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Jerusha didn’t get where people had been going before lockdown, anyway. Besides the 

bowling alley — off-limits for Jerry now that the owners had gotten a beer license — 

there wasn’t much in Caddo, Texas, as far as things to do.  

On Embarcadero, you had the H-E-B, the Joann Fabric, the car dealership and the Hobby 

Lobby; off the service road, the Chili’s, the Rosalita’s and the Best Western. In the strip 

mall where Lawrence Tate was shot down by the police, bears and balloons marking the 

spot, there was a Walmart, a Ross Dress for Less and a Starbucks, and down the way 

from there stood the gun store and range. As for the library, Jerry never went because the 

woman who worked the front desk didn’t let Black people or Mexicans check out more 

than two books at once despite the official limit being 10. “You don’t want to take on 

more than you can handle or you’ll end up with late fees you can’t pay. Start with two, 

and prove you can return those on time.”  

Five miles outside the city limits, the Caddo Creek Women’s Facility didn’t count as part 

of the town proper, which was a shame, because that was where Jerry’s mother was nine 

years into a 13-year sentence. It was the only place around here worth a damn — and 

Caddo wouldn’t even have that going for it once Jerry broke the woman out.  

Nobody watching KBCY newscasters gravely explain quarantine procedures on Channel 

4 could really think they were missing out on much.  

“Jerusha, baby. Turn that noise off,” Aint Rita called from where she sat at the kitchen 

table. She was doing her daily cryptogram while waiting for Judge Mathis to come on in 

an hour. “I don’t know why these people think any of these measures matter when it is 

God who decides the fate of man. Let me see Governor Abbott repent on live TV, then 

maybe I’ll make time for what he’s got to say. Nothing’s going to stop the Armageddon.”  

But Proverbs 22:3 said that the shrewd man sees danger and conceals himself from it, and 

it’s the foolish one who keeps on ahead, for he will suffer the penalties. Wasn’t Aint Rita 

worried about people dying of the virus? Uncle Charles had C.O.P.D., and Aint Wilma 

had lupus and diabetes. Aint Rita herself was on dialysis.  

Most of all, there was Jerry’s mama, trapped in a crowded facility without masks or hand 

sanitizer. It was bad enough without considering she was also living with asthma, 

hepatitis and H.I.V.  

Did Aint Rita want her niece to die? Probably. Jerry’s mama was an apostate, and to Aint 

Rita, that was worse than dead.  



Jerry was a judicious girl and didn’t speak these thoughts aloud. Like the shrewd man 

extolled in Scripture, she avoided the danger that was her great-aunt. A girl who knew 

how to conceal herself from those who would do her harm had more freedom in the 

world than the girl who flaunted her supposed freedoms to her enemy unthinkingly.  

“I said turn it off, ’Rusha.”  

Jerry pressed mute and turned on the closed captioning. Absorbed in her puzzle, Aint Rita 

wouldn’t notice the TV wasn’t actually off.  

“You think I’ll still be able to visit Mama tomorrow?” Jerusha asked.  

The grunt Aint Rita made was either acknowledgment or dismissal. Sipping from her 

mug of peppermint tea, eyes on her cryptogram, she was in me-time mode, that part of 

the day when she didn’t bother herself with what she called Jerry’s antics.  

“I could look it up online,” Jerusha suggested, playing with fire but intentionally so. If 

she never said or did things that Aint Rita didn’t like, the woman would think she was 

hiding something. Plus, being able to assert rank over her great-niece gave her a sense of 

purpose. No reason to take that from her. Very soon, she’d no longer have even that small 

pleasure.  

Aint Rita tapped her ballpoint pen against the table, brow scrunched. “No need to bring 

the internet into it,” she said. “I’ll call the ombudsman hotline tomorrow morning and see 

if visitations are on.”  

Her Aint Rita would do no such thing, but that didn’t matter because Jerry had no 

intentions of taking the bus out to see her mother tomorrow. The two of them would be 

long gone by then.  

When Michael Pierce, warden at Caddo Creek Women’s Facility, killed his wife with a 

blow to the head, he couldn’t know anyone was watching.  His daughters were staying at 

their grandparents’ cabin, and his dog, Sand Dune, was out back. It wasn’t a planned act 

of violence, but he did, as anyone does before committing a forbidden act, calculate the 

odds of his capture. Because of quarantine, Michael’s wife wouldn’t be missed for weeks 

or more, which gave him time to plan an effective cover-up. He had, he thought, 

accidentally come up with the perfect murder.  

Had Warden Pierce been a man of sounder judgment, he might have taken seriously the 

files for three potential babysitters his wife had presented him 14 months ago so that she 

could begin taking night classes. He’d have checked Jerry’s references and found them 

wanting. Not because she didn’t have good references available, but because she didn’t 

want her clients to find out she charged different people different rates based on what she 

thought she could get from whom. He’d have chosen Jessi Tyler or Isabel Emerson 

instead. Neither of them kept hidden cameras in their clients’ homes after the time they’d 

been accused of stealing.  



But when Michael’s wife presented him the information she’d carefully gathered into 

manila folders, he turned up the volume on the poker match he was watching on ESPN 

and said: “Whatever, hun. Maybe ask me after this is over?”  

His wife chose the girl who was rumored to be a Jehovah’s Witness because she’d heard 

they were a cult, and she had fantasies of helping the girl escape like she’d seen on TV 

where people saved young Mormon girls from polygamist marriage.  

And it would be good for her daughters to spend some time with a girl who dressed so 

modestly. None of that hoochie-mama crap. No. Nice, sensible clothes for nice, sensible 

girls.  

Were he a better man, he might have talked to this babysitter who’d been working for 

him over a year once or twice, and if he had, she might have had softer feelings to him 

and been more merciful about it all, but he hadn’t. He didn’t even know her name. 

Something biblical-sounding, the warden thought. Mostly he knew her as the Black girl.  

It was this fact that had started the fight with his wife. Jerusha had come by to pick up her 

last envelope of cash early ahead of the lockdown. After she left, the warden asked his 

wife half-jokingly: “Why do they all have butts and tits like strippers? What is she, 15? 

Sixteen? That’s not natural.” He shook his head as if to say, what has become of the 

world, and well, what had become of it? Caddo used to be different.  

“You’re not supposed to say stuff like that, Michael. They can’t help it,” his wife said. It 

was always something with her.  

“It’s just, are you buying that whole good-girl Christian thing?” he asked. He’d seen her 

looking at him, and yes, he’d looked back, and yes, he’d seen the solicitations implicit in 

the way her body moved.  

“Well, if you wanted me to hire someone else, you should’ve looked at the files. I’ll fire 

her if you want.”  

“I didn’t say you had to fire her. Don’t be dramatic. And what files? What are you even 

talking about?”  

She shook her head. “The files, Michael.”  

His wife had always been jealous, said he never paid attention to her, but the thing was, if 

she had interesting things to say, he would have.  

Then later she’d accused him of wanting to have sex with the girl, which was ridiculous, 

ri-dic-u-lous. It was she who’d imposed her body on him, and if he’d taken her, which, 

yes, he admitted he had, it was not a matter of want but senseless provocation.  



His wife had shoved him and called him a pervert, which was, in its own way, verbal 

abuse.  

Blackmail was like the prison system itself. There was just no getting out of it without a 

little blood. When a stranger sends a video to you anonymously and in that video you’re 

murdering your wife, well, there was nothing to do but meet the stranger’s demands.  

To a point. Warden Pierce would orchestrate Rochelle Hayes’s escape, but he would 

follow her until the blackmailer was revealed and end it himself.  

Jerry set the table with Kool-Aid, salmon croquettes, instant mashed potatoes, green 

beans and crescent rolls. “Well, look at this,” Aint Rita said.  

“I froze extra, too.”  

“You been cooking up a storm these last few weeks. The chest freezer out back is gonna 

burst. The virus got you all scared?” Aint Rita asked.  

Jerry got the roll of paper towels and set it at the center of the table. “I’m not scared. 

Jehovah provides for the faithful. Days of peace are coming,” she said.  

“Amen to that. Will you do the blessing tonight, or shall I?”  

Jerry sat across from her great-aunt for the last meal they’d share together. “I’ll do it,” 

she said. Aint Rita’s prayers tended to drag. “Jehovah, we thank you for the bounty 

before us, and we ask that you bless it to the nourishment of our bodies. In Jesus’ name 

we pray, amen.”  

“Amen.”  

Jerry had packed two portions of the evening’s meal in a cooler to bring with her tonight. 

It would be her mother’s first taste of real food in almost a decade. There were also nuts, 

fruit, bottled water, crackers, bread and packs of seasoned tuna set aside. Stores were 

empty, but the Witness in Jerry meant that she always found herself prepared.  

“You’re quiet tonight,” Aint Rita said.  

Jerry spooned a second helping of mashed potatoes onto her plate. “Just thinking.”  

“About?”  

“The end of the world,” Jerry said, meaning the end of her life here with Aint Rita. “My 

mother said when I was born, I heralded in her own personal End of Days, but that that 

was good. She says I’m the reason she left Jehovah.”  

Aint Rita’s cutlery clanked against her plate. “Shameful.”  



There was a picture of Jerry’s mother with a freshly shaven head taken the day after her 

daughter was born. She’d told Jerry she’d been overtaken with the urge to cut it all off. 

Maybe it was hormones, but seeing Jerry born, she realized she could not begin a new life 

without destroying the old. Rochelle divorced her husband, left Jehovah and became a 

lesbian. Shot Jerry’s father in the heart when he came for their little girl.  

Sometimes killing was what was required, and to leave yourself at the mercy of your old 

life was imprudent. One had to think these things out. One had to let the new life in, 

deaths and all.  

After dinner, Jerry checked her bags one last time while Aint Rita watched “Jeopardy!” 

in the living room. She had 10 pairs of panties, five bras, five undershirts, three blouses 

and three skirts, 14 socks, toothpaste, a toothbrush, floss picks, mouthwash, deodorant, 

her Bible, her birth certificate and a gun.  

She rolled her suitcase down Juarez Street, then onto Embarcadero, past the storefront 

that used to be a GameStop but had been boarded up for four years. She passed the 

Dewey James Memorial Bench, which some Black mamas had fund-raised to install, in 

honor of the man who was dragged to death by a pickup truck driven by white teenagers 

back in the 1980s.  

The city was falling apart, yellow and brown weeds erupting from the asphalt. Paint 

flaking off walls. Before schools closed, the students of Caddo Elementary were moved 

into trailers because the main building had been infested with mold. The billboard 

advertising acreage for sale had been peeling since December, only the last two digits of 

the phone number visible.  

There was a beauty to a place as ugly as this, because when one realized it no longer 

nurtured, it was easy to let go.  

Upon discovering her great-niece missing in the morning, Aint Rita would wonder if they 

had been secretly at odds, but Jerry and great-aunt had always agreed on one essential 

truth, that everything around them needed to crumble. A new world was coming if only 

you were willing to do what it took.  

Jerry’s mother met her at the water tower, as instructed on the phone. “Did you walk all 

the way here?” the woman asked.  

It was nine miles, but Jerry had worn practical shoes. “He followed you?”  

“Just like you said he would. There. See. His lights are off,” she whispered and pointed to 

a spot 30 feet up the road. There were those who couldn’t leave the well-enough that was 

one dead body alone. He could not have seen her approach in the hazy dark of a gray 

March.  

 



Jerry walked toward him, her hand on the pistol. There was no abiding a man who’d done  

the things he’d done to her. Tonight was not her mother’s salvation, but her own.  

As was the way of the shrewd man, she hid from her enemy’s sights, sidled up, then 

fired. Jerry had wrought her own Armageddon, and liked it.  
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