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1
Violet

The Visitors’ Room is exactly the functional, state-designed space you’d expect. A bland, boring rectangle, solid wall at
each end and a bank of windows along both sides. One bank of windows opens to the Outs, a skeleton of barbed wire where goldfinches
sometimes light, and beyond that a bumpy, sloping field, tufts-of-this and thickets-of-that whose colors change all year long.
On this day I’m thinking of, I am twenty-two years old, on short time that still feels long, and the field is snow covered,
bluish, with dead stalks sticking out here and there like cries for help.



The walls are naked except for a poster that shows you what to do in case of choking. No furniture except for a table and
thirteen armless, ass-pinching chairs. Two tables, actually, arranged head-to-head, holding nothing but our paper, our pens,
and our copy of the book under discussion. What color there is runs from putty to Band-Aid, but when we’re all here, the room
feels warmish, lived-in.



The other bank of windows runs along the main corridor, and across that corridor another bank of windows looks into the chow
hall, not a wall in the place without a window in it. Doors too. Everything here is designed to murder your privacy.



I can still see us so clearly: twelve women dressed in our blues, our dry hands folded or spread or drumming, and the Book
Lady at the head of the table, sensible button-up blouse patterned with smiley green bees, helping us discuss a book we hate.
I feel the way I always feel in Book Club. The way I believe we all feel. Safe.



The book is called Scar Tissue, a so-called true story about a famous cardiac surgeon who grew up eating dirt. Actual, literal dirt from a junky front yard
in East Texas. Dirt sprinkled on her Cheerios, punishment for reading the newspaper.



Dawna-Lynn goes first, as usual. She swipes her stringy hair behind her ears. “What do we care about a rich lady doctor whose
biggest tragedy is winter in New York City?”



“It’s snow, lady,” says Renee. “Get over yourself.”


Like most of us, Renee and Dawna-Lynn grew up in Maine and take great exception to a famous cardiac surgeon’s whining about
two inches of slush as she pushes a double stroller across Fifth fucking Avenue.



Kitten says, “Nobody eats dirt for sixteen years and gets to be a famous cardiac surgeon.”


Then Shayna: “Nobody eats dirt for sixteen years and gets adorable twins with matching dimples.”


Then Jacynta: “I wouldn’t walk across the street to spit on her.”


And Marielle: “No way her lowlife parents were secretly educated and talented.”


And Dorothy: “What a liar.”


And Jenny Big: “You can’t hide talent.”


Automatically, we look at Dawna-Lynn. At my first Town Meeting, she belted all the comic songs from her high school’s long-ago
production of Guys and Dolls, and even the COs broke up laughing. Dorothy, who has six kids and bladder prolapse, literally peed her pants. I was new
and scared, and the show made me laugh so hard I suddenly believed I could stand the next twenty-eight months without dying
of despair. It was also sad, though, because Dawna-Lynn, whose nickname is Showtime, has a Broadway voice that should have
given her a different life. A choice here, a choice there, she could be posing in a ball gown with her Tony award instead
of hamming it up at Town Meeting in her blues.



“I understand your point,” the Book Lady says. She always understands our point, because she’s a retired English teacher who
enjoys “lively” discussion. Plus, she likes us. “However,” she adds, which she always does, “in order for reading to become
an exercise in empathy, it helps to think of all the characters in all the books as fellow creatures.”



“Even the ones we don’t understand,” says Brittie, who’s got the pointy face and eye circles of a tame raccoon.


Jenny Big adds, on cue, “Even the ones we don’t like.”


Desiree finishes up: “Even the ones we hate with the fiery shitballs of hell.”


The Book Lady, who is older-lady pretty, with a sweet peachy face and wavy, ash-colored hair and soft jowls, opens her hands.
“There you go. It’s not that hard.”



Her idea about fellow creatures is okay in theory—the Book Lady has tons of theories, especially about compassion—but all
the same we find it quite the stretch to invite the famous and successful cardiac surgeon into our family of fellow creatures.



In the year and a half since we’ve been coming to Book Club, the Book Lady has tried out all kinds of authors, from Virginia
Woolf to Zadie Smith, and we’ve complained about them all. We love complaining. It’s weirdly empowering. The Book Lady hasn’t
figured that out yet.



Not that we don’t have preferences. Our favorite stretch started last fall, when we asked for the classics most of us had
read in high school and remembered from before. To Kill a Mockingbird, Of Mice and Men, The Great Gatsby.



Those books felt like family. Those books took us through the worst of winter—a heartless one, too much snow, too many days
without yard time.



Ethan Frome was the last of the batch, and this time around I read it with different eyes. Beautiful Mattie turns into a “querulous”
hag after a sledding accident with Ethan. It’s basically about how life sucks and nobody who deserves love ever gets it.



Before prison, I was a more forgiving reader.


“The author should’ve called it Ethan Frome, God Hates Your Guts,” Dawna-Lynn said at the time. So the Book Lady, of course, asked us what we thought about God, a question that lasted us
through the remainder of that session.



Every Friday, two hours, books, books, books. We get to keep them after we’re done, and that’s no small thing, a stack of
triumphs under the bed.



Today we’re at the end of that dismal winter, discussing a flashback to where the famous cardiac surgeon first meets her gorgeous financial-manager husband in the elevator of their apartment building. We already know this guy, whose obnoxiousness through twenty-seven chapters goes right over the author’s head, but she’s circling back to their first meeting to show us that life has a shape but you don’t see the shape until later. 


Good point. I’ll give her that.


Then Shayna pipes up, out of the blue, that one time her boyfriend threw her clothes out the window of their second-floor
apartment because she wouldn’t give him a blow job before she left for work. This is Book Club, this out-of-the-blueness,
because reading books, even annoying books about lucky people who think they grew up tragically, gets us talking.



“My boyfriend did that,” Desiree says. Her hair, despite being done up in a layer cake of braids, looks dull and flat. Eyes,
too: dull and flat. “Third floor, my clothes, plus my purse, plus my elephant figurines, everything smashed on the street.”



Jacynta goes next: “Fourth floor: my clothes, my purse, my mom’s jewelry.”


“Me too,” says Renee. “Fifth floor. Plus my cat.” Renee is short and dark and pretty, and I really, really hate that her cat
got tossed.



But this happens a lot. A game called Who Got It Worst, and most of it’s true.


Then Aimee. Little Aimee, who looks about twelve, a shivering little field mouse. She says, “My husband threw my baby. He
threw my baby out the window. I didn’t really care about the clothes.”



The Book Lady just listens. Which I guess is what makes these things come out. She’ll ask a “leading question,” like the God
one, and then it’s yak-yak-yak till she “winds us down” and asks another.



Usually by the time somebody gets sent up, even if the Reason is of the sort that makes the news, it’s months or more since the coverage, so we either don’t remember or don’t care. But when the Reason is throwing a baby into the street (the baby didn’t make it, and Aimee cries all the time), it sticks. So: sometimes we know. Either way, we don’t talk about our Reasons. We talk about Before: our families, boyfriends or girlfriends, husbands or wives or kids if we have them. Job and hobbies. The people and things we miss on the Outs (endless endless endless list). What we ate. Where we lived. Old TV shows. Who we loved and hated. Never about our Reason, even if everybody knows what it is. They know mine. 


As for Aimee, her Reason was actually the husband’s Reason. He’s the one who did the baby throwing. A jury of her so-called
peers did not believe this. Imagine the courtroom: Husband, a good-looking civil engineer. Wife (Aimee), a pitifully young
mother with depression so bad her lawyers can’t get her to comb her hair. Which is how she lands on the inside, crying for
her baby at Book Club, and he winds up on the Outs, managing a bridge project. Maybe someday he’ll have another baby to toss
out a different window and then Aimee will get a second trial and her hair will stop falling out. That’s what we all kind
of hope, because Aimee is so tiny and delicate, little sparrow bones. If she was an acne-scarred monster with a bald patch
and giant swinging boobs—I won’t name names—then we’d believe the jury just like everybody else. That’s just how people are.



The Book Lady has gone super quiet. Desiree, sitting across from me, catches my eye: Uh-oh.



We call her Bookie. Bookie the Book Lady. On her first day she introduced herself as Harriet. First name only, of course—millions
of rules—but within a month we knew her last name (Larson) and the name of her street (Belmont) and the make of her car (Toyota
Corolla, marine blue). And by now, a year and a half later, we know she has daughters, Annie and Ellen, who live in London
with their families. Also a niece, her dead sister’s child, who’s headed for grad school in California, which hurts the Book
Lady’s heart a little. Her house is a Queen Anne with deep windowsills loved by Tabsy, the Book Lady’s black-and-white, overweight,
indoor-only, prone-to-vomiting cat.



We’re not supposed to know these things. The math guy, a slab of beef from the community college, wouldn’t even tell us his real first name, made a lame joke about aliases. But the Book Lady, for all her methodical handouts and typed lesson plans, treats us like a bunch of girls just talking. 


The Book Lady is thinking. From her chairback hangs a crisp canvas bag that says eat sleep read. Behind her, the dull back wall of the Visitors’ Room. To her left, sunlight flooding in from the Outs, catching a starburst
of wrinkles on her hands, which she sets on the table, palms down.



Everybody quits sooner or later—mostly sooner—and if I were the Book Lady the last thing I’d do is come here once a week to
hang out with ingrates who complain about my reading choices. Of the fifteen books she’s brought in by now, not one has met
with unanimous approval.



In the stillness of the Book Lady’s gaze, which is sort of tender and mysterious, I’m glad to have read those fifteen books.
The library here, oh my God, nothing but romance and double agents. I can’t say I loved The Great Gatsby, but sometimes a sparkling sentence can really rip you up.




So we drove on toward death through the cooling twilight.



A sentence like that can put you someplace other than the shithole where you happen to be reading it. Or it’s an ambush that
puts you exactly in the shithole where you happen to be reading it.



The Book Lady contemplates her hands. Maybe she’s considering a kindly, diplomatic way to say she’s just about had it. But
no. Instead, she takes off her reading glasses and says, “Not once, not in my entire sixty-four years, has a man thrown my
things out a window.”



You can almost hear the room relax, like a let-go balloon.


“You’re lucky, Bookie,” says Jacynta, who has close-set features that make you think she’s eternally pissed-off and scowly,
which she is not.



The Book Lady says, “That’s right, Jacynta. I am lucky.”


“Not everybody’s lucky,” Kitten says.


“Kitten, I married a man who loved me.”


“That would be Lou,” says Renee. Dat, she says, French-Canadian Maine through and through. Dat would be Lou.



“Yes, Renee. Dear Lou.”


“He died, though,” says Marielle. Marielle, a mill-hand’s kid, beefy and tender.


“Well, yes, Marielle. But we had a good run.”


Shayna says, “When your niece leaves for California all you’ll have left is Tabsy.”


“Oh, but, Shayna, Tabsy makes for a wonderful husband,” the Book Lady says, and then we’re all laughing, because we’ve sort
of fallen for Tabsy ourselves. And the Book Lady’s clearly not leaving us.



Then we’re back on track, talking about luck, and books, and life, and why the Scar Tissue author’s flawless twins don’t deserve a forty-thousand-per-kid preschool.



“Oh, darn,” the Book Lady says. She frowns at the wall clock like its sole purpose is to ruin fun. “Quitting time already.”


This moment always catches me unaware. The door opens, and real life thunders in. A howl from 4-Walk. The iron echo of a CO
coming in one door or going out another. The metallic clatter of the chow hall.



“Wait, wait, before we go I have a surprise,” the Book Lady says, which always means a new book. She slumps her satchel on
the table and removes the stack. “It was written in the forties, but you’ll find it feels quite contemporary. People call
it a novel, but in fact it’s two novellas.”



A little murmur of approval: “novella” sounds kind of swanky, or at least short.


“It’s about a brother and sister at a crossroad in their lives. Separate but related crossroads. The sister is experiencing
either a crisis of faith, or a nervous breakdown. Won’t it be fun to discuss which it is?” She passes out copies of the book:
Franny and Zooey by J. D. Salinger.



A burst of energy zings around the room, because some of us already know this author. As I said, we like familiar things.
“Before” things. The Book Lady knows this.



I pick up my copy and hold it. I like the weight of a book, any book, in my hand. This one’s pretty. Small and slim, plain
white cover with stocky black letters.



“Thanks, Bookie,” we say.


“And remember,” the Book Lady says, “if the characters aren’t quite what we wish they could be . . .”


“Fellow creatures,” Dorothy says.


We all get up to leave, holding two books now, the one we hated on the bottom and a fresh start on the top.


“I read Catcher in the Rye in eighth grade,” I tell the Book Lady.



Brittie says, “So did I.”


“Catcher in the Rye is for innocents,” the Book Lady says as Roberts, the ugliest CO in the place, looms outside the door, because God forbid
we get two extra seconds of Book Club. “This one’s for people with some life behind them.”



We like the sound of that. We are women with some life behind us. We know some things.


The feeling lasts till I get out to the corridor and then there I am. I should say there we are. And by we, I include not only the other women, but the souls who came here with us, invisible but present, like hovering ghosts. Some
of them are alive, somewhere on the Outs, greatly altered, maybe forever, by something we did. And some of them are dead,
also because of something we did. On certain days—the quieter days, when nobody gets written up or lugged or dragged to the
Fishbowl, the days when the place feels not like a dementia unit on Mars but like an animal shelter filled with calm dogs,
I can almost see them, our Reasons, small smoky thicknesses in the air. Like guardian angels, in a way. Guarding our memory
of them. They float among us, quiet and uncomplaining, and they refuse to disappear.



Come dark, in the quiet of your cot, you can taste them, like ash after fire.


We don’t talk about this. But we know. We know this about each other.


Our Reasons meet us in the morning and whisper to us at night. Mine is an innocent, unsuspecting, eternally sixty-one-year-old
woman named Lorraine Daigle. She is part of me now, a sliver of bone knitted to one of my bones.



At night, locked down, prayers said, I murmur, “Night, Brittie,” and Brittie whispers, “Night, Violet.” After that, in the blessed privacy of my own head, I think-whisper, Night, Lorraine. Every night I think-whisper this. At the age of twenty-two, I do not yet know how many more days God will give me, but I
know this: I will think-whisper Night, Lorraine, at the end of every single one.









2
Frank

After the torment of the trial—pitying glances from the jury box, merciless renditions of Lorraine’s final moments—Frank Daigle
had sequestered himself for over a year, a jury of one, enduring daily calls from his daughter, Kristy, who believed her father
paralyzed with grief. Take a walk, Dad, she advised him. You’re a mess. Put one foot in front of the other, literally. She would want you to.


Eventually, if only to avoid her calls, he’d taken to walking two miles each morning to Portland’s artsy downtown peninsula,
where he’d rarely ventured in his former life. At Coffee by Design, he ordered a macchiato (Lorraine would have called this
“airs”) and took it into Wadsworth Books, where he bought the morning paper and settled into a well-loved leather sofa to
watch the day unfasten: Jake tapping book orders into a keyboard; Robin feeding the latest in a rotation of cats up for adoption;
Marnie, the store manager, dragging the rickety book cart to the sidewalk.



This new ritual pleased him unexpectedly. Frank had been a reader as a boy, and damned if the place didn’t smell just like
his childhood library, with the same tottering shelves and thick-legged tables laden with books.



About a month in, the book cart lost a caster. “I hate this thing,” Marnie growled. The ill-made contraption had three tiers
of two-sided shelves, slightly skewed and crammed with bargains.



Frank lowered his paper. “Flimsy stem mounts,” he said. “No surprise there.”


“Well, I hate it.” Marnie had exquisite deep-brown skin; kind, daughterly eyes; and dark, springy hair shot through with streaks of gold. 


“Door needs work, too,” he said.


She regarded the door with suspicion. “What’s wrong with it?”


“Closes slow. Cat could get out.” In fact, this had happened, two cats previous, a Siamese with half a tail and a death wish.
It was Frank who’d sprung from the sofa and wheedled the creature back inside.



“I thought doors closed at, like, their own pace,” Marnie said. “Like they come with their own speed.”


Frank shook his head. These kids didn’t own so much as a hammer among them.


“Also,” he ventured, “the carpet by the back door could use tacking.”


“I was gonna tape it.”


“No,” he said. “It needs tacking. And the walls want paint.”


They agreed on twenty-five hours, minimum wage, and only when they shook hands did Frank realize that getting hired as the
store handyman had been his aim all along.



He was often late to revelations of this sort. As a teenager he’d talked himself into football because his father, whom he
loved, wanted him to play. He was sized for the D-line but in body only; every hit gave him pause, every sozzling crack, because
Frank Daigle was not born to hurt people. Lorraine fell for Frank the defensive lineman, but he was a team chaplain at heart.
He’d given her love, patience, stability, and her only child. These gifts had turned out to be the wrong gifts.



The new job became a salve for such thoughts; he regained a sense of purpose he’d been unaware of losing. He took up reading
again and stocked an endcap with favorites: Lee Child, Patricia Cornwell, Paul Doiron, damn good storytellers in his opinion.
He also took charge of the cats, shelter animals who showed well in public and had the run of the place despite the cage with
its (newly repaired) gate. The store had a way of tidying the pitch-and-lurch of his feelings, forcing the past to recede,
bracketing his days with the zeal of youth.



His daughter had been right—he was a mess—though wrong about the reasons.



Today he was on his knees, painting a boot-scuffed stretch of molding near Magazines and Periodicals. Behind him, he heard a polite throat clearing, a dainty ahem from Robin, the freckled Faulkner-lover who managed the used books. “Frank,” she said. “We have a situation.” 


His heart hiccupped. “What is it?”


“Nobody wants Boris.” She pointed dramatically to the window, where the current cat, a faded female tortoiseshell, spent its
days curled like a Russian hat in a plank of sunlight. “She’s been here two weeks without so much as a nibble.”



“What’s wrong with her?” Frank asked. “Aside from her name.”


Robin wrinkled her nose in sympathy and consternation. “She’s sort of stinky.”


Frank laid his paintbrush along the top of the open can, wiped off his hands, and stood up. “I could give her a bath after
I’m done here.”



“Oh, Frank, could you?” Marnie was here now, arms crossed, as if Boris’s hygiene were a problem, like scuffed molding, that
only Frank could solve.



“Cats hate water,” Robin reminded one and all.


“The sink in the basement is sizable,” Frank said, glancing at the unsuspecting Boris. “Plenty of room to tango.”


Robin clapped her hands like a child. “Thank you, Frank!”


“While I’ve got you here,” Frank said to Marnie, “we’ll have to replace that.” He pointed to one of the store’s many quirks,
a neat square of glass, age-pocked and cloudy, inexplicably mounted above the entryway to the children’s room, too high to
clean or to see through. “Tinted glass, I was thinking, in a pretty color. Pane’s about two-foot square. That’s a one-man
job.”



“Blue,” Robin said. “I love blue.”


Marnie agreed, as she agreed with all of Frank’s suggestions, and as the young women returned to their own tasks, Robin called
back, “This place looks great!”



The youngsters, of course, didn’t understand that he was overqualified. He’d spent his working life at Pierce Machine Company, forty-four years, retiring as a toolmaker with a good pension, prickly feet, and a cranky back. He’d made jigs and fixtures for all manner of ship and tank and jet-engine parts; the modern world boomed with the fruit of his labor, and his hands bore marks of that work. The one time he’d returned to visit—just after the accident, a homing instinct—the place had been washed clean, everything computer controlled now, immaculate sheets of plexiglass covering the vivid mess of production. The floors shone. It was like visiting Oz, and he’d felt like the horse of a different color. 


But these kids, who had acres of poetry committed to memory and the mechanical skills of an aardvark, they needed him. His
demotion to handyman felt like cool air whooshing through his body. By the end of day one, he’d transformed the balky book
cart into a gliding triumph.



You need a therapist, Dad.


You need more exercise, Dad.


You need a dog, Dad.


What he needed was work. And so Frank Daigle, who’d labored all his life amid the roar of a machine shop, spent twenty-five
hours a week in the scholarly quiet of a bookstore. What an “air,” and that air felt great. He knelt once again, the open
paint can smelling of a fresh start. He picked up his brush, grateful.



The bell over the door jingled. Frank raised his head. But no.


He might as well admit it: he was looking for her.


The youngsters loved the jingling bell and thought he’d installed it on behalf of escapees, though in truth few of the cats
posed a flight risk. Boris slept so soundly people thought she was a toy.



No, the bell was not for Boris. It was for him. And her.








3
Harriet

In retirement Harriet had expected to plant masses of flowers, but so far she’d managed only a few potted succulents that
didn’t mind neglect. Who had the time? So much of her post-teaching life revolved around Book Club, reading and rereading,
researching authors, and preparing questions to plump up their discussions. She’d fully committed to exposing the women to
the open air of literature, to the sunshine of fresh ideas—an endeavor not unlike gardening after all. The sowing and reaping.
The fruitful mistakes. The tang of expectation.




Discussion starter: If you were God, would you alter the facts for these characters?


 

Discussion starter: Do books change depending on when and where we read them?


 

Discussion starter: Why do people tell stories?




Harriet spent many pleasant hours on these questions, and on warm-up prompts to which the women’s written answers ranged from
bafflement to mutiny.




Please write a sentence (10 words) to describe your reading experience.






Jenny Big: I don’t get why Franny’s mother puts up with it.

____________________________________________________________________


Jacynta: Shit happens get over your own pussy whip self Ethin!!!!!!!!!


____________________________________________________________________


Aimee: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

____________________________________________________________________


Dawna-Lynn: Loved this book in high school, when I was happy.


____________________________________________________________________


Marielle: I flet sorry for lennys mouse so it ruined everything


____________________________________________________________________


Renee: If I was God I would let the mouse live.


____________________________________________________________________


Kitten: I wish Atticus was my Father and Scout was me.


____________________________________________________________________


Desiree: Why are the females always the crazy ones??????


____________________________________________________________________


Dorothy: Moral of the story: Lord, what fools these mortals be.


____________________________________________________________________


Shayna: ________sory__________________________________

____________________________________________________________________


Violet: Ethan reminds us that life is treacherous, like winter weather.


____________________________________________________________________


Brittie: sucked sucked sucked sucked sucked sucked sucked sucked sucked sucked.


____________________________________________________________________







Despite Harriet’s selections, the women came to Book Club anyway, never missed a Friday morning, week after week, in part because they had nothing else to do and in part, Harriet hoped, because being together in a room discussing even the most unacceptable book made the prison disappear. 


They were small-town girls, mostly. Like Harriet herself. They came from up north, potato country, they came from the dead
and dying mill towns along the state’s churning rivers, they came from drug-plagued counties Down East, where monstrous waves
smashed into cliffs in God-fearing images that wound up on postcards sold in gift shops from Madawaska to York. The women
knew these natural views firsthand, and also the less lovely scenes of an out-of-work boyfriend gutting a poached deer, a
midnight drug deal in a bedroom smelling of shit from a howling baby, a Glock 19 pointed across a kitchen table laid with
brand-new dishes from Walmart.



And worse. Far worse. Harriet knew nothing beyond what they sometimes revealed during discussions. She preferred to meet the
women where they were, on the given day. Every week, they began with an invocation:



I am a reader. I am intelligent. I have something worthy to contribute.


Did they ever. The women of Book Club had no patience with “pussies” like Ethan Frome or “douchebags” like Curley’s wife (what
a thing to call a woman!) and yet they brimmed with opinions, psychological analyses, judgments, and, on occasion, approval
of their fictional comrades.



She was thinking of them now, with her usual measure of warmth and bemusement, as she pushed open the door to Wadsworth Books,
met by the steadying aroma of old carpeting. She spotted a new clerk at the counter, an androgynous teenager whose enormous
black-framed eyeglasses took up most of a genial, fine-boned face. Shiny dark hair fell in crinkly waves over one ear, and
a stringent buzz cut exposed the other.



Harriet approached. “Is Tyler working today?”


“Tyler left for acting school!” the clerk said. “In Paris!”


Oh, no. After the disaster of Franny and Zooey (Harriet’s attempt at a corrective for Scar Tissue), she was hoping that Tyler might help. He’d tried to warn her off Salinger, but she’d insisted that twelve incarcerated
women from Maine would delight in New Yorkers from the forties who spoke in erudite, elliptical, finely turned sentences.
Only Violet seemed to appreciate the spiritual howl in both novellas, possibly because she’d been raised by ferocious Baptists.



“You just missed him,” the clerk said, pushing up the unwieldy eyeglasses. “He came by to see everyone before he left.”


Harriet felt unreasonably sorry to have missed saying goodbye. Theirs had been a pleasant, circumscribed relationship, clerk
and patron; Harriet believed these small connections made the world go round.



“And you are?” Harriet said.


“Baker. I’m filling in part-time. I’m a visual artist, actually.”


Harriet paused. “Is Baker your first name or your last name?”


“Both.”


“Your name is Baker Baker?”


“No,” the clerk said, with a tenderness normally reserved for small, helpless animals. “It’s one name.”


She would have to ask her niece, who knew about such things, if one-name people were now a trend and what this trend might
signify. Was Baker shucking the chains of patriarchy, or emulating a pop singer? Harriet genuinely wanted to know.



“I’m looking for a book,” Harriet said.


“Oh, totally.”


“It’s for a book club. Tyler was the one I always worked with.”


“I’m way better read than Tyler,” Baker said. “What was your last book?”


“Franny and Zooey.”



“How’d it go over?”


“Mixed,” Harriet said, an understatement. They were still plodding through the final pages, Brittie and Jacynta pronouncing
Franny and Zooey spoiled rotten, Dawna-Lynn deciding that Franny had a breakdown only because she could afford one. These
left-field opinions pleased and surprised her: Harriet had never thought of existential crisis as a luxury, but now she did.



“I think I need something a little less Yale-and-tennis-racketish,” she said now. “Maybe a family saga. With farm people,
perhaps.”



The surefooted Baker trotted down from behind the high counter. The poor thing’s ears had been stabbed—deliberately, Harriet
surmised—with multiple hoops and rattling pins. “This one’s popular,” Baker said, plucking a volume from New and Noteworthy.



Scar Tissue: A Memoir.



“We already read this,” Harriet said. “‘The narrator is a liar I wouldn’t cross the street to spit on’—that’s a direct quote from my book club.” 


“I saw it on Netflix. The evil dad makes the kid eat dirt. It’s a pretty depressing movie.”


“The book is also depressing,” Harriet said, “but in far more stimulating fashion.” She took a dramatic pause. “Because it’s
a book.”



“Oh, totally,” Baker said, undaunted, selecting a novel about entomologists in Manitoba, which, according to Baker, used the
paradigm of metafiction in a traditional structure.



“I’ll check the stacks,” Harriet said.


“Just give a holler.”


Harriet loved the stacks—those narrow channels crammed with possibility. She navigated slowly, already hearing the women’s
voices, for they loved to read chapters aloud, like plays, taking votes on who took which part. Voting meant something to
these women who decided nothing, and Harriet relished offering them a bone of autonomy, however meatless, though she’d been
warned at volunteer orientation not to “let them con you.”



As she reached for a bright-red spine, her bag slipped from her arm and knocked a book to the floor.


“Oh, hello!” came a voice, overloud, from nowhere.


Harriet let go a little squeak and turned to find a man looming nearby. She’d seen him here before—a tall, good-looking older
man with hazel-brown eyes and a silver crew cut. He carried an unopened can of paint, which he set down in order to scoop
up the book.



“Allow me,” he said. The book all but disappeared in his hand—the man had huge, appealing hands, callused and work-reddened
and spider-cracked with fresh scratches. He noticed her noticing.



“Cats hate water,” he said.


Harriet made note of the scratches, swallowed a laugh. He looked so serious, handing her the book. It wasn’t hers, but she
accepted it anyway. After a moment, long enough for his face to go crimson, he asked, “Are you shopping?” his voice too low
now.



“Pardon?” Harriet asked.


“Are you shopping?”


Harriet gestured to the shelves. What else would she be doing?


“Good, then,” the man said. His bobbing Adam’s apple put her in mind of a heron swallowing a frog. “Happy shopping, all right,
there you go.” Then he darted away with his paint.



She regarded the book she’d knocked over: Spoon River Anthology by Edgar Lee Masters, a collection of brief life stories spoken by the dead in a fictionalized Illinois graveyard. She’d
read it herself in college, grateful to have finished college in her forties, because the little tales—epitaphs, really—asked
the reader to understand regret. She could already hear the women, experts in regret, channeling these voices from the grave.
Violet’s choirgirl timbre, Renee’s starched consonants, Jenny Big’s throaty grit. Dawna-Lynn would blindside them somehow:
her rendition of Zooey’s “fat lady” speech had brought them all to tears. Shayna, who could barely read, would opt to be the
audience, holding her book like a butterfly she feared to harm.



Book in hand, decision made, Harriet rounded the end of the aisle and once again met the loud-soft man, who was now carrying
a short length of board.



“Oh,” Harriet said. “Pardon me.”


“My fault,” he said, stepping elaborately aside to let her pass.


She held up the book. “Happy accident.” As she reached the counter she heard him call, “That’s good, yes, wonderful.”


“Oh, hey,” Baker said, taking the book. “Success.”


“Let’s hope,” Harriet said. “I’ll need to order the rest.”


Baker examined the cover. “Dead people talking?”


“It’s a classic,” Harriet said. “Denizens of a graveyard accounting for their lives.” As Baker frowned at the jacket copy,
Harriet added, “Useful fodder for reflection.”



She sounded more schoolmarmish than she intended, which happened a lot. All her life people had misjudged her age, and it
didn’t help that she’d been named for her grandmother. And now, as time would have it, she was indeed the old lady she’d long
resembled, moving through the world as Harriet Larson, retiree. She was sixty-four, looked every day of it, tried not to mind.



“Oh, totally,” Baker said. “I just thought—you know, dead people talking. You might want to bring extra wine to the meeting.” The youngster had a cuddly laugh; if hamsters could laugh, they would sound this way. 


“Believe me,” Harriet said, “I would love to bring extra wine to the meeting.”


Baker leaned on the counter, shirt gapping to reveal an accidental eyeful—small, pretty breasts tattooed with a giant spiderweb.
Did this mean something? She’d have to ask Sophie. The whims of youth moved at the speed of light. Not all youth: the waitresses
at her favorite diner, the young mother who worked at the 7-Eleven, and the young mechanics at Arlo’s Auto Repair reminded
Harriet of herself at that age, and she never felt old when she was with them. Same with Book Club, she realized. It was odd,
how at home Harriet felt at the prison. “At home” wasn’t quite right. Useful? Needed? Here on the outside—“on the Outs,” as
the women put it—she felt misplaced and out of sync much of the time.



“Who is that man?” Harriet said, lowering her voice.


Baker leaned in again. “What man?”


“The one with the paint.”


“Oh, that’s Frank. Frank Daigle. He’s like our handyman?” Baker’s eyes glinted, and what glorious eyes, long lashes and shiny
dark irises. “We think he’s really cute.”



“I see.” Good grief, didn’t these people have better things to do than make toys out of old folks? “May I order the books,
please?”



Baker removed the cumbersome eyeglasses and read the jacket copy more carefully.


“Not a single soul in that graveyard went to Yale,” Harriet said.


Baker clicked at the computer. “I can’t get them for another week.” Leaning in again, voice lowered: “It’s two days, tops,
if you go through Amazon.”



“Amazon is the devil,” Harriet informed not only Baker but whoever might be listening. She slid her credit card across the
counter. “The Nazis worked with more subtlety.”



“Oh, totally.”


Harriet took the bus home, already planning her questions. What is the purpose of an epitaph? Whom would you trust to write yours? Is it possible to sum up a human life?


At home she took the yowling Tabsy into her lap—he was needier than her children had ever been, her self-governing girls who
called Book Club a hobby. The cat’s lawn-mower purring felt like affirmation. After a year and a half, Harriet had learned
to second-guess her Book Club choices, but this one, which had almost literally dropped into her lap, looked like a winner.
She relaxed, leafing through the laments, protests, and exultations of the departed souls of Spoon River, Illinois.




I was a gun-smith in Odessa. . . .

I was the Widow McFarlane. . . .

I was the daughter of Lambert Hutchins. . . .



Harriet clicked her pen, reading, choosing, underlining, gone from the present-day world.



I saw myself as a good machine

That Life had never used.



She could already hear the women reading the plaints and praises of ghosts compelled to speak—Dawna-Lynn’s actressy confidence,
Violet’s clean-water purity, Desiree’s juicy fervor, each woman an instrument unto herself. Hard to believe that on Harriet’s
first day as volunteer Book Club leader, these same twelve women had struck her as nearly identical. Of course that was the
point of uniforms, to render the women interchangeable. The better for the COs to herd them like a single species of cow.
But anyone who’d ever known two cows, as Harriet had as a girl, understood that even identically marked cows made sure you
knew who was who.




I thirsted so for love! 

I hungered so for life!



She could hear the women now, channeling voices dying to be heard.








4
Violet

Every day: same, same, same. The boredom feels like lice and you itch all over. Day after day, broken up sometimes by a job
in Industry or Laundry. But even with a job, Monday feels pretty much like Thursday. February feels like June.



Until it doesn’t. One random day, between Noon Chow and Town Meeting, your roommate might vanish and nobody will say why.
Maybe she got lugged for spitting on a guard and until she comes back, you’re on your own, surprise, 144 square feet to yourself.
For how long you don’t know, you just pray that if your old roomie doesn’t come back, the new roomie will be someone who,
at the least—at the very, very least—brushes her teeth every day. Washes her pits. Won’t twist your thumb for being a high-and-mighty
who likes vocabulary.



Sometimes when your roomie disappears, she goes for good. Out-of-state prison, maybe, closer to a family that doesn’t want
her. Off to serve out time in a county jail or prerelease. Or just plain sprung, to clear space for an overcrowd.



As you get closer to your time, you hope it’ll be you. You’ll be the disappeared roommate, CO summoning you from the dayroom
or the yard or chow or Book Club or College Math or the library or Industry. It’ll be your name they call, and next thing
you know you’re walking out the gate wearing the stuff they stripped off you back on day one. It won’t look anything like
your stuff anymore. You’ll be on the Outs wearing a stranger’s clothes.



Which is where I am, right now, on the Outs, or almost there, almost, confused as hell. At first I thought I didn’t hear him right—Murphy, a CO with bad acne on his face and on his soul—but it turns out I did. Powell, he yelled. You’re up.



I don’t get to say goodbye to my roomie, Brittie, or anybody else really. Dawna-Lynn and Jenny Big happen to be in the dayroom
crocheting this huge blanket for Jenny Big’s grandson. They say bye. And Renee, coming out of Industry as Murphy’s unlocking
the first door. She drops a tower of sheets and bearhugs me (against the rules) and I don’t even know what to feel. It’s too
soon to be happy (Murphy could be messing with me) but too late to go back and say my goodbyes or grab the books I saved from
Book Club, which I keep under my bed, and anyway nothing really registers until the door unbolts and I walk straight through,
and behind me Renee hollers to the dayroom, Violet’s out!


It takes a while to walk all the way to the front gate. Murphy herds me through the prison’s grimy guts, to a room that looks
like the room they took me to when I first got here. Some paperwork, a change of clothes, my brain on fire, then I’m walking
with Murphy again, partly inside and partly outside, snaking through the yards and into the buildings, door after locked door,
gate after locked gate, Murphy clanking with keys and his gun belt and his tin heart. And then all of a sudden, within spitting
distance, there’s the final gate and my sister, Vicki, in the parking lot, leaning on her car.



Murphy pretends to lose the key. Messing with me now for real. He jingles and jangles, taking his sweet time. Asshole. I just
wait. My heart feels like peeling paint. I made friends here. I did. But I will not miss this place. I wouldn’t mind knowing
how Spoon River Anthology ended, but oh well.



Finally, a great unlocking, same hell-rattle as when I came in, except this time it’s the sound of hallelujah.


“Good luck,” says Murphy. “See you soon.” That’s supposed to be a joke, hilarious. He thinks I’ll tell this oh-so-funny joke
till my dying day, which’ll be plenty long after his dying day, considering he’s a wheezy blob of hate on borrowed time.



Vicki waits in the lemony light of April, dressy slacks and a snappy blazer, neat gold earrings, hair a super-deep red, expensive salon job—all that and a bag of chips, as we say up home. The gate clanks a final fuck-you behind me. Murphy lumbers back across the yard, keys hitting against his ugly butt (my first week I thought it was dogs jangling through the halls), and I take my first full breath in twenty-two months. 


I open my arms to the fresh air. “Holy shit.”


“Mouth,” Vicki says.


“Sorry.”


Vicki used to be the wild one, the one you’d have expected to wind up inside, but now she’s got the buttoned-up air of a real-estate
agent. I run to her, hug her hard, hoping to feel, you know, homecoming-ish, but no. She just kind of sticks there, stiff
and judgy. Might as well hug a phone pole. “Congratulations,” she says, like I won something. My freedom, I guess. Good behavior,
six months early. I won that.



Most likely it’s nothing I did, though; it’s just the fickle system. One minute it’s the dregs of winter, you’re in Book Club
listening to Dorothy read the words of Mrs. Merritt from Spoon River Anthology, channeling this passionate woman who died in prison, everybody fellow-creaturing like mad, sniffling and not hiding it,
because to feel pity in a pitiless place is no small thing. Next minute it’s early springtime, brightness all over, the field
outside deer-tramped but waking up, you can smell it. And I am suddenly, somehow, miraculously gawking at this waking-up field
in the free open air.



“Get in,” Vicki says, so I do.


“Nice car, Vick. Smells new.”


“It is new.”



How do you make conversation on the Outs? I can’t remember. Even with my sister. Especially with my sister.


“How’d you rate this?” I ask her.


“Got married.”


“Who to?”


“Billy Wingate. We’re redoing our house.”


“You have a house?”


“The Jordan place. We bought it last year.”


“Wow,” I say. “Guess you made out.”


“Guess I did.”


Billy Wingate owns a dealership on Route 2 just outside of Abbott Falls because his dad, who owned it before him, died of
a heart attack at forty-six. Billy was in Vicki’s class in high school, but I never thought she even liked him much. Money
talks.



“You could’ve told me,” I say to her, meaning the wedding. “I would’ve been happy for you.”


“I’m telling you now.”


“Because I asked.”


Vicki puts the car in gear, and out of the lot we go. It’s so pretty out here, the field a vast hill-and-dale sloping upward
till it crashes into the ugliest manmade hulk you’ve ever seen. From inside you can’t see more than the field’s upper rise,
a sweep of grass and wild shrubs and bushes. We’ve seen turkeys out there. Deer. A moose one time, on Thanksgiving, which
turned a crap day into something we talked about for weeks.



I stick my head out the window of Vicki’s shiny new Buick because I’ve never seen the prison from this angle. I arrived in
the dark of night, for starters, in no mood to drink in the scenery. The prison looms at the top of the rise, low brick blocks
and ugly add-ons and of course the chain-link and barbed wire. The only part I can see from here is Men’s. Women’s is way
back—separate from the hollering stink of Men’s—a “progressive” model that we were supposed to appreciate every minute of
every lice-boring day.



Well, I did appreciate it, actually. I got lugged once—which means off you go, not to the Fishbowl but to the Pod, a cellblock in what used to be part of Men’s for when you need a lesson about “living in community.” It was early on, when I was so depressed I couldn’t haul myself out of bed for the six a.m. head count. We called it “felony sleeping.” Three times, you go to the Fishbowl for a day or two, a cell just off the dayroom, solitary but not really. Four times, and you get lugged, and the lesson about “living in community” is two hundred ants swarming your toilet. No wonder the men holler all day long; their building is an ugly, crumbling disaster. We hear them in their yard, which is near our yard soundwise but not sightwise. You get lugged once, the alternative looks pretty damn good. 


I did appreciate it. The progressive model. It wasn’t awful. We laughed a lot. There was a weirdness about our laughter, though,
always a tick or two short of hysterics. I had this little group—Brittie, Marielle, Shayna, Desiree, and Kitten, all from
Book Club. We invented this game called When I Get Out First Thing I Do. Imagine us in the dayroom, knitting—you might take
us for a houseful of prairie ladies, minus the gingham. The first round is always sex-sex-sex.



Brittie: “When I Get Out First Thing I Do I blow my sweet, sweet baby while he drives me to a fancy-ass hotel.”


Shayna: “When I Get Out First Thing I Do I fuck my man so hard he calls for Jesus.” (Shayna has a way with filth.)


Jenny Big is a lifer, but she goes anyway: “When I Get Out First Thing I Do I dig him up and kill him again twice over.” She’s
serious: that little muscle along her jaw, twitchy and all-business. As I said, we don’t generally talk about our Reasons,
but Jenny Big’s is a doozy that made the news. She poured kerosene on her goat-faced husband while he was passed out and snoring,
huge piss stain on the couch she’d just brought home after four months on layaway. Her only regret, aside from the ruined
couch and forty years, is that her dog, Elmo, a twelve-pound terrier mutt, went down in the fire.



Elmo comes up a lot in Book Club. A lot. Everything reminds Jenny Big of Elmo, because no one else has ever loved her.



Dawna-Lynn, who’s got four years left on a fifteen, goes next: “When I Get Out First Thing I Do I stand outside this fucken
chicken wire and sing the score of Les Miz and then the score of Rent and then I keep on singing till they open the gate and let the rest of you bitches out.” This one gets applause because we
can imagine her doing it.



Renee: “When I Get Out First Thing I Do I tell my mémère I’m sorry.” This is the closest we ever get to talking about our
Reasons. The people you owe apologies to.



Then Kitten: “When I Get Out First Thing I Do I kiss my baby girl fourteen times.” Kitten is big and soft and fluffy, but
her voice squeezes shut when she plays this game.



And Dorothy, old and round and pink-cheeked, not exactly playing but within hearing: “When I Get Out First Thing I Do I buy my grandson seven birthday presents.” 


The numbers are about the years gone, and that’s when everything gets blue and quiet and not at all fun. Kitten’s baby girl,
Princess, is fourteen now and living with a family out in Oregon.



Anyway. Here we are, the knitting prairie ladies, big, high-ceiling dayroom, corridors radiating out. I live in 2-Walk, where
mostly the women are nice. Not Crazyville, at least. 4-Walk is nothing but Crazyville.



And then, somehow, I’m out of 2-Walk, out of the dayroom, out of Book Club, out of Industry, a free woman riding
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