted with reporters. He relished putting her in her place, calling out any and every minor mistake, real or perceived. That’s why Kristy had to play nice. But today she was short on self-restraint.


“Gus, do you mind showing just a little less blood thirst?”


Gus narrowed his brown eyes in disapproval at Kristy, somehow misinterpreting her angry furrowed brow for empathy.


“Don’t tell me you have a soft spot for Watkins. You do know why he’s here, don’t you? The man killed three women, raped ’em before and after they were dead,” he said.


“I know what Watkins did. I was working here when he was sentenced. I just think it’s our responsibility to show some restraint,” Kristy said.


As death row inmates went, Watkins was one of the more despicable, discussing his multiple murders as casually as one discussed one’s brunch plans. Gus shook his head dismissively. He may as well have patted Kristy on the head.


“That guy gave up his right for restraint when he murdered those women.”


Kristy knew Gus was trying to pick a fight and she refused to indulge him.


“I wanted to explain about what happened this afternoon. About Clifton.”


“Yeah, Gina called and gave me an earful. It was fucking stupid on your part.”


Kristy nodded, used to Gus’s lack of restraint. She braced herself.


“Kristy, why the hell haven’t you answered your phone?”


Startled, Kristy looked up to see her assistant, Carmen, hurrying over. Shit. Phones weren’t allowed in the prison, and having forgotten it at the security check-in too many times to count, she always left it in the glove box. She was so shaken by what had happened with Clifton, she had forgotten to grab it.


Carmen generally possessed an innate sense of calm and order that Kristy envied. Her hair always fell in dark, glossy waves just below her shoulders; her teeth were so white she belonged in a Colgate commercial. But she wasn’t calm today. Her eyes were wide, an uneasy expression on her face. Kristy knew that something must be very, very wrong.


“Is this about Polunsky? It’s all sorted out,” Kristy said.


Gus snorted. “We’ll see about that.”


Carmen didn’t bother masking her intense dislike for Gus. She glared at him and turned her attention back to Kristy.


“It’s Ryan. There’s been an incident at the high school. You need to get over there. Right away.”














CHAPTER THREE


Kristy told herself that Ryan was safe, but these days there was no such thing as a safe place. Schools, hospitals, churches, they were all potential targets. Kids brought guns, set up bombs, enacted their own revenge agendas. Or worse … what if Ryan had done something? A teenage boy’s brain wasn’t fully formed. They lacked impulse control. She’d seen hundreds of male inmates, boys who committed terrible crimes as teenagers and were now serving out life sentences. Her mind was spinning from zero to one hundred about all of the terrible possibilities. Carmen reached out to Kristy, taking her hand, trying to reassure her.


“The principal called and said the police were dispatched but she would make sure nothing official happened until you got there.”


Kristy exhaled deeply. She’d thought her sense of foreboding had to do with Clifton, but this was so much worse. Maybe it was because of her daily proximity to the worst of humanity, but she’d always been terrified that something might happen to Ryan, that she might not be able to protect him.


She glanced at Gus, who looked panicked; probably worried that if Kristy left, he might have to do actual work.


“I have to go,” Kristy said, almost to herself.


“We’ve got an execution today,” Gus said, as if Kristy were personally injecting the drugs. “And people are already calling asking about the baby killer. What am I supposed to do?”


“Didn’t you hear what Carmen just said? Ryan needs me.”


Gus was silent, gaping back at her as if she were speaking a foreign language.


“I’ll handle it,” Carmen said. “I can take care of all of it.”


“Carmen’s ready. She can oversee tonight’s execution if I’m not back,” Kristy replied, annoyed that this was even a discussion. Gus grunted.


“If she screws up, it’s on you,” he said and stormed off.


Gus was not a fan of Carmen’s. When he first arrived, he’d made a not-so-subtle pass at her and she’d promptly set him straight. I’ve got a serious girlfriend, and if you so much as even glance in my direction, I’ll sue your ass and the entire TDCJ for sexual harassment. From that day forward, he declared Carmen persona non grata. Kristy, on the other hand, adored the young woman. She was ambitious and working in the press office to save money for law school.


“I’ve got it handled here,” Carmen said. “Go take care of your boy.”


Kristy squeezed Carmen’s hand in gratitude.


“Thanks.”


She bolted out of the office. Her chest constricted and her hands trembled so badly she almost couldn’t get the key in the ignition. Ryan had to be okay. He had to. Kristy grabbed her cell phone from the glove box, started up the truck, and headed to Conroe. She had half a dozen missed calls and texts. She put on her Bluetooth and quickly dialed. Pops answered on the first ring.


“Pops, what the hell is going on?”


“Hell if I know. Those goddamn fools wouldn’t tell me anything. Said they had to speak to Ryan’s legal guardian, like those sons of bitches don’t know who I am. I mean, how many times did they see me up at that school, picking you up from cheerleading practice? I swear to God, Kristy Ann, all these rules and regulations in this world and there’s nothing but anarchy. If I still had a goddamn car, I’d have driven down there and taken care of all this myself.”


Pops couldn’t even walk outside to the mailbox these days, shuffling around his tiny wing of the house at a pace that made a tortoise look superhuman. The idea that he’d even be able to walk down the long gravel driveway and climb into his truck was ridiculous. But she didn’t have time or the emotional energy to let this devolve into another fight about a matter that had been settled months ago.


“I’m sure Ryan is fine,” Kristy said, trying to convince herself as well as Pops.


“You’ve got to discipline that boy, Kristy. Coddling won’t do him any good.”


 “Pops, I’m pulling into the school,” Kristy lied, refusing to endure Pops’s lecture on her parenting skills.


“Fine. Don’t listen to me. All I’m trying to do is pass along a little knowledge before I die,” he said, wheezing heavily.


“I appreciate your help, Pops, but I don’t think …”


Kristy heard Pops hang up. She didn’t have time to worry about his hurt feelings. She tossed her Bluetooth onto the passenger’s seat and focused on the road ahead, speeding down the interstate, switching in and out of lanes to avoid other cars, never letting her speed drop below seventy-five. In record time, she pulled into the sprawling parking lot of Conroe High School.


On the football field the blazing southern sun glistened off the marching band’s instruments as the Tigers’ fight song played over and over again. On the sidelines, shiny-haired cheerleaders were tossed up into the air, soaring so high they almost disappeared into the sky. I used to be one of them, Kristy thought. A lifetime ago.


Her stomach lurched when she spotted two Montgomery County sheriff’s cars parked in front of the administrative building. She practically hurled the truck into a space and sprinted inside.


As she hurried down the hallway, the smell of chalk and athletic sneakers overpowered her. God, she hated this place. It reminded her of all her failures and missed opportunities. Kristy arrived at the administrative office, searching for Ryan. Instead she came face-to-face with Alice Valdez, the school secretary. She perched at the front desk, her ombré hair teased to cartoonish heights, her too-dark makeup creating a clownish appearance. She eyed Kristy with the mixture of pity and disdain that appeared permanently etched on her smug face. Alice was two years younger than Kristy and had been a legendary high school gossip, spreading all sorts of rumors about who had knocked up Kristy Tucker. Four kids later, Alice had only gotten worse. The minute Kristy left, Alice would be detailing Kristy’s failures as a mother across the PTA phone chain.


“I’d like to speak to Principal Barnhardt,” Kristy said to Alice.


“She’s in the gym with Ryan. The police are there too,” she said, her tone dripping with judgment as she gawked at Kristy. Some days she thought it might actually be easier handling convicted killers than people like Alice. At least with the inmates she understood exactly what she was dealing with.


Kristy rushed toward the gym, which was located on the other side of the school, and bumped right into Principal Liza Barnhardt. Her silver hair was short and expertly coiffed. Her turquoise blouse and matching Southwestern-inspired jewelry were the perfect complement. Liza was gazing down at Kristy’s pants. Kristy looked and saw the bloodstains. Shit. That’s why Alice had been staring.


“There was an incident at Polunsky. With an inmate,” Kristy said. Liza nodded, concern etched across her face.


“I’m fine. But Ryan? How is he?” Kristy asked.


“He’s okay. I’m just trying to talk some sense into everyone. Follow me.”


In high school, Kristy spent two years as Liza’s pupil, coasting by in Honors English with minimal effort. Liza endlessly praised Kristy’s writing, even pulling her aside one day after school.


“Kristy Tucker,” she’d drawled, “you’re a smart girl, smarter than most of your peers. But you’re letting yourself get distracted. Don’t waste all of this potential.”


Still reeling from her mother’s death and more focused on maintaining her popularity than studying, Kristy had politely told Liza to mind her own business. Of course she regretted not listening to her teacher, but that’s what being young is all about—thinking you know everything before you actually do. Kristy could still remember telling Liza the news.


“I’m pregnant,” she whispered, clutching the sonogram in her hand as if Liza needed factual proof in order to accept what Kristy was saying. She didn’t tell Liza about Ben, the sweet-faced musician she’d met at a frat party, the guy who got her so drunk she couldn’t even remember his name the next morning. She didn’t say anything, even when she experienced slut shaming (they didn’t call it that back then) so extreme, in Kristy’s mind, there was no other choice but to drop out of school. Pops and Liza tried to convince her she was making a mistake, but Kristy wasn’t brave enough to endure the girls snickering at the lunch table or the boys asking if they could bang a pregnant chick. Now here she was, standing across from her former teacher, now principal, reliving her teenage failure all over again. They hurried down the empty halls, moving at a fast clip.


“What’s going on, Liza?” Kristy asked.


“Did you know Ryan has been taking martial arts courses?”


Kristy stared at her incredulously.


“You’re kidding.” She shook her head in disbelief. Ryan was the ultimate bookworm. He hated PE and often asked Kristy to write a note so he could skip it.


“So you didn’t know?”


“Ryan isn’t exactly the martial arts type,” Kristy said.


“He broke Scotty Welch’s nose in gym class today.”


“Not possible. Ryan … he’s … he always calls himself a pacifist. He won’t even kill a cockroach.”


“Well, apparently he’s had a change of heart. Ryan told me he’s been taking martial arts classes at the YMCA.”


Kristy’s cheeks flushed with humiliation. How was it possible she didn’t know what her own kid was up to? Yes, Kristy’s job was relentless. Anytime an inmate managed to access social media accounts, or a prisoner filed a lawsuit asserting human rights violations, or a new appeal or stay of execution on a death row case was granted, it fell to Kristy to handle the fallout. She had to reassure the public that they were safe while she babysat the press corps. Despite all those demands, Kristy had done everything she could to make Ryan understand that he came first. Her efforts were there in the car rides to school, the notes she wrote on the napkins in his lunch box, or the times she would make the thirty-minute drive home, just so she could cook Ryan dinner and read him a bedtime story, and return to work once he was asleep.


But Ryan wasn’t a little boy anymore. Kristy was an idiot for thinking he didn’t still need her supervision. This was her wake-up call. She’d take Ryan on a tour of the prison, get him a visit with some of the biggest, baddest lifers she could find. She’d orchestrate her own personal Scared Straight. There was no way in hell she was letting this spiral out of control. Poor decisions ruined lives. Right now Kristy had to keep the police out of this. If this ended up on Ryan’s record, it could ruin everything.


They were almost at the gym. Liza leaned into Kristy, her voice barely a whisper.


“Just between the two of us, Scotty Welch is an asshole. He comes from a long line of entitled assholes. But Tim Welch is a good ole boy. Maybe if you appeal to those sensibilities, you can get him to drop the charges.”


Kristy rushed into the gym to find two sheriff’s deputies talking with Tim Welch. His son, Scott, sat nearby on the bleachers holding a blood-soaked towel to his nose. Ryan was seated on an adjacent bleacher, as though he and Scotty were boxers who had been sent to their respective corners. Ryan sat with his entire body folded into himself. Wasn’t it seconds ago that her son was a pale, shy five-year-old waiting for Kristy to register him for pre-K? She went into Mom mode, scanning Ryan’s body to make sure he wasn’t hurt. She spotted the ice pack he was clutching, his knuckles bruised and bloody.


She made eye contact with Ryan and he stood up.


“Mom, are you okay? What happened?”


Kristy looked down at her clothes, at Clifton’s caked, dried blood. She wished she had changed but there was nothing to be done about it now. She hugged Ryan.


“It’s nothing, Ry. Just work … What the hell happened here?”


“Scott called me a faggot, Mom. I’m sick and tired of it. I’m not gay. They know I’m not gay and even if I was, would it matter? I don’t care what you do to me. But I’m not going to apologize for defending myself.”


Ryan wasn’t gay. She found out when she made the mistake of borrowing his laptop once and he hadn’t cleared his browser history. No, the trouble wasn’t Ryan’s sexual orientation. The trouble was in this school, in this town, Ryan was too well-read, too curious, too outspoken and different to fit in with the jock and redneck culture that admired sameness. Ryan liked books about the fall of Rome and Watergate. He liked meditation and art history, and didn’t give a rat’s ass about the Cowboys’ starting lineup.


“I’m going to take care of this. Don’t move! Don’t say a word.”


Ryan slumped back onto the bench. Kristy hurried over to where Liza was standing with Tim Welch and the deputies, all of them waiting to see what Kristy would say.


“Officers, I’m Kristy Tucker, Ryan’s mom. I understand there’s been an altercation with my son and I’m hoping to get a little clarity.”


One of the officers started to speak, but was cut off by Tim’s harsh drawl.


“Well now, Ms. Tucker,” he began. Kristy noticed he emphasized the Ms. “Looks like your boy’s taking out his frustrations on my poor Scotty. Violence like that just can’t be tolerated.” She wanted to laugh. Jocks like Scotty Welch used violence and intimidation on a daily basis. How ridiculous all of this was. Just looking at the two boys’ vast difference in size, it seemed impossible Ryan was the perpetrator. Scotty had at least three inches and twenty-five pounds on Ryan. But bringing that up wouldn’t do Ryan any good.


“Mr. Welch, could we have a moment alone?” Kristy asked. He hesitated. He wanted her to beg. “Please,” she said. He nodded at the deputies, who stepped away. Kristy would put into use all the skills she’d gained in working with macho misogynists who expected special treatment just because they were men in positions of power. If she could handle them, she could handle Tim Welch.


“Tim, hate seeing you under these circumstances,” she began.


Of course he interrupted her. “I sure do too. But your boy was out of line.” Kristy wanted to tell him to fuck off, but she nodded.


“Looks that way. I’m sure you can understand the challenges of being a single mother raising a son. I know Ryan is sorry for what he did.”


“I’m sure he is. But there are rules. We have to send a message to these kids that this type of behavior is unacceptable.”


“Listen, I work over at the Walls and I see what happens when the laws are broken. But I’m sure if you look back at what we both did as kids, you’ll think twice about pressing charges.” Kristy wondered if Tim was calculating his own misdeeds or if he even remembered the band geeks he beat up back in their day. Too bad they didn’t have social media back then, Kristy thought.


“I’m just not sure I can overlook this, Kristy,” he said.


She sighed, knowing she’d have to swallow her pride yet again.


“Not every kid is lucky enough to have a father figure in his life,” Kristy said. “Scotty is lucky. And I’m doing my best, but maybe what Ryan needs instead of punishment is a bit of understanding. What would you say if Ryan helped out at the dealership? Anything you need, car washes, working in the office. Hell, you might be able to offer him some guidance, make sure he’s doing the right thing.”


The last thing Kristy wanted was for Tim Welch to offer her son advice, but if this kept him out of legal trouble, she’d do anything. 


“Please, Tim, I’m begging you,” Kristy said. “Please, let’s just work this out.” Kristy could almost see Tim puffing up, like a blowfish, loving how much power he wielded over her. He glanced over at the officers and Liza.


“Y’all know what? I think we can all agree that Ryan made a mistake and a two-week suspension will do the trick.”


Kristy wanted to argue the suspension, to say hell no, but she saw Liza, her eyes pleading with her to give in. As pissed off as Kristy was, at least this way Ryan wouldn’t get caught in the system.


Tim and the officers stood, waiting for Kristy’s response. She gritted her teeth, wishing she could punch this smug asshole in the face.


“That sounds fair,” Kristy said.


“You’re lucky Mr. Welch is so agreeable,” one of the officers replied, motioning for his partner to follow him out.


Tim snapped his fingers and Scotty stood, shooting daggers at Ryan as he followed his father out of the gym.


Kristy wanted to scream. She wanted to break things. These people were messing with her kid’s future. This suspension meant Ryan would miss a big debate tournament, an important step on his road to claiming the state title. Winning at state, especially as a freshman, would put Ryan on the fast track for college scholarships. Without scholarships, there was no way Kristy could afford the school of his choice, and that’s what she wanted—for Ryan to have choices. But she had to look at the positives. Ryan wasn’t going to jail. That’s what mattered.


She returned to Ryan. He stared at her with those big brown eyes, wide and pleading the way they always were when he was in trouble. His Puss in Boots eyes. They were an effective tool in his don’t be mad at me arsenal. She’d always found it impossible to punish him when he brought those out.


“What did they say? What’s happening?” Ryan asked.


“You stood up for yourself. That counts for something in my book. But not another word until we’re in the car,” Kristy said.


“I need to talk to Ella.”


Ella was Ryan’s best friend. The two of them had been attached at the hip since Ella’s family moved to town when Ryan was in the sixth grade.


“You can talk to her later. Go on. I’ll meet you in the car.”


Ryan slumped out of the gym. Kristy turned to Liza, who was waiting patiently.


“Thank you for calling me. For making sure he was looked after,” she said.


“Of course. But if Ryan’s going to continue martial arts training, he should understand there are consequences. Next time, he could face expulsion and criminal charges,” Liza said.


“There won’t be a next time,” Kristy promised. She’d make damn sure of it.


“Ryan is remarkable, one of the best kids I’ve met. He’s going to make us all proud,” Liza said confidently. Tears pricked at Kristy’s eyes. She had to get out of this gym before she lost it completely.


“Thank you again,” she said as she rushed out of the school.


Kristy found Ryan sitting in the truck, staring down at his phone in disbelief. Ryan’s hair was too long and she had to fight the urge to brush it out of his eyes. She still couldn’t believe her son had lied to her about taking martial arts classes.


Lying was a deal breaker. It had been ever since Ryan was in the first grade and he stole a Butterfinger from his teacher’s desk. He denied doing it, even though the teacher caught him red-handed. After the parent-teacher conference in which Kristy and the teacher discussed the incident, Kristy decided to use the knowledge she had gained at work—use guilt to gain a confession. She would use Ryan’s innate goodness against him.


“I don’t care what people think about Mrs. Richardson. She’s a liar. I mean, I know you. I know you would never steal anything,” Kristy said.


She kept at it for an entire evening, even taking Ryan to Pizza Hut as a treat, ordering extra cheesy bread, apologizing over and over to him, explaining that adults weren’t always right. Before the check arrived, Ryan broke down, begging her for forgiveness as tears streamed down his tiny cheeks.


“I stole the Butterfinger. I knew it was wrong but Adam Kennedy called me a chicken and I just wanted to prove them wrong. Mama, I’m so sorry I lied.”


They made a pact. “No matter what happens, promise you’ll always tell the truth. I promise too. Honesty always,” Kristy said.


Ryan reached out to shake her hand. “Honesty always.” They shook on it and as far as Kristy knew, he had never broken that promise. Until today. Nine years later, Kristy’s disappointment was just as profound as it had been sitting in that tiny desk chair, listening to Ryan’s teacher.


“What do we always say?” she asked Ryan.


Ryan didn’t answer.


“You lied, Ry. We said we’d never lie.”


“All right, so I lied. And I’m sorry. But Scott had it coming.”


“I’m sure he did,” Kristy said. “It doesn’t change the fact that what you did was wrong.”


“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Ryan asked. “What are they gonna do to me?” he asked.


It wasn’t fair to delay the news. Rip off the damn Band-Aid, she told herself.


“Two weeks’ suspension.”


He turned away, staring out at the football field as he processed the news. Ryan pounded his fists against the dashboard.


“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck! These assholes … they always win. They always …”


He was right to be upset. In Kristy’s experience, the assholes always won.


“I’m going to miss the tournament. They gave me a shot and now I’m going to let the whole team down,” he said, swiping at his falling tears.


“Who said you couldn’t still help the team?”


“I’m not grounded?” Ryan asked, eyes wide with surprise.


“Oh, without a doubt. But there’s no reason the team has to suffer because of your deceit. They can come over and prep at the house after school. But that’s it. You’re grounded for two weeks. Not for defending yourself. For lying to me about your martial arts classes.”


“I’m sorry. I just … I couldn’t keep letting them pick on me.”


“So you decided to become Jackie Chan?”


He shook his head. “Jackie Chan? Really, Mom? So lame.”


“You know what’s lame? Lying to your mom. Beating up your classmates. When did you start taking martial arts?”


“About three months ago. Ella had dance class at the Y and I started talking to the martial arts teacher about Scott and the other guys hassling me. He suggested I sign up for his class. He said he’d been picked on as a kid and that’s why he began training. I swear, Mom, you should’ve seen Scotty’s face. He couldn’t believe what I did.”


Kristy wanted to smile. She wanted to hear the play-by-play of how it went down because those kids weren’t any different from the ones who’d bullied her into dropping out. But violence, acting out without thinking about the consequences, was not the answer.


“What’s this man’s name? This martial arts teacher,” she asked Ryan.


He shook his head.


“No way. I tell you and you’ll go all vigilante on his ass.”


“I’m not going to go anything on his ass, and watch your tone. Do you know how serious this is? They could have pressed charges if they wanted. It’s important I have a conversation with this man so he understands the skills he’s teaching teenagers have real-world consequences.”


Ryan slumped into his seat.


“I’m still waiting,” Kristy said. Ryan sighed, the fight gone out of him.


“It’s Lance. Lance Dobson.”


Kristy started up the car and pulled out of the parking lot.


“I’m dropping you off at home. There’s a frozen pizza in the freezer and salad in the fridge. Make sure Pops takes his meds and doesn’t drink more than one beer.”


“Where are you going?” Ryan asked, a slight whine in his voice. God, Kristy hated when he whined.


“I’m going to have a chat with Mr. Dobson.”
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