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Chapter 1

What’s more shocking than a phone ringing in the middle of a funeral? The corpse sitting up in the coffin and taking a look around, but not much else.

When the phone rang, the sound was so close that I nearly fell off the pew. When it rang a second time, I knew why. The sound was coming from my mother’s handbag. Now, I know my mother, and I know her faults. She’s a typical Idaho woman, a cross between Ma Ingalls and Norman Schwarzkopf. If she were caught in a bear trap, she’d chew her own leg off, drag the bloody stump home, and reattach it with a staple gun. In many ways, I admire that, though it doesn’t make her easy to live with. For a brief moment, I dared to hope that she would reach into her purse and switch it off. Instead, she pulled it out and hesitated. With my mother, hesitation is fatal. It’s always in those moments between right and wrong that Emma Hardy hears the call of the wild.

“Don’t answer that,” I whispered sternly.

We both knew who was on the other end of the line. The only person who ever calls my mother on her cell phone is my criminal wretch of a brother, Sam. Who but Sam would have the bad luck, bad timing, and bad karma to call in the middle of a funeral?

I hate funerals. Maybe it’s because they’re so heavy with arcane ritual—particularly funerals at St. George’s Episcopal Church, which are all robes, candles, and incense—but once the organ starts playing, you might as well be in the sixteenth century as the twentieth.

Then again, it could just be that funerals are creepy. They creep me out, anyway, like séances. I don’t want to talk to the dead, and I don’t want the dead to talk to me. In this, I differ very strongly from my mother, who likes to think that once she’s passed through the misty veil, she’ll still be able to reach back and slap the living. We were sitting in the front third of the church, only three rows behind the mourning family. The phone rang a third time, louder now, as it was in Emma’s hand. Several people looked over their shoulders at us, including Sylvie Wood, only daughter of the deceased.

I caught Sylvie’s eye and tried to look like a hostage. She looked away. I cast a pleading glance at my mother, but it was too late—she’d already turned the phone on and put it to her ear. Please God, I thought, don’t let her get into one of those hissed conversations about Sam’s pot-smoking. Or his larceny. Or his tramp of an under-aged girlfriend. From the pulpit, the minister cast a damning eye upon us but continued his sermon.

“Not a good time,” Emma murmured. “I’ll call you back.”

“Let us pray,” said the minister.

I prayed for a small black hole to open up beneath my mother.

“What?” Emma spoke sharply, her whisper rising. “What do you mean they’ve arrested you?”

Someone cleared her throat loudly, and I noticed that Helen Merwin was sitting on my mother’s right. In fact, there was the whole Merwin family—Helen, her balding father, Fairfax, and his oversexed wife, Agnes. I was surprised they weren’t sitting with Sylvie and her mother, Kate. Agnes was Kate’s sister. She had a right to the family pew, and it wasn’t like the Merwins to hang back when there was a chance to be in the spotlight. Helen in particular was a notorious drama queen—as my mother says, the bride at every wedding and the corpse at every funeral. The deceased was an uncle she hadn’t seen for nearly two decades, and yet there she sat in a black crepe dress, just like a Mafia widow. When it became clear that my mother was going to ignore her, Helen cleared her throat again, this time adding a sanctimonious little cough. Subtlety, alas, gets you nowhere with Emma. She twisted in the pew, leaving Helen free to cough on her back but not in her ear.

The church was packed to overflowing, and at least half the congregation was now staring at us. Emma continued to mutter into the phone. I closed my eyes, practiced deep breathing, and silently chanted my mantra: I am not responsible for my mother.

“Fuck,” said Emma, clearly audible.

I opened my eyes and pinched her thigh. Hard.

My mother looked up, her features glazed with fury. I cringed like a dog. Resting the phone on her heaving bosom, she leaned over so that her lips were right next to my ear and said, “Where are we?”

“The Episcopal Church. Are you having a stroke or something?”

Emma rolled her eyes and tried again, this time louder. “I mean, where are we in the service, you idiot!”

“Nearly to the benediction,” I said, in as low a voice as I could muster. “For Christ’s sake, would you at least try to whisper?” Sylvie was looking over her shoulder at us again. I smiled weakly and, not for the first time, considered the potential benefits of sewing a poison pill into my shirt cuff.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” Emma snapped into the phone. “Just keep your hair on.”

The organist played the opening chords of “Blessed Be the Tie that Binds.” My mother stuffed the cell phone back into her purse, seized a hymnal, and dragged me to my feet.

“I wish I were dead.”

“Just sing,” she replied, coming in with zest on the line, “Our hearts in Christian love.”

I saw that Kate had wrapped an arm around her daughter’s shoulders. They weren’t singing. I wasn’t surprised. Either they’d had nothing to do with the choice of hymn, or someone had a black sense of humor.

It wasn’t a tie that bound Burt Wood to his family; it was a slipknot. Until he’d turned up a week ago, a prisoner in the county jail, he’d been missing since July 4th, 1978, when he’d walked out on his wife and child and, for all intents and purposes, vanished from the face of the earth. For sixteen years, Burt Wood was out of sight and out of mind, all but forgotten except as a cautionary tale, a warning to the wise against mixing with bad company and abandoning your responsibilities. Though it had been quite the scandal way back when, I was sketchy on the details. I’d been six years old at the time and more interested in singing along with the soundtrack to Grease than in the how, why, and where of Burt Wood’s disappearance. I knew that he’d skipped town with a chronic ne’er-do-well named Frank Frost. I also knew that some money had gone missing from the Lewis County Assessor’s Office where Wood and Frost worked.

So far, newspaper reports on the present-day investigation had been sparse. The body had been identified, the autopsy performed, and the funeral arranged. The town was buzzing. Who or what killed him? Who identified the body? Why did he come back? No one knew where he’d been. No one knew who he really was until he had the misfortune to drop dead in police custody. It seemed he’d given the arresting officer a false name. Nothing this exciting had happened to Cowslip, Idaho since the music minister at the Rock of Ages Fellowship had murdered his wife with a claw hammer.

I looked around me. The church was standing room only. It was also hot and stuffy. Two rows of chairs had been set up behind the last pews, and still people were leaning against the columns and walls, fanning themselves with the funeral program. The assembled congregation was a veritable who’s who of Cowslip. Fred Maguire, the king of community theater, sat on the pew directly in front of me. The new mayor and her husband sat across the aisle. The Rotary Club, the Cowslip Elks, the Chamber of Commerce, and the City Council were all well represented. The Junior League had turned out in force, hats perched jauntily on their blue-gray heads. One thing was clear—we weren’t all there because we were grief-stricken. No matter how many hymns we sang or pieties we murmured, any mourning was playing second fiddle to speculation and intelligence gathering. I felt sorry for Kate and Sylvie, and even a little sad for the deceased. St. George’s was packed to bursting with beady-eyed, big-eared, open-mouthed ghouls.

I tugged at the collar of my shirt, feeling the heat rise to my own big ears. I wasn’t exactly a ghoul, but I wasn’t a mourner, either. Chalk it up to the curse of small-town coincidence, but my brother was with Burt Wood when he died. They were sharing a jail cell. Wood was picked up on a charge of vagrancy and public drunkenness. Sam was in for trying to liberate a six-pack from the Safeway. As shoplifting was one of my brother’s hobbies, not one of his talents, he’d stuffed the Budweiser under his T-shirt and tried to shuffle unnoticed out the front door. My mother and I had watched the security tape of this performance in the public defender’s office. There he was, tall, black, and skinny with a beer-inflated midriff—I couldn’t decide if he looked more like the Hunch-Front of Notre Dame or a pregnant stork. The sheriff’s deputies had him before he’d made it halfway across the parking lot.

About an hour after Sam’s arrest, they put Wood, who was already complaining of stomach pain, into the cell with him. Sam didn’t pay much attention—too busy reclining on his bunk, watching TV and, I suspected, coming down from a good high. It wasn’t until Wood collapsed on the floor and stopped breathing that Sam sat up and took notice. He yelled for the guards, but it was too late. Wood was pronounced dead on arrival at Cowslip Memorial. Not that anyone knew he was Wood at the time—that bombshell wasn’t dropped until several days later.

In the days since his release, Sam had made himself scarce, hiding from my mother and probably from justice. I’d seen him in passing once or twice, but I’d been too busy to ask him a lot of questions about his late cellmate. It was the first week of fall classes, and I was determined that this semester, unlike the previous four, I’d get off to a good start. I’d go to class every day. I’d pay attention. I’d take notes and even study. There’d be no distractions, no hangovers, and, most importantly, no romantic entanglements. I was through with all that. I was going to be serious.

Of course, I didn’t tell my mother any of this. I preferred that she remain in the dark about my real reasons for transferring from the University of Washington to tiny Cowslip College. She thought I was just tired of Seattle and wanted to be closer to home, and since that was at least partially true, I didn’t think it would be hard to maintain the fiction.

I’ve been wrong before. I stared at the back of Sylvie’s head. Her hair was blond, and the ends of it just brushed the tops of her shoulders, accentuating the golden curve of her neck. A wave of guilt washed over me. If small-town nosiness accounted for the record attendance, my own reason for being at Burt Wood’s funeral was even sleazier. In elementary school, I’d secretly worshipped the water Sylvie Wood walked on. She was pretty and smart, and I was tall and awkward. One day, when we were in the first grade, she reached out on the playground and ruffled my hair and lo, a baby dyke was born. It’s not that I believe in the eternal love of six-year-olds, but how many of us get the chance as adults to encounter the original object of our polymorphous perversity? I’d heard through the grapevine she was back in town, and I was pathetic enough to think of her father’s funeral as a chance to reintroduce myself.

When I formed this plan, it didn’t seem quite so bad. Burt Wood had been a brutal and unpleasant man, nasty to his wife and mean to his daughter. I had a few hazy memories of him. He was tall and muscular with heavy eyebrows and a black mustache. He always scared me because he yelled a lot. My mother actively hated him. According to Emma, disappearing was the best thing Burt Wood ever did. She and Kate were old friends, college roommates, and though, as far as I knew, they hadn’t had much to do with one another for several years, my mother always spoke fondly of her.

Sylvie turned her head, and I admired her profile. Smooth, tan skin. Regular, even features. She seemed to glow from within. Oh, hell, what was I doing? If we did speak, what would I say to her? The last time we’d met was at high school graduation, two—no, three years ago. My excuses for attending her father’s funeral were visibly thin. The bizarre coincidence of Burt and Sam sharing the same cell. An old playground crush. What if she thought I was just another busy-body? What if she thought I was a stalker?

Back in the present, Emma shifted her weight from foot to foot and huffed impatiently. The minister was saying something about the Lord’s countenance shining upon us. The service was nearly over. If I was going to talk to Sylvie, I needed a good opening line. I’m sorry about your dad. I’m sorry Sam didn’t give him CPR. Sam doesn’t know CPR. Exhaling has never been his strong suit.

I had no idea if Sylvie was a lesbian or not. Of course, there were rumors, but that meant nothing. I’d heard a rumor that my mother smoked dope and mowed the grass naked. Not unlikely, but also not true. Still, just assuming that she was gay, what then? Maybe I could invite her out for coffee and start dropping subtle hints, work the conversation around to the collected works of Gertrude Stein or hum a k.d. lang tune. I could invite her over to watch some lesbian movie like Desert Hearts. Yeah. And then my mother, my father, Sam, and my three older sisters could sit on the sofa with us, eating popcorn and swilling beer while Helen Shaver and Patricia Charbonneau get naked.

Jesus. What kind of soulless monster cruises a funeral? It was a no-hope situation from the get-go, even without my mother and her damned cell phone. Another case of sordid thoughts meet zero potential.

The organist began to play something uplifting, and though I failed to recognize the tune, I knew it was the recessional because no one was singing. The congregation stood up. I made a last-ditch effort to send Sylvie a psychic message. Bil Hardy is not a stalker. She’s a very nice woman. Really. Unfortunately, my signal was interrupted by the maniac next to me.

“No dawdling,” Emma said, gripping my elbow. “We’ve got to get out of here before all these old bags start clogging the exits.”

“But we have to offer our condolences,” I protested. Sylvie and Kate were making their way to the narthex, where the Altar Guild had set up coffee, tea, and cookies.

“We’ll call,” my mother replied, shoving me out of the pew and down the aisle.

“Oh for God’s sake,” I began before finding myself impaled on the end of a pointy umbrella. “Ouch!” I rubbed my wound and glared down at the perpetrator, a rotund midget in a large and fruity hat. “Hello, Granny. Are you trying to kill me?”

My grandmother turned around. In a voice that sounded like a cross between Katharine Hepburn and a malfunctioning jackhammer, she said, “Wilhelmina! What’s the matter with you? Why are you rubbing your stomach? Where’s your mother? Could you give me a ride home? I walked here. It’s eight blocks, you know. My bunions are playing merry hell.”

In one of those moments of perfect mother-daughter understanding, I knew that Emma, who’s a foot shorter than I am, was crouching down behind me, hidden from view. There was no way my grandmother, who’s even smaller, could possibly see her. I also knew that it was my filial duty to lie through my teeth, to say that I’d come to the funeral alone, and that I couldn’t possibly give Granny a ride home because I’d hitchhiked, or come in on a Harley hog, or some other such mother-saving bullshit.

I smiled. “Emma’s right behind me, Granny. I think she’s crouching down.”

In retrospect, it was well worth the kick. Granny shoved herself under my arm and seized upon my mother, who was trying simultaneously to do me an injury and blend in with the carpet.

“There you are!” Granny shrieked. “I wish I’d known you were coming. We could have sat together. Did you hear that telephone ringing and that woman talking? In the middle of a funeral! I couldn’t see who it was because that enormous Millicent Rutherford was sitting right in front of me.”

As that enormous Millicent Rutherford was now standing right in front of me, I whispered, “Granny, keep your voice down.”

“I’m glad to see you here, Emma,” she continued, unchecked. “You too, Wilhelmina. I’m sure it means a lot to the family, what’s left of it anyway. It’s just Kate and her daughter now. His mother died fifteen years ago, just after your daddy, Emma. She never knew what happened to her son, whether he was dead or alive. He never called her. He never wrote. And now they say he was poisoned!”

All over the church, heads snapped around to look at us. Millicent Rutherford stopped dead in her tracks and pretended to fish something out of her purse. I scarcely had time to stop myself from plowing into the broad expanse of her back.

“Mother,” Emma muttered, “you are not addressing Congress.”

My grandmother flowed over this as if it were a rock in the rapids.

“I made cookies,” she said. “The Altar Guild provided all the refreshments. I always make cookies when anyone dies. Oatmeal lace. Your favorite, Wilhelmina. You always used to like them, anyway. Poisoned! Hannah at the Safeway told me. She heard it from Inez who cleans for the coroner’s wife. I wonder who did it?”

We’d reached the narthex now. I spied Sylvie and her mother by the coffeepots, accepting cookies and condolences from a steady stream of wrinkled worthies. It was now or never. I had to ditch Granny and my mother.

“Please don’t call me Wilhelmina,” I said.

That got her attention. Granny raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“Don’t call me Wilhelmina, Granny. Everyone except you calls me Bil. I prefer it.”

“Well, I don’t know why,” she objected. “Wilhelmina is a lovely name, very regal. I cried when your mother told me that you were going to be my namesake. I was named after Wilhelmina, Queen of the Netherlands, and you . . .”

“I’m not exactly a queen.”

Granny rolled on. “We’re Dutch on my father’s side. English on my mother’s. Being adopted, of course, you’re not Dutch or English but . . . what are you? Do you know? Have you ever thought of looking for your birth parents? Genealogy is so interesting, don’t you think?”

“Go on,” said my mother. “Answer her.”

“I’m Samoan,” I lied. “And Greek. One-quarter Egyptian and two-thirds Eskimo. By way of Louisiana.”

“I forgot you were born in Baton Rouge,” Granny mused. “Do you like hot food?”

Three of my parents’ five children are adopted. Two, Sarah and Sam, are African-American. Though my grandmother came to grips with the reality of having an interracial family years ago, the fact that I’m white like my parents and yet also adopted seems to strike her with fresh wonder whenever she thinks of it.

“Of course. I put Tabasco on my corn flakes. Would you excuse me, Granny? Dry throat. Need some coffee. Must dash.”

Granny blinked like a turn signal and immediately began addressing my mother. I grinned benignly, ignoring Emma’s gorgon glare, and backed quickly away. Damned if I was going to let my mother steamroll me. Sam could just cool his heels for an extra minute or two while we behaved like decent, civilized people. I would offer Sylvie and her mother my condolences. I’d make polite conversation, talk about the weather, or the World Series. And if I happened to suggest that we meet sometime for coffee or doughnuts or Desert Hearts, so much the better. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

I pushed my way through to the refreshments table. Sylvie was busy chatting with the organist. I poured a cup of coffee, examined and rejected the oatmeal lace cookies, and found a nice quiet spot next to an old upright piano where I could sit and wait.

I thought the organist would never shut up. On and on he went, like the living embodiment of perpetual motion. Eventually, I got tired of watching him. I took a pen from my pocket and played three games of tic-tac-toe on the back of the funeral program. I lost every time. In desperation, I tried to drink the coffee. It tasted like stewed cigarette butts.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered. “They filtered this through someone’s gym socks.”

A voice spoke, low and attractive. “Don’t you know better than to drink church coffee? It’s never good.”

Hot liquid sloshed over the edge of the cup and onto my hand. With all the suavity and coolness I could muster, I stood up. “I’m never good,” I said thickly. “I mean, I never go to church. So I don’t drink the coffee. Hi, Sylvie. How are you?”

“I’ve been better,” she replied. “Your hand . . .”

“It’s fine.” I wiped my hand on the leg of my trousers, remembering too late that they were dry clean only. “I’m tough. Old asbestos hands, that’s what they call me.”

She laughed. “How are you, Bil? I haven’t seen you since . . .”

“Since high school,” I finished, my heart skipping a beat.

“It was nice of you to come.”

I shrugged. “It was nothing. I mean, of course it’s something. I mean . . . I’m really sorry about your father, and, um, everything.”

I was having difficulty concentrating, and my tongue seemed to have grown too large for my mouth. She was tall, at least as tall as I was, and she was standing less than a foot away from me. I’d forgotten how green her eyes were, like the leaves on a tropical plant. Her pupils were rimmed with gold, and there was something wolf-like about the concentrated way she was looking at me. It was disconcerting—disconcerting, but attractive.

I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know what to say. It’s been a long time and I feel sort of stupid.”

To my surprise, not to mention gratitude, Sylvie laughed. “There’s no need to feel stupid. What can anyone say? This isn’t exactly typical, is it?”

 “No,” I agreed, “it isn’t. Not typical at all.”

A silence fell between us, and I shifted uncomfortably. To fill the gap, I said, “So, I hear you’ve moved back to Cowslip. Why?” I could have kicked myself. Nosy and blunt—a nice way to start.

If she was bothered by my question, it didn’t show. “I wanted to be closer to my mother,” she said. “I moved back about a month ago, before all of this happened.” Her gesture seemed to encompass the church, the funeral, and her father’s disappearance and awkward return. “I came back for graduate school. Cowslip College has a good program in botany.”

“Botany?” I didn’t mean to sound quite so surprised. What was I expecting her to say, modeling? Walking down the catwalk in leather and latex? Sylvie interrupted this fantasy before I actually began drooling.

She laughed. “Yes, botany—cliff botany, to be exact. That’s my specialty. How about you? You were at the University of Washington, weren’t you? I guess you’ve graduated.”

“Ah, no, I haven’t. I’m enrolled at Cowslip College as an undergraduate. In English.” I paused, wondering how to explain my stupid and very sudden departure from the University of Washington without getting into specifics, like the fact that I left because my girlfriend of two years had jilted me. For a man. A man named, of all stupid things, Euphrates, Euphrates Jones. Fucking idiot hippie parents. I shook my head to get rid of the image of that skinny moron with his sparse goatee and his black, laced, puffy-sleeved poet’s shirt. Ugh.

“I wanted to be closer to my family,” I said, which was at least a little bit true. “I got homesick, and I really didn’t have much to lose. In my three years at the University of Washington, I had five different majors. I still don’t know what I want to be when I grow up. Maybe a cliff botanist?”

Sylvie laughed again. I liked her laugh. It was warm and smooth, and, for some reason, it made me think of toffee—good, English toffee. Before I could figure this out or say anything else, she leaned forward and put her hand on my arm.

“Bil, would you meet me somewhere this afternoon? I want to talk to you. The Cowslip Café, maybe? We could have a cup of coffee. Good coffee.” She smiled, displaying a perfect row of very white teeth.

“Um, sure, but . . .”

“Three o’clock,” she said. “If the rain stops, I’ll be waiting at one of the outside tables. If not, I’ll be inside, probably somewhere near the back. It’s quieter there. More privacy.”

Privacy. “Okay. Three o’clock. I’ll be there.”

“Good.”

She left before I had the chance to say anything else, or perhaps break into a song and dance. I watched as she made her way back to the coffee table, slim hips shifting beneath the smooth fabric of her blue linen dress. I didn’t have time to wonder what she wanted to talk to me about or even to say wow before, out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother bearing down upon me at breakneck speed. She couldn’t have looked more like an angry bull if she’d had horns and a ring through her nose.

“Are you quite finished socializing?” she asked, taking my arm and maneuvering me across the narthex and out the door. “Honestly, I don’t know what gets into you sometimes. Your brother . . .”

“Is in jail for the nineteenth time.”

“Which makes this my nineteenth nervous breakdown,” she cracked. “Have pity on a poor old woman. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

“Yeah, right. And speaking of poor old women, I gather we’re leaving Granny to hobble home on her bunion-infested feet?”

My mother looked smug. “Nope. I’ve fobbed her off on that enormous Millicent Rutherford. Neither of them is happy about it, but I don’t give a damn. Now stop talking and start walking. We have to go bail out your brother.”


Chapter 2

“Could you drive a little faster?”

“For the millionth time, no. The speed limit is forty-five, and I can’t afford a ticket.”

My mother drummed her fingers on the dashboard. I knew she was dying for a cigarette, but I can’t stand smoking in the car. Even when it’s her car.

Though the signs weren’t good, I decided to venture a question. “Did Sam say why they’d arrested him?”

“No.”

“Well,” I continued, “it has to be one of three things—pot, pilfering, or pussy. Since we’ve already had the pot and the pilfering this month, my money’s on the pussy.”

My mother stopped her drumming and looked at me sideways. “Nice language. I suppose you kiss your mother with that mouth?”

“Only on Mother’s Day. And only because she makes me.”

The Lewis County Jail was on the opposite side of town from St. George’s Episcopal Church, right at the spot where Main Street turned into Highway 8. Though my mother was anxious to get there, I was in no hurry to be sucked into another of Sam’s epic battles with the criminal justice system. In the short time since I’d moved back home, I’d seen enough action to have earned a bronze star.

Emma tugged absently at a loose string on the cuff of her pants.

“So,” I asked reluctantly, “what’s the plan?”

 “The plan? We find out what they’ve trumped up against him this time. Then, we find out how much it will cost to bail him out. After that, we go home, you hide in your bedroom, and I break the news to your father.”

“I don’t think it’s fair to say that I hide.”

“Fine, you don’t hide. You discreetly absent yourself. How’s that?”

“Much better.”

After my brother was diagnosed with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, my mother gave up having friends and a social life. It was a full-time job just keeping Sam alive and out of jail. The illness struck him at a bad age. He was seventeen and already mildly delinquent. It was all petty stuff—he’d been caught shoplifting and drinking beer in the cemetery. The diagnosis changed that. Knowing there was a good chance that he might not make it to twenty pushed Sam over the edge. In the space of a few months, all the while going through radiation and chemotherapy, he managed to rack up an impressive juvenile record: breaking and entering, larceny, vandalism. Because of his illness, and because he was usually lucky enough to go before sympathetic judges, he generally got a slap on the wrist—a lecture, probation, and release on his own recognizance.

Then his cancer went into remission. Sam graduated from high school and got a job. Nothing exciting—he sold tickets and worked the concession stand downtown at the Adler Cinema. For a while it looked as if he might actually make it, that he might escape from the past and become a productive citizen. The peace lasted for three years. He went to work, he stayed relatively clean, and we came to believe that his luck would extend beyond the legal. Then, the cancer came back. Sam quit his job and picked up where he’d left off. Always stoned, always in trouble, and always somewhere he shouldn’t be with people he shouldn’t have known.

Sam and I never talked about his cancer. We kept our conversations superficial. He’d ask me if he could borrow some money, and I’d say yes or no. Mostly yes. I knew he was taking advantage, pressing my buttons, but lending him money went a little way towards easing my conscience. I suspected my sisters did the same. They were all professionals, a doctor, a lawyer, and a librarian. Good sources of ready cash. Between us, Sam probably raked in enough to keep half the county in beer and weed.

Although to some extent I could understand Sam’s criminality, I couldn’t excuse it. My mother, on the other hand, was in complete denial. She’d developed a persecution complex. The cops were out to get him. He wasn’t so bad; they unfairly singled him out. Emma liked to believe that his troubles all began with the initial diagnosis, conveniently forgetting that Sam was always light-fingered. She stopped taking us to yard sales when we were kids because Sam had made a habit out of stealing old shoes. Usually just one, and usually the left. When she caught him, she’d make him take it back, but this never seemed to serve as a deterrent.

The cops were getting tired of my brother. So were the DA and the formerly sympathetic judges. Sam was nearly twenty-two now, and five years of saying, “I can’t help it man, I’m dying” were beginning to wear thin. Sooner or later, he was going down for a long stretch. If he lived that long.

“You know,” my mother said, getting out a cigarette and putting it in her mouth, “I wish your brother put as much fight into taking care of himself as he puts into fucking with the cops.”

I tried to deflect. “You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

“Never,” she replied. “But you know what I mean. If he goes into remission again, chances are good he’ll get to spend several healthy years in the state penitentiary.”

“Yeah. Look, you’re not going to light that, are you? You promised you wouldn’t smoke in the car.”

“Fine,” she snapped, putting the lighter back into her purse. “When did you become a Mormon? I was only going to suck on the filter.”

I shuddered. “That makes me want to vomit. Why don’t you get some nicotine gum or the patch or something?”

“Hmm,” she said, tapping the filter against her lips. “Why don’t you take up smoking?”

We turned into the jail’s parking lot. I switched the car off and gritted my teeth. “You’ll behave yourself, won’t you? No theatrics?”

My mother smiled grimly. “Of course. What kind of woman do you think I am?”

[image: images]

“You should be shot to the moon for this!”

Deputy Donald Smith, Jr., stood behind the counter with half a doughnut in his hand, powdered sugar sifting down the front of his khaki uniform. The other half was in his mouth. I doubted he’d be able to work up enough spit to swallow it.

“Well?” my mother continued. “What is it this time? Jaywalking? Parking tickets?”

“Mrs. Hardy, please. If you’ll just calm down . . .”

“Calm down? Listen, you worthless, one-bullet Barney Fife, I want to know what trumped-up bullshit you’re trying to pin on my son.”

I grabbed Emma by the arm, giving her a little shake for emphasis. “You’re not helping.” I turned to Donny. “What my mother is trying to ask, Deputy Smith, is what is the charge against Sam?”

Donny chewed rapidly, somehow managing to choke the doughnut down. Sweat trickled from the broad expanse of his pale forehead, and he smiled faintly, a sure sign of his helplessness in the face of my mother’s bull-headed fury.

“Mrs. Hardy,” he said, though he looked at me for reassurance, “I’m sure we can straighten this out if you’ll just calm down. All of this yelling is getting us nowhere.”

Donny Smith was not a small man. He was six feet four inches of clean-living, potato-fed, caffeine-free Mormon. Next to my mother, however, he was a lightweight. I almost felt sorry for him.

Emma leaned forward and said in her brimstone baritone, “You don’t know what nowhere is, Donny, my boy. I’ll send you to a hot fucking nowhere if you don’t have Sam out of that jail cell in the next five minutes. I’m getting pretty tired of coming down here every other day to bail out my son. My daughter’s a lawyer, you know. I’ll sue your fat ass!”

Ah, Naomi, that august member of the Idaho Bar. If I were a sensitive soul, my sisters might have given me an inferiority complex. They were all over-achievers. Naomi was only twenty-eight, and Ruth, the physician, was thirty. Sarah, only three years older than me, was the deputy head of the reference department at the Cowslip College Library. Each of them, by the time they were my age, had already earned their bachelor’s degrees. I, on the other hand, was still technically a sophomore. Damn transfer credits, anyway. Perhaps my sisters were paying a hidden emotional toll for their collective success. They were all single, but then again, so was I.

Donny shoved his mouth into what was clearly supposed to be a patient, Latter-Day Saintly smile. He was breathing heavily, and every time he blinked, his eyes stayed shut for a fraction of a second past normal. He spoke slowly, as if he could sweeten his words by pouring them on like cold syrup.

“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Hardy, but Sam’s in on a very serious charge.”

My mother cocked her eyebrows in anticipation. “And that charge would be?”

Donny swallowed. Again. “I have orders not to discuss it with you until Lieutenant Young gets back. He won’t be long.” He looked at his watch. “Not long at all.”

“I see,” said my mother. “As soon as your lieutenant gets here, he’ll pull the string on your back and you’ll start talking. I’m a busy woman, Donny. I don’t like to wait. Is there anything you can tell me in the meantime?”

“I can tell you . . . I can tell you that he resisted arrest.”

“Oh really?” said my mother. “Anything else?”

“And . . . and . . . on the way to the station . . . your son urinated in the squad car.”

“Goddamn it,” Emma barked. “I don’t care if he pissed on your doughnut. In case it’s escaped your notice, Deputy Dawg, my son is sick. He has cancer. He is in the middle of a course of chemotherapy. If you keep hounding him like this, he will die. Is that what you want?”

Donny said nothing. He rocked back and forth on his heels and examined his fingernails.

“His hair,” my mother went on, “is falling out. Surely you people have noticed that he wears a wig. Usually, you are thoughtless enough to confiscate it. My son doesn’t sleep well. He doesn’t eat. He weighs a whopping one hundred and twenty-two pounds. He’s only a few inches shorter than you are, Donny, and he weighs less than your left leg. What the hell has he done to justify this police persecution? Petty shit! Nothing!” She dismissed my brother’s crimes with a wave of her hand.

Donny stared at a spot some inches above our heads. “I can’t do anything about it, Mrs. Hardy. Lieutenant Young is in charge, and he’s gone to see Judge Andrews. Why don’t you go home, and we’ll call and let you know when Sam is arraigned? It won’t take long.”

Much to his surprise, and mine, my mother agreed.

“Okay,” Emma said. Her tone was suddenly reasonable, quiet and persuasive. She smiled, a terrifying sight, and not just because she wasn’t wearing her partial plate. My mother treats her teeth like a cocktail dress, wearing them only on special occasions. “Okay, I’ll do that. I just want to see him first.”

I felt like I was watching a cobra mesmerize a rat. Donny shook his head. “I can’t, Mrs. Hardy. Visiting hours aren’t until . . .”

“Visiting hours are now,” she said matter-of-factly. “We’re not going to make a break for it, Smith. I don’t have a file or dynamite in my handbag.”

“I don’t know,” Donny hesitated. “The lieutenant wouldn’t like . . .”

Emma leaned forward and poked him on the chest with her forefinger. He winced and rubbed the spot, smearing the remains of his doughnut all over his necktie.

“Ow, Mrs. Hardy! You didn’t need to do that.”

“I want to see him now. You can search me if you like.” She put her palms on the counter and spread her legs.

Donny shook his head desperately, and I stifled a laugh. He looked as if he’d rather chew his own hands off than pat down my mother. Fishing a key ring out of his pocket, he stepped from behind the desk. We followed him through several barred gates to the back of the jail, where he showed us into a long, narrow room.

“Wait here,” he instructed, as if we had a choice. There were three stools in the room facing three windows, each of which was no larger than the glass on a ten-gallon fish tank. Next to the windows were telephone receivers on short metal cords. I cast a surprised glance at Emma.

“We’re not going to get to see him in person? They’ve always let us meet him in the cafeteria before.”

She didn’t answer. There was a tap on the first window. Donny’s face swam into view.

“Five minutes,” he mouthed, holding up five fingers in case we couldn’t read lips. He stepped out of the room, and Sam shuffled in. He was shackled and cuffed. It was with some difficulty that he sat down on the stool facing the glass. 

Emma was shaking, but she picked up the receiver and held it so I could listen. Nothing happened. Sam stared down at his hands, moving them back and forth so that the cuffs caught the light.

“Pick up the telephone,” Emma shouted.

Sam looked up and glared at her. Then he picked up the receiver on his side. “I’m not stupid,” he said. “I’ve been in here before.”

“Don’t I know it, you rotten little shit. Do you know how sick I am of coming down here and bailing your tired ass . . .”

Sam hung up the phone and stared into space. My mother beat on the window, first with the palm of her hand and then with the earpiece of the receiver.

“Knock it off,” I said, taking it out of her hand. “Do you want to get us arrested as well?”

I tapped lightly on the glass with my index finger. Sam picked up the phone.

“No,” I slapped Emma’s hand away. “You’ve had your chance. It’s my turn. Okay, Sam, what’s up? Why have you been arrested? Donny wouldn’t tell us what the charge is.”

Sam shrugged. He still had his wig. It was sitting on his head slightly askew, which for some reason made him look cock-eyed. Or something. I peered at him more closely. He wasn’t cock-eyed, he was black-eyed. Two swollen half-circles, one under each eye. There was also an inch-long cut on the bridge of his nose and an egg-shaped lump on his forehead.

“Jesus, Sam, what the hell happened to you? Donny said that you resisted arrest, but he didn’t say they had to use a baseball bat to get you into the squad car.”

“Police brutality!” Emma squawked. “I knew it!”

Sam shook his head and smiled lazily. “Take a chill pill. The cops didn’t hit me.”

“A chill pill?” My gaze shifted and I looked him in the eye. The Plexiglas between us was thick, which distorted his features a bit, but I recognized those grotesquely enlarged pupils. He was stoned out of his mind. “You are in such trouble. What have you done?”

He looked away. In a voice almost too low to hear, he said, “I didn’t hit her.”

“Who didn’t you hit?”

My mother snatched the phone back. “You hit someone?” she said. “Was it a cop? Did he hit you first?”

“Not he,” I said. “Her.”

“What?”

“Her. He didn’t hit her. He’s been fighting with a girl. I’m sure you can guess who.”

Emma stared at me. “Bullshit. What are you talking about?”

“Into the phone, Emma. Ask Sam.”

“Sam, what are you talking about? Who’s this her you didn’t hit?”

“Francie,” Sam said, still not looking at us.

“Francie! You mean to tell me that you’ve been fighting with a fifteen-year-old girl? Of all the worthless, clapped-out, addle-brained . . .”

I took the phone. “Did Francie give you those black eyes?”

Sam shrugged, which was answer enough for me. My mother, however, had changed tack.

“He hit her?” she scoffed. “I don’t believe it. That corn-fed slut makes three of him. I’ll bet you dollars to doughnuts that she . . .”

“Hit him,” I finished, covering the receiver with my hand. “Probably. But I’ll bet you that he hit her back.” Francie Stokes, my brother’s on-again, off-again girlfriend, was a hardened juvenile delinquent—drinking, drugs, and grand theft auto. She smoked like a chimney, dressed like a hooker, and got into cat fights with other trampy girls. I spoke into the phone again. “Is that right, Sam? Did you and Francie beat the shit out of one another? I’m not judging you. I think you’re pretty evenly matched. What you lack in size, you make up for in age.”

In the pause that followed while he worked this one out, my mother launched a sneak attack. She shoved me off the stool. “Now you listen to me,” she yelled into the phone. “Who did that to your eyes? Francie or the cops?”

“Who did what?” he asked nonchalantly, or as nonchalantly as someone can who’s sitting in jail with a crooked afro and a kippered brain.

Emma inhaled deeply, her chest shaking with the effort. She held her breath for a moment, and then she let him have it. “When are you going to get wise to that fat-assed hussy? Francie Stokes doesn’t give a damn about you! You’re a convenient source of booty and beer. That’s it. Sometimes you are as dumb as a bag of rocks. I’ve a good mind to leave you in here until you get some sense!”

“Call my lawyer,” Sam said. “I want bail.”

“Your lawyer?” Emma shrieked. “Your lawyer? I think you mean my lawyer. Or do you mean your sister? I certainly hope not. Naomi has no interest in defending you—she knows a hopeless case when she sees one. Your father’s going to go through the roof this time. You know that, don’t you? And for what? For a two-bit, shit-brained . . .”

I’d had enough. I grabbed Emma by the arm and gave her a look that was meant to simulate a bullet to the head. “Knock it off. Just ask him the essentials and let’s get the hell out of here. In case you’ve forgotten, today is Friday. We can’t bail him after five o’clock. Do you want to spend the entire weekend taking his collect phone calls?”

“My god,” Emma said. “You’re right. We’ve got to find your father and figure out how much this is going to cost.”

She turned back to Sam, who appeared to be contemplating his navel through his orange jumpsuit. Emma tapped on the glass. “Look at me. Is there anything else I need to know before I leave? How are you feeling? Are you tired? I can’t believe you’ve gotten yourself arrested again. You have chemotherapy tomorrow morning! What the hell were you thinking?”

Sam dangled the receiver in front of the glass, watching it like a cat watches a yo-yo. It didn’t matter anyway; our five minutes were up. Donny came in through the door behind my brother and gently took the phone out of his hand. Then he waved at my mother, who was hyperventilating with rage, to indicate that the interview was terminated.

I patted Emma on the shoulder. “One of these days, you’re going to give yourself a stroke. You need to be more Zen about these things. Om.”

“Shut up.”

“Come on. No matter what, they’ll have to let him out for his ten-thirty chemo appointment. Let’s go home and figure out our next move.”

“My next move,” she observed tersely, “is a lawsuit. Did you see what that bulbous oaf did to his eyes? And that lump on his forehead. She beat up on a cancer patient, Bil. A cancer patient! And who’s in jail? Who, I ask you, have they thrown in jail?”

“We don’t know what happened,” I said, adding disingenuously, “Sam didn’t actually say she did that to him.”

“Which is proof positive, if you ask me. Why would he tell us that his fifteen-year-old girlfriend blacked his eyes? It’s too humiliating!”

It certainly was. I hated to think of Sam brawling away with his jailbait girlfriend like a trashy loser on the TV show Cops. I hated that he was a trashy loser. There was no denying it. The evidence was in. Francie was a big girl and mean to boot, a bad-tempered cow with the same IQ as a bowl of cold mashed potatoes. Still, a grown man fighting with a teenage girl. It didn’t bear thinking about.

I mustered my strength and gathered my aplomb. “Right, Emma. At this point it doesn’t matter what happened. If we want to get Sam out of here, we have to get organized.”

Under duress, my mother could swing into efficiency mode with disconcerting speed. “Yes,” she said crisply. She stood up and banged on the door. “Donny! Let us out of here! We’ve got business to attend to. Hey! Don-boy! Jesus wept. Get your thumb out of your ass and . . .”

Donny opened the door. His face had assumed a hangdog expression. “If you’ll just follow me, Mrs. Hardy, I’ll . . .”

“Not so fast,” Emma cut in. “The last time you had my son in here, a man in the cell with him died. Sam said he yelled for five minutes before any of you bothered to come and see what was wrong.”

“It wasn’t that long,” Donny objected. “And we were . . . under-staffed.”

Emma poked him sharply in the ribs. “No excuses,” she said. “This time, if my son so much as whispers, you hop to it. If he wants anything, you get it for him. Do you understand me? My eye is upon you, Donny Smith. If you put a foot wrong, I swear to God, you’ll be shitting out of a brand-new asshole by quitting time.”


Chapter 3

The cigarette was back in my mother’s mouth, only this time, it was lit. I decided to let it go. She was sitting very still in the passenger seat, smoke puffing out of her nostrils. With her bosom heaving and her eyebrows drawn down over the bridge of her nose, she looked like Mount Vesuvius sitting on a tack.

“It’s weird to watch you in action,” I said.

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about Donny Smith. The way you kept poking him—you’re not allowed to poke the police. He could have arrested you. I don’t know how you get away with it.”

“It’s not about me,” she replied. “I’ve got to do whatever it takes to protect your brother. Donny’s a wimp. He’ll be more careful if he’s afraid of the consequences.” She crossed one leg over the other and tapped her foot on the armrest of her door. “You drive like an old lady, Bil.”

“Would you shut up about my driving? If I were you, I wouldn’t be quite so eager get home. Do you really want to tell Hugh that Sam has done it again?”

“Don’t worry about that. I know how to handle your father.”

Poor Hugh. My father longed for a quiet life. His hobbies were reading and falling asleep in front of the television. He did not enjoy the drama and excitement of Sam’s escapades. Had it been left up to him, the Lewis County Jail would have been my brother’s permanent address. But it wasn’t up to him. Cancer had given Sam carte blanche with my mother. As long as he seemed to be living life to the fullest—and she took his determination to leave this world in a hail of gunfire as proof—she was always willing to fly into battle on his behalf.

I shook my head. “You know, Emma, I think Sam secretly likes it in jail. He gets to lie in bed all day, watching cartoons, smoking, and hanging out with other petty criminals. It’s his idea of heaven.”

I expected my mother to argue with this. Instead, she laughed. “Probably. If I keep poking Donny, maybe I’ll get to give it a try.”

We were silent for the rest of the drive. The family homestead was about eight miles outside of the Cowslip city limits, a small white farmhouse on a twenty-acre parcel. If you didn’t count the gravel pit across the road—and we didn’t—our nearest neighbor was a mile away. The house was old by Idaho standards. The oldest bits, the kitchen, the living room, and my parents’ bedroom, were built in 1898. The rest had been added room by room, as the house changed hands and the families who lived in it grew. When my parents bought it, the house was generously described as a fixer-upper. The plumbing was bad, the floors were warped, and the foundation was crumbling. Twenty-some years later, the whole thing was finally weatherproof and no longer falling down around our ears, but it was still a little rough around the edges. The four shutters on the front windows were painted four different colors, and one of them was hanging by a single hinge. There was a big hole in the front porch, right in front of the door, and two dead cars sat on blocks in the yard. My mother sometimes talked about turning them into chicken coops.

As I pulled into the driveway, I saw my sister Naomi’s jeep. As usual, she’d parked in the best spot, right beneath the cottonwood tree. I pulled in behind her, blocking her in. My mother raised an eyebrow.

“She’s hogging the shade,” I explained. “Her car has air-conditioning. Yours doesn’t.”

Emma nodded sagely. “Middle-child syndrome. Always has to be compensated for her contested place in the birth order. Also, it’s raining.”

“She’s no more a middle child than I am. And I don’t care if it’s raining. It’s a question of principle.”

“You’ve parked in a mud puddle. Better get out my side.”

I climbed over the empty cigarette packs, old coffee cups, and fast-food bags my mother had piled on the front seat. In the meantime she, unencumbered, had leapt over the hole in the front porch and was already through the door. I walked slowly up the gravel path. It wasn’t actually raining anymore, just misting. There was even a hint of sun visible through a chink in the clouds. Jed, the family cat, was lying in the tulip bed, chewing something hairy and gray that made a nasty crunching sound. I decided not to investigate.

I stepped into the living room to find Emma in the middle of a high-speed monologue.

“I said, you’ll let me see him, or my daughter the lawyer will . . .”

“I wouldn’t have a relative for a client, Emma,” Naomi interrupted. She was sitting on the sofa facing the door. She had my latest copy of Muscle & Fitness in her hand and was waving it around for emphasis, thoughtlessly—typically—wrinkling the cover. “Come to that,” she went on, “I wouldn’t have Sam, period.”

My mother decided to take this as a sporting challenge. She often paid a ridiculous amount of deference to Naomi’s opinions, probably because she so often needed legal advice. “Fat lot of good it would have done to tell Smith that. Where is your sense of dramatic effect?”

“In the same place as your sense of the truth,” I said, rescuing Muscle & Fitness from Naomi’s mangling grasp. “I save these, you know. Don’t screw it up like that.”

Naomi rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Can you tell us what’s going on with Sam? Emma’s making no sense. Again.”

“You don’t listen,” Emma objected. “It’s perfectly clear. Sam’s in jail.”

My father was sitting in the overstuffed chartreuse recliner that my mother calls Archie Bunker. Next to it was the matching but smaller chair, Edith. Many years before, the purchase of these chairs had led to a lengthy argument about sexual dimorphism in living-room furniture. I can’t remember who won. It might have been a draw. Anyway, my mother always sat at the head of the table in the dining room.

Hugh yawned. There was a copy of The One-Minute Manager on his lap and an unlit pipe in his hand. It was clear that he’d just woken up. He looked at Emma over the top of his black half-glasses, blinking every couple of seconds as he worked up the revs to speak.

“What’s he done this time?” said Hugh.

“Fine way to talk about your son. He’s done absolutely nothing.”

My dad shook his head and yawned. “I’ll try again. What’s he charged with?”

“Taking a swing at Francie,” I said. “Emma wants to bail him out, but she can’t because he hasn’t been arraigned yet.”

“When will he be arraigned?” Naomi asked.

“Should be any time now. Donny Smith said he’d call us. He’s waiting for Lieutenant Young to get back from somewhere.”

“So I suppose the question,” Naomi mused, “is do you really want to bail him out?”

Emma hopped from one foot to the other like a hyperactive chicken. “Of course I do!”

“I was including Hugh in that question,” Naomi said. “The you was collective.”

My mother shrugged impatiently. “Well, of course your father wants to bail him out. You do, don’t you, Hugh?”

“Hmmph,” said my father.

“Okay,” Naomi went on. “As soon as he’s arraigned, you can call Slinky Nilsson and get him to post bond. But if I were you, I’d consider leaving Sam in jail. It was only a week ago that he was released on his own recognizance. The judge isn’t going to like this assault charge. It’ll make him look stupid for letting Sam out on O-R.”

“O-R?”

“Own recognizance,” I explained. “Haven’t you been listening?”

“You can get your attorney or his public defender to sort it all out on Monday,” Naomi said. “A weekend in jail might teach him a lesson.”

“Teach him a lesson,” Emma sputtered. “You don’t . . .”

“He’s spent plenty of weekends in jail,” I pointed out. “Hasn’t taught him a thing.”

“Wait,” my father said. “Can he get a public defender?” So far, Emma and Hugh’s lawyer had always represented Sam, with Hugh footing the bill.

Naomi laughed. “Of course he can. He’s over twenty-one—you’re not legally responsible for him. If he can’t afford a lawyer, the court will appoint one.”

“He can’t afford a lawyer,” Hugh said firmly.

Emma dismissed this with an airy wave. “Naomi could . . .”

My sister pursed her lips. “No, Emma, I couldn’t.”

They glared at one another. I wondered if Naomi knew how much she looked like my mother. Or acted like her. My oldest sister, Ruth, looked like Emma as well, though she, thank God, had my father’s disposition.

“Hey,” I said, interrupting the staring contest. “Why is the bail bondsman called Slinky?”

Naomi looked puzzled until she realized that I was trying to rescue her. She smiled. “It’s after the toy. He’s tall and skinny, and he sort of uncoils himself when he stands up.”

“He’s a snake,” Emma remarked acidly, “but we need him. Now don’t change the subject. You know that I wouldn’t leave either of you in jail.”

“I don’t shoplift,” I observed.

“And I don’t punch up my girlfriends,” my sister added.

I caught Naomi’s eye for a moment. She looked away. I wasn’t out to my family. Not that I was exactly closeted, but I’d never had a big sharing moment. As far as my private life was concerned, no one asked, and I didn’t tell. It wasn’t that I worried about their reaction—I didn’t think they’d care—but I dreaded the prospect of becoming another one of my mother’s great causes. It was hard enough just being her daughter without her marching in the streets and joining P-FLAG.

“Enough,” Emma snapped, tapping her wristwatch. “It’s five past two. We have got to get your brother out of jail. What’s Slinky’s phone number?”

“How should I know?” Naomi sniffed. “You’ll have to look it up.”

“Fine. Bil, you find the phone book. Hugh, grab your checkbook and go warm up the car.”

My father remained in his seat. “The car doesn’t need to be warmed up, Emma. And before I grab my checkbook, I want to know exactly what’s going on here. Did Sam hit his girlfriend or not? Because if he did, I’m not bailing him out.”

My mother said nothing. She looked past Hugh, fixing her gaze on a spot somewhere down the hallway.

“I’ll take that for a yes,” my father said. “He can rot in jail.”

Here, I saw fit to intervene. “It’s more complicated than that, Dad. Francie’s blacked both of his eyes, so my guess is that it was a mutual altercation. As bad as Sam is,” I held up a hand to forestall my mother, “I don’t think he’s a girlfriend beater.”

“Maybe,” Hugh said skeptically. “Still, bail bondsmen cost money, and that’s money that you don’t get back. Slinky Nilsson is a shyster.”

“It’s either pay Slinky or pay the full bond,” Naomi said. “Take your pick.”

At this point, my mother, who had been pacing up and down the room, sprang at my father with a whoop and a holler and tried to yank him out of his chair. “Hugh, listen to your daughter—get your checkbook and let’s go!”

My father refused to budge. It was the immovable object meets the irresistible force. His face was beginning to harden, and soon he’d be set like a lump of cement. I racked my brains for a persuasive argument.

“Ah,” I said. “Think about this, Hugh. If we don’t get Sam out of jail, Emma will make our lives unbearable. Tonight, tomorrow, the next day. The entire weekend, shot to hell.”

He pondered this, tapping the bowl of his pipe against the arm of the chair.

“Besides,” I added, “what does he do when he’s sitting in jail? He calls collect every five minutes.” I pointed at my mother. “She won’t refuse the charges. You know she won’t. The phone bill will add up to more than his bail.”

“All right,” my father said at last. He turned to Emma. “I don’t care if you bail him out, but I don’t see why I should go with you. Use your own checkbook.”

My mother hauled back and gave my father a flat-handed slap on the arm. “You’re mean, Hugh. You’re an old screw, a skinflint, a tightwad. You know I don’t have any money in my checkbook. I live like a pauper on that measly allowance you give me.”

Hugh laughed. It was always like that with them. My parents are not a lot alike, but they are compatible. Emma talks, Hugh listens; she’s into the big picture, he obsesses over the small details; she tells big fat lies, and he laughs.

Hugh is a professor of business and accounting at Cowslip College. He and my mother met there as undergraduates, and Emma dropped out after her sophomore year to marry him. They traveled around for years after that, Hugh collecting graduate degrees and Emma collecting children. When he accepted the job at Cowslip, Hugh insisted that my mother re-enroll and finish her degree in philosophy. She did. Juggling five kids and taking one class a semester, it took her ten years to finish. She’d worked off and on, only part-time since Sam’s diagnosis, and always at clerical jobs she could leave with two weeks’ notice. Consequently, my father was the recognized breadwinner.

“I don’t give you an allowance,” he was arguing, “I supplement your income.”

“Whatever you call it, it’s a paltry sum!”

“Then use the joint account. That’s your money, too.”

“Not for bailing Sam out of jail! I’d never hear the end of it.” Emma turned to us. “Take a lesson from me, girls—don’t ever get married. Men, even good men like your father, only want one thing.”

I laughed. “From what I hear, he gets it.”

Hugh stood up and put The One-Minute Manager on the seat of the chair. Two other books were crammed into the crack between the arm and the cushion, their spines covered in pipe ash.
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