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			I wrote this book for

			Steve Ashley

			Books will get you through times of no money better than money will get you through times of no books.

			In memory of

			Karol Griffin Young

			Who knew my people better than I do. We miss you.

			And, of course,

			Carol

		

	


	
		
			I am that I am.

			—God, Exodus 3:14

			I yam what I yam.

			—Popeye, in his self-justification to Olive Oyl

			What’s time to a hog?

			What’s dynamite dope to the pope

			Or religion to a brown groundhog?

			—Dean Webb/Mitch Jayne

		

	


	
		
			Norwood DeGarmo sat perched on a canvas stool in a Venice Beach sidewalk curio shop, doing his best to ignore two guys in Property of Montana State Athletic Department T-shirts who wanted a dollar off on a five-dollar pair of wraparound sunglasses.

			“Look at the crack there.” The bigger one with a shaved head showing irregular skull plates shoved the glasses into Norwood’s face. There did seem to be a hairline fracture in the nosepiece, but Norwood wasn’t sure. The glasses were too close for him to focus.

			The other one—skinny, sneaky, probably a quarterback—said, “I don’t see how you can even sell cracked sunglasses. You ought to give ’em away.”

			Norwood closed his eyes. His brother Timmy was in charge of tourists from east of I-15. They had a deal, and Timmy would just have to handle it.

			Timmy said, “You put that crack there yourself. I watched you on the surveillance camera.”

			The big one looked around in faux disbelief. “What surveillance camera? You got a cigar box for a cash register, what would you be doing with a surveillance camera?”

			“Hell,” the quarterback said. “This sty don’t even have electricity.”

			Norwood wished Timmy would sell the sunglasses for whatever the idiots wanted to pay. The glasses were stolen anyway; it was pure profit. Besides, Norwood had taken three Ativans and a Librium, and he wasn’t in the mood for antagonism. Much more of this and he’d be forced into pulling pepper spray, which would cause a scene and destroy the point of the pills.

			“We got a hidden surveillance camera,” Timmy said. “Hidden means you can’t see it.”

			The big one stared at Timmy through the sunglasses in question. “Guy two booths down sells them for three.”

			The beaded curtain door rustled, and a deeply tanned and tattooed man stepped through. Norwood’s skin prickled as if the temperature had dropped ten degrees. The man wore no shirt or shoes—nothing but an unzipped pair of canvas shorts. His ribs stuck out like bones on a shark carcass.

			He murmured, “You boys have to leave now.”

			The big jock took off the cracked sunglasses. “I haven’t made my choice yet.”

			The shirtless man moved into the booth, close to the tourists. Norwood smelled bad shrimp. No, it was more like an overflowing outhouse, the plastic Port-A-Potty you hold your breath to go into at concerts.

			“Here’s the choice.” His voice was two shades above a whisper. “The glasses are free if you walk away in the next five seconds.”

			“And what if we don’t?” the quarterback asked, but his buddy was already heading for the door, with the cracked glasses. The big one had a fighter’s instinct; he knew when it was best to get out. The shirtless man stared at the quarterback, while Norwood wished he had a cell phone so he could call 911 and get this cleaned up before his drugs kicked in.

			The quarterback slid around the wall and started for the door. Before he left, he said, “If this was Montana, somebody would shoot your ass.” Then he scooted out the curtain. 

			Norwood dropped his right hand into an LA Clippers gym bag at his feet. His fingers closed on the pepper canister. This wasn’t cheap spray designed for stunning ethnic minorities, this was grizzly bear repellent—not even legal in California. He said, “You owe us five dollars.”

			“Anything you bring out of that bag, you’re going to eat.”

			Norwood weighed the risks of five dollars versus what might happen if this guy was half as tough as he thought he was. His fingers groped below the pepper spray and came up with a package of Hostess Sno Balls. “You want one, Leroy. They’re kind of squished.”

			Timmy couldn’t take it anymore. He didn’t care how mean the son of a bitch was—this was Venice Beach, for Christ’s sake. He’d been raised on mean sons of bitches. “Who the hell you think you are, busting into our legitimate business and coming on like Sean Penn?”

			“It’s Leroy,” Norwood said. To Leroy himself, he said, “Ever’one thinks you’re dead.”

			“Ever’one’s wrong.” Leroy strolled to the sunglasses rack and pulled off a pair of wireless silver lenses. Sunglasses were all the DeGarmo brothers sold, except one card table full of two-dollar T-shirts they’d found in a Dumpster behind the Third Street Promenade.

			“That’s not Leroy,” Timmy said.

			Norwood tore cellophane off the cupcakes. “Check out the tattoo.” Leroy had a tattoo across his chest showing a Green Beret firing a flamethrower. The flames looked like wings until you looked close and saw the tattoo wasn’t angels; it was burning babies.

			Leroy’s odor wafted ahead of him like a cirrus cloud of stink as he crossed the booth and took a Sno Ball from Norwood’s hand. “Where’s my boy?” Leroy said.

			Norwood tried to hide his disgust. “What boy?”

			“The boy I left with you two short peckers. The boy you said you’d hang on to till I got back.”

			“Jesus, Leroy, that was ten years ago.”

			Timmy said, “Twelve.”

			“It was ten,” Norwood said. “We were in Tucson, and Leroy said he had to run over to Bogotá for a week.”

			Leroy popped the Sno Ball into this mouth and talked through a wad of pink paste. “I told you it might be more than a week but I’d be back for the boy.”

			Timmy said, “We couldn’t hold the boy for twelve years.”

			“Ten,” Norwood said.

			“Besides, you were dead.”

			“I wasn’t dead.” He took the other cupcake and shoved it in whole also. Norwood shuddered. Leroy hadn’t even finished swallowing the first one.

			“Where were you?” Norwood asked.

			“Where do you think?”

			“Jail,” Norwood said.

			Timmy stared hard at Leroy. “No wonder you don’t look like yourself. I’ve heard those Colombian jails are worse than state pens down South.”

			Leroy barked a laugh that held no humor. “Timmy, you don’t have enough imagination to dream what I been through. Now, where’s my boy?”

			Norwood said, “Gone.”

			“Don’t tell me that.”

			Timmy’s voice rose to a whine. “But you were dead. We couldn’t raise a boy.”

			“I told you to hang on to him.” The tan drained from Leroy’s face. His rope muscles drew in on themselves, and a drop of saliva appeared at the corner of his mouth.

			Norwood nodded toward the canvas walls of the booth. “There’s lots of people outside. Don’t go Branch Davidian on us, Leroy.”

			To Norwood, the struggle for control was visible on Leroy’s face. It was as if his brain flipped a coin—heads, I kill everybody in sight; tails, I wait till later. The coin came up tails.

			“How long after I left did you keep him?”

			The DeGarmos looked at each other and shrugged. Timmy said, “Couple of weeks.”

			Norwood jumped in before Leroy’s brain decided to go for two out of three flips. “We took him to Mary Beth.”

			“Who?”

			“Mary Beth. Your Mary Beth.” 

			“In Boulder?”

			Norwood nodded. “She was living outside Nederland. Little cabin by a creek there. Looked real pretty.”

			“I didn’t tell you to take the boy to Mary Beth.”

			“You were dead. Wouldn’t you rather her raise him than us?” Norwood said. “We’re not responsible parties.”

			“She still have him?”

			“We haven’t talked to Mary Beth since the night we dumped the kid, but I wouldn’t think so. He’d be grown by now.”

			Leroy took off the silver-lens sunglasses and turned them by the earpiece, thinking. He said, “Corporal balance says if someone brings harm to another human being, such as me, the balance must be refit for Earth to maintain a proper axis. Until the world-state is brought back into corporal balance, there will be earthquakes, typhoons, and plagues upon the people. That boy owes me a life. Until the debt is paid, the planet will be out of whack. Nothing will fit.”

			Norwood said, “The whole planet? That’s a bit harsh.”

			Leroy stared at Norwood. “If I do not find my boy and bring chaos to order, I promise you two I will come back here and slice your livers out and eat them.” He stood so close that the smell triggered Norwood’s gag reflex. “Do you believe I will do that?”

			Norwood said, “Yes.”

			“How about you, smart fella?”

			Timmy said, “Yes.”

			Nobody blinked for a full five seconds. Then Leroy dug into his pocket and pulled out the filthiest five-dollar bill Norwood had ever seen. “I’ll buy these,” he said.

			“They’re yours,” Norwood said. “Complimentary. You can keep your money there.”

			Leroy looked at the bill in his hand.

			Timmy said, “Complimentary means free.”

			“I know what complimentary means. Bogotá jails don’t make you stupid.”

			“I wasn’t sure,” Timmy said.

			Leroy stuffed the bill back into his pocket, put on the sunglasses, checked himself in the mirror, and left. The stench, however, stayed behind. Norwood desperately wanted to run to fresh air, but he was afraid Leroy might be standing out front on the boardwalk. Instead he pulled a cardboard box out from under the table and started packing T-shirts.

			Timmy hadn’t moved. “How can he possibly find Mary Beth? She’s more than likely moved three, four times since then.”

			“He found us, didn’t he?”

			Timmy considered this. “What’re we going to do?”

			“You can do what you want, I’m out of the retail business.”

			“Where you going to go?”

			“What difference does it make?”

		

	


	
		
			1

			My mother, Lydia Callahan, walked out of the Dublin, California, federal women’s penitentiary at noon on Mother’s Day 1993, a free woman, with nothing but the clothes on her back and a Lands’ End fanny pack full of credit cards. She took a taxi to the Holiday Inn in Walnut Creek, where she checked in as Lydia Elkrunner and gave her address as hell. Then she washed her hair in complimentary Pert and fell asleep. Lydia was fifty-eight years old; in her dreams, she was twenty.

			The next night, she telephoned my daughter Shannon in Greensboro, North Carolina. 

			Lydia said, “I’m out of stir.”

			Shannon said, “Stir?”

			“Prison. They let me go.”

			“That’s wonderful, Lydia. I can’t wait to see you.”

			“I want you to pick me up at the airport Thursday afternoon. I don’t know what flight I’ll be on, so you’ll have to meet them all.”

			“Which airport is this where you want me to meet every flight?”

			“Jackson Hole. I want you to be the one waiting when I come home. No one else.”

			“Lydia, Dad lives right there, almost next door to that airport, and I live two thousand miles away.”

			“Are you going to do this for me or not?”

			Shannon said, “I was being practical.” Then there was silence. In the past, before going underground, Lydia would have flown into a tirade at the suggestion that practicality might take precedence over her will. But prison had taught her the power of silence. Noisy intimidation works on men; women respond to a quieter approach.

			After twenty seconds, Shannon said, “I’ll be there.”

			Lydia said, “I would also like you to organize a community get-together. No use sneaking back into town.”

			“You want a welcome home party?”

			“Put up a notice at the GroVont post office. Tell them chicken wings and shitty beer for all. That’ll bring the yokels out.”

			“Anything else, Grandma?”

			“What?”

			“Lydia.”

			“Dress nice. This is my triumphant return. I don’t need to come off the airplane and see a slob.”

			***

			Lydia’s phone call came while Shannon was in the process of breaking up with her tenth boyfriend in ten years. This one’s name was Tanner. They had made love with a device Tanner bought for seventy-five cents from a machine in the truckers-only washroom at the Dixie Land service center near High Point. Tanner was proud of his device, and in his mind, he had just given Shannon the sensual experience of the epoch.

			Tanner kissed her left breast and said, “My God, that was great.”

			Shannon rolled over on her back to face the ceiling. “I don’t feel the way you’re supposed to feel when you’re in love.”

			Tanner said, “Yeah, but the orgasm makes up the difference.”

			“There’s more to love than orgasms.”

			Tanner was confused. His belief system was based on the concept that sexual prowess and popularity go hand in hand. “What the hell does that have to do with us?”

			“I do not love you, Tanner. You’re interchangeable with others.”

			“But I’m here now.”

			Shannon rolled back to look at Tanner, who had a little scar on his chin she was fond of. She realized the scar was why she had chosen him in the first place. It lent Tanner a sense of fragile danger, but fragile danger is not enough in the long haul. “Tonight was fun,” she said. “I want you to move out tomorrow.”

			He said, “No.”

			At that point, the phone rang.

			***

			Tanner pouted throughout Shannon’s conversation with Lydia. After they said their good-byes and hung up, he said he was sorry he wasted his youth on a woman with the emotional capacity of a mud flap. He asked her if their time together meant nothing to her, and she said, “That’s right.” He asked her if she was made of stone. Shannon realized Tanner would not leave her until tears flowed and glass shattered. She would have to make him believe the breakup was his idea, and at the moment she simply didn’t have the energy. Instead she telephoned her father, Sam. This is where I enter the story.

			***

			I answered midway through the first ring.

			Shannon said, “Grandma’s out of the slammer.”

			There followed a moment of silence as I adjusted to the idea of a free mother. It’s not as easy as you would think. “I knew it was happening this month; I wasn’t sure when.”

			“They let her go yesterday. Seems strange to do it on a Sunday.”

			“We express mailed her a loaf of pumpkin bread for Mother’s Day. Do you know if she got it?”

			“Lydia didn’t say.” Tanner flounced off to the bathroom and slammed the door. Shannon knew he was angry, but it was hard to take him seriously with a condom dangling between his legs. “She did say I’m supposed to pick her up at the Jackson Hole airport Thursday afternoon.”

			I said, “I can be there.”

			“She said I have to be the one. Nobody else.” Shannon could hear Tanner’s electric toothbrush. First thing after sex, Tanner always brushed his teeth. “Grandma’s nuts. Prison hasn’t changed her.”

			 “I didn’t think it would.”

			“She wants me to organize a party at the GroVont house.”

			“Am I invited?”

			“I guess so. She didn’t say invite everyone but Sam.” Tanner came from the bathroom, minus the condom. He picked his jockey shorts off the floor, snatched the seventy-five-cent device from the nightstand, and left the room.

			I said, “Will you need a ride from the airport yourself?”

			“Leave Lydia’s BMW in the parking lot with the keys behind the gas cap cover. I’ll pick it and her up at the same time.”

			“The BMW hasn’t run in ten years.”

			“Better have someone look at it. Grandma’s coming home.”

			***

			The next day I drove out to the TM Ranch. I found Maurey Pierce sitting on the top rail of a buck-and-rail fence, watching a pasture filled with pregnant mares named after movie stars. It was an ideal day—high-altitude blue sky, room temperature, no humidity to brag about. Days like this are rare in the muddy, sluggish springs of the West. I should have been basking in the glory of good weather, but Maurey had permed her hair over the weekend. Changes of any kind, and especially in Maurey Pierce, throw me for a loop. You should know that about me. I hate change.

			“How long till it grows back out?” I asked.

			“I’m glad to see you too, Sam.”

			“I mean, your hair looks nice and all, I just like it the way it was—when you were a teenager.”

			“That was twenty-five years ago.”

			“What’s your point?”

			Maurey patted the rail, indicating that I should climb up beside her. Maurey’s been my friend since I came to Wyoming. We’re so close, we don’t have to talk to communicate. She said, “Lydia called this morning. She’s a free bird.”

			I settled in next to her. “She phoned Shannon last night. You think by calling everyone in the family but me, that she’s trying to make a point?”

			“Lydia’s not in my family.”

			I started to disagree but decided I wasn’t going to convince her of anything new. Maurey is Shannon’s mother; I’m Shannon’s father; Lydia is my mother and Shannon’s grandmother: that makes the whole bunch of us family in my book. And this is my book. One of the mares knelt on her front legs and flopped sideways. Since Maurey didn’t seem concerned, I figured it was normal behavior.

			Maurey said, “Uma Thurman will drop first.”

			“Which one’s Uma Thurman?”

			“The sorrel. Drew beat her by ten hours last year.” Maurey nodded toward a black horse with white feet and a white wedge running down her nose. “But my money is on Uma. She’s set to pop. God, look at her. I’m glad I’m not pregnant.”

			We watched Uma for a while, expecting her to pop at any moment, although I wasn’t sure I was watching the same mare as Maurey. I know brown and pinto, palomino in a good light, but sorrel is beyond me either as a color or a horse.

			“What did Lydia say this morning?”

			“She’s in San Francisco on a shopping spree.”

			“Shannon told me Lydia’s coming home Thursday.”

			Maurey nodded. “That’s why she called. She’s throwing a prodigal mom party. Pud’s supposed to barbecue a pig.”

			“Shannon thinks she’s supposed to organize the homecoming bash.”

			“Lydia changed her mind. She doesn’t trust Shannon to get it right, not that she thinks we’ll do better.”

			I said, “Lydia has high standards when it comes to parties thrown by other people for her.”

			“She wanted a fatted calf on a spit, but that’s where I drew the line.”

			My eyes went from the horses in the pasture, across the river line, to the red mountains in the distance. Somehow, the older I got, the less I was able to deal with the difference between nature and people. I’d recently been feeling almost paralyzed by the unlikelihood of life.

			Maurey said, “Pud’s over in Idaho Falls now, looking for a butcher who sells whole hogs.”

			“Why not buy a live one and slaughter it yourself?”

			Maurey’s nose wrinkled. “Yuck, Sam. Do you want to stick a pig?”

			“Not me.”

			“That’s one of the many reasons we run horses instead of cattle—I don’t have to kill the inventory.”

			“You’ve raised cattle before.”

			“No need to throw the past in my face. Do I throw the past in your face? Do I say, ‘You once owned a golf cart company,’ which is sure as hell nastier than feeding cows?”

			“Sorry.”

			“You never know when to back off and let it alone. When I met you, you wore Dickeys and thought hooters were people from Indiana. But do I hold it against you? No.”

			After decades of multiple apologies per conversation, I had adopted a policy with women of saying I was sorry once, then keeping my mouth shut till they ran down. In my job, I dealt almost exclusively with women, and the policy served me well.

			“What are you going to do about Lydia?” Maurey asked.

			“Nobody can do anything about their mother.”

			“Got that right.” She grabbed my arm and pointed. “Michelle Pfeiffer’s water just broke.”

			“That’s nice.”

		

	


	
		
			2

			Riding airplanes made Shannon feel even more vulnerable than she usually felt, which, she thought, might be more vulnerable than almost anyone else. She wasn’t sure. Shannon sometimes spent entire days on the edge of hysteria, but she hid it so well that she suspected others around her were doing the same thing. Once, as an experiment, she snapped, “Boo!” to a rude teller at the Wachovia Bank, and the teller burst into tears. After that, Shannon realized it wasn’t fair to test the hard asses.

			Vulnerability in others cannot be judged. It’s like my theory on colors. I told Shannon each person in the world sees colors differently, only this is impossible to discuss, because there’s nothing to compare it to. Color blindness can be quantified since that’s one color against another. But intensity, depth, and vibrancy are isolated in the individual. When I say, “The Coke can is red,” I mean an entirely different thing than when she says, “The Coke can is red.”

			Shannon couldn’t see how it mattered, so I tried to explain the relevance. “There is no common ground,” I said.

			Shannon said, “What did you expect?”

			Airplanes made Shannon feel extra vulnerable, and not just because the passengers have absolutely no control over whether they live or die. There was that. But also, Shannon had no control over who sat next to her. For some reason, my daughter brought out the chattiness in humanity. If there was a Scientologist or past-lives regresser or even a bathroom-fixtures salesman who really loved his job, the airlines plopped Shannon down next to him. Or her.

			On the flight from Greensboro to Atlanta Shannon sat next to a girl who believed there is a secret code in the Bible that explains all mysteries—such as why her boyfriend was in prison in Reidsville, Georgia, for selling counterfeit travelers’ checks.

			As the girl ate Shannon’s free peanuts, she said, “A man in Florida knows the code. He’ll give it to me for a two-thousand-dollar love donation.”

			“Which version of the Bible has the code in it?” Shannon asked.

			“The King James, I guess. That’s the one God wrote.” Then the girl showed Shannon a photograph of her boyfriend. He had white hair and a T-shirt that said fuck off, world—I’m a senior. “We’re getting married—soon as he makes parole. I’m flying down today to tell him I’m preggers.”

			Shannon felt so vulnerable, and the Atlanta airport was so crowded, that she decided to telephone Tanner. Harsh words had been spoken before she left, and Tanner had gone into a sulk. Shannon wanted to tell Tanner that he was a fine man and her inability to love him the right way was not a reflection on him personally. He wasn’t any worse than anyone else.

			“I have to be totally honest,” Tanner said, on the phone, after she told him it wasn’t personal. “I believe in honesty above all else. You can ask anyone in Carolina. I tell the truth, first, last, and always.”

			Shannon looked down the concourse at the line coming through the security checkpoint and wished she were there instead of on the phone. She knew, whenever a man says he has to be honest, he’s fixing to inflict pain.

			Tanner said, “You need to lose some weight.”

			“What?”

			“No man is going to marry you if you’re fat.”

			“Is that your best shot?”

			“No. Your pussy smells bad.”

			“Tanner.”

			“It’s like bad clams down there. I wouldn’t tell you if it wasn’t for your own good. I would heavily advise that you never let a man go down on you again. You’ll make them sick.”

			***

			I loaded the Madonnaville Suburban with three pregnant teenagers, a nurse practitioner, Gilia, and Baby Esther—who was terrible two and Gilia said we had to stop calling Baby soon—and drove down to GroVont to Lydia’s getting-out-of-prison party. The math here adds up to six females and one male, which is the general proportion I am accustomed to living with. It leaves me with a permanent sense of feeling put-upon.

			“I can’t believe you had the low class to buy Gilia tires for Mother’s Day,” Eden Rae O’Connor said. At nineteen, Eden was the oldest of the present batch of Unweds. She was also the farthest along—eight months—so she’d appointed herself spokesperson. The other two were fairly new to the Virgin Birth Home for Unwed Mothers, and it usually took a few weeks for the girls to adjust to the point where they felt comfortable criticizing me.

			“New tires will give her peace of mind when she drives Esther into town,” I said. “Peace of mind is the most precious gift of all.”

			My wife made a snort noise that sounded like a cross between hmph and bullshit. 

			Eden said, “You can give peace of mind on a weekday. On Mother’s Day, you’re supposed to give flowers.”

			Honor Edmonson stopped playing with the radio. It didn’t get but two stations anyway. “Face it, Mr. Callahan, the romance has left your marriage. The tires are for you.” Honor was the nurse practitioner. She’d been an Unwed seven years ago, one of our first. Then, after her baby was born, she went to school for her nursing degree and came back.

			“My daddy always buys Mama things he wants for presents. He says she’ll hate whatever he picks out anyway, so it might as well be useful.” Angel Byron, who sat in the way back, had just come to Wyoming a couple days ago. Angel hadn’t yet decided whether to abort, offer for adoption, or keep the baby, and these were her first nonessential words. Talking was a good sign. It meant Angel was emerging from the scared silly stage.

			The company policy is to avoid putting any pressure on the girls either pro or con as to abortion, but nurturing without pressure is stressful in itself. Gilia and I are always tense until the initial decision has been made. After that, the adoption-or-keeping question can go right down to the wire. Sometimes well past the wire.

			“I don’t understand why your mother was in prison in the first place,” Eden said. “I heard she was a feminist force for justice in America.”

			I glanced in the rearview mirror at Gilia, who sat next to Esther’s car seat, staring out the window at the red cliffs along the river, pretending not to listen. It would be just like her to feed Eden that feminist force for justice in America line. Although we’d been together almost ten years, I still had no clue as to when Gilia was being sarcastic. It seemed like an important thing to know.

			I said, “Mom FedExed a poison chew toy to Ronald Reagan’s dog.”

			Charlie, the third Unwed in the van, whistled through the ring in her nose. “That’s totally spooky.”

			“Lydia thought she was doing good for humanity,” I said.

			“By poisoning a dog,” Gilia said, as if the girls hadn’t heard it right the first time.

			After a moment of semi-stunned silence, Eden said, “Now I see why you’re so squirrelly.”

			***

			“Look at all those cars,” Honor said. “It’s like they’re going to a baseball game.”

			I said, “Maybe someone is having a garage sale.”

			Cars were pulled over on both sides of the street. People unloaded lawn chairs and coolers, a few baby strollers. Dogs sniffed each other’s crotches and peed on each other’s pee; kids pretended to hit their friends; women hugged everyone in sight, as if they hadn’t seen all these people yesterday. It had that feeling you get in the parking lot of a bluegrass festival.

			“They’re headed to our house,” Gilia said.

			I said, “Are you sure?”

			“Well, look, for God’s sake.”

			I eased between the double rows of cars, narrowly avoiding killing a couple of children, until the view opened up on Lydia’s house and lawn covered by Wyomingites doing what Wyomingites do after a long winter. Everyone even vaguely close to the legal age held plastic cups of beer. Several kids from up in Buffalo Valley were playing a game where you shake up a can of Coca-Cola and open it in another kid’s face. The men were split evenly between one group at the kegs and another group gathered to watch Roger Pierce and Maurey’s husband, Pud, standing on either end of a fire pit, turning a greasy pig on a spit.

			Eden said, “Look at Roger.”

			I said, “What about Roger?”

			“Nothing. Just look at him.”

			So we did. Roger was a slender, tall boy wearing jeans and an old cowboy shirt with the sleeves scissored out. He had a tie-dyed bandanna wrapped across his forehead like an Apache, and as we watched, he dipped a mop into a washtub of barbecue sauce. When the mop was good and slathered, Roger wiped it back and forth over the shiny pig.

			“You think that mop is new?” I asked.

			Honor opened her door. “This is going to be a hoot.”

			I repeated what I had said earlier. “Are you sure?”

			As the females unloaded, I sat watching the front door of the house where I had grown up. “You guys go ahead. I have an errand.”

			Gilia stopped unlatching Esther’s child seat. “What kind of errand?”

			“I should run into Jackson for potato chips. This is a bunch of people, it would be a shame to run out of potato chips.”

			Not one of the five women bought the gig. Even Esther knew I was lying through my teeth.

			“What’s your husband up to?” Eden asked Gilia.

			“I’ve found you save a whole lot of time if you don’t try to figure that out,” Gilia said.

			As the pregnant girls huffed their way out of the van, Gilia came around to the driver’s-side window. She leaned in and kissed me on the tip of my nose. 

			“The tires are okay,” she said.

			“I could have done better.”

			“Listen to me.” I listened. “Your mother will take all the guilt you have to give. Don’t waste any on this.”

			***

			The whiny kid banged on the bathroom door again, but Shannon ignored him. He could just go piss on a bush like everyone else in Wyoming. The whole state thought nature was one big commode, the way they acted. The kid would have to find a way, if it was the emergency he claimed it was.

			Shannon was sitting on the toilet in Lydia’s cabin with her head down between her knees, trying to sniff her crotch. She knew Tanner had only been trying to hurt her, he probably said the same thing to every woman who had the gall to split up with him. She knew he was lying. And yet, the seeds of insecurity had taken root.

			Why did men have to go and wreck whatever good memories were left when a relationship ended? That was the eternal question. She and Tanner had been close once—two months ago—so close it was hard to conceive of being apart. They laughed together. They talked all night and held hands in public. There had been deep trust, and now, simply because she wasn’t in love with him, Tanner was smashing every warm moment from the past. You only hate the ones you sleep with. Shannon suspected this was a Southern attitude. Californians didn’t automatically hate everyone they stopped having sex with.

			She sniffed again, exploring for rankness. Fish. Sweat socks. She’d read people can’t smell their own body odors, which is why some people get into crowded elevators smelling like week-old roadkill. Deodorant companies spend millions of dollars on advertising for the sole purpose of making us paranoid. Shannon considered this inhumane, right up there with clubbing baby seals. The world is ridiculous enough without commercially caused anxiety.

			The kid banged the door. “I gotta go.”

			“Stick it in a jar.”

			The kid kicked the door. 

			Shannon gave it up. There was no way to tell if she smelled, and no one she could ask. She stood, pulled up her panties and jeans, and crossed to the mirror to study her face for signs that she was turning twenty-nine in August.

			The trip out from Carolina had been a royal pain in the butt. From Atlanta to Salt Lake, she was trapped next to a man whose stomach gurgled. He pretended it was her making all the racket, like a kid in third grade who farts, then blames the girl sitting in front of him, minding her own business. The other passengers believed him.

			Then, from Salt Lake to Jackson Hole, it was a woman reading—out loud—from a book called Attacks of the Grizzly. “Listen to this, way back in 1923, two cowboys on horses roped a bear, and an idiot Yellowstone Park ranger rammed into the grizzly with his motorcycle.” The woman had Certs breath and leaned into Shannon as she ranted on. “The bear ripped the ranger apart and started to eat him, but one of the cowboys finally killed him. The bear. The ranger didn’t pass out or anything. Just laid there under the bear’s dead body until the cowboys set him free.”

			“You think that’s true?”

			“In the ’30s, there was a decapitation. Decapitations fascinate me. Do you think the eyes keep working for a while afterward? I don’t see why not. Imagine what it must feel like to see your own body without a head.”

			And while the woman went into an hour drone on the subject of blood, guts, and gore, Shannon sat next to the window and stewed over the stupid amount of energy she’d wasted deciding what to wear when she met Lydia’s plane. Shannon’s grandmother was impossible to satisfy, so it was senseless for Shannon to work herself up over clothing. Lydia criticized. Maurey said it was an evil habit Lydia fell into years ago, and she didn’t mean to be mean. Shannon should take it as a lesson on what not to do when she grew up, which you would think would have happened by now, if it was going to.

			“We need bad examples even more than good ones,” Maurey said.

			“Yeah, but why do I have to be related to so many of them?”

			Shannon chose a white turtleneck, black Wranglers, Nike running shoes, and earrings Hank Elkrunner made in the prison jewelry shop from two #12 Royal Coachman dry flies. She changed in the airport restroom, ran out to the parking lot to find Lydia’s BMW, threw her bag into the trunk, then ran back into the airport in time to meet the next flight. Lydia wasn’t on it.

			Shannon settled in to read the pile of catalogs she’d brought from Greensboro, but visions of Tanner kept getting in the way. She came up with at least ten things she should have said, most of them having to do with the size of his penis. Then the shape. Then his ability to use it effectively for anything other than a whiz in the wind. Given two days to write several drafts of her phone call’s last line, she could have made him feel like such a loser.

			Lydia was on the next flight up from Denver. She had bought herself a first-class ticket, and she came off the plane wearing a flowing white broomstick skirt with a silver conch belt and matching bracelets, looking like honorable mention in the Isadora Duncan lookalike contest. Her hair was jet-black like vinyl seat covers. Shannon had been braced for the rejection of no hug after not seeing each other in two years, and she was shocked when Lydia grabbed her around the shoulders.

			“Let me give you some advice,” Lydia said. “Don’t ever go to prison.”

			“I’ll try not to.”

			“Prison makes a woman stronger, but it isn’t worth the trouble.” Lydia released the hug as the economy-class passengers parted and flowed around them like rocks in a river. “You look nice. Did Hank give you the earrings?”

			Lydia hadn’t said, You look nice, to Shannon since middle-school graduation. “He sent them to me for Christmas. Are you okay? You want some water?”

			“I’m perfect.” Lydia headed for the baggage carrel. “But we’ll have to do something about those shoes before the party.”

			They waited by the baggage carrel for Lydia’s four brand-new suitcases, then passed through the glass double doors into the Wyoming sunlight. Lydia almost kissed the asphalt, probably would have if Shannon hadn’t been standing there looking like she expected a slap. It was all Lydia could do to keep from sounding happy.

			“Are you still working in the little frame shop at the mall?” she asked.

			Shannon was having trouble with the bags. Lydia thought about offering help but was afraid it might set a precedent.

			“I don’t think so,” Shannon said.

			“Don’t think so?”

			“I broke up with the owner right before I left Greensboro. He doesn’t seem like the type who can work with an ex.”

			“You were sleeping with your boss?”

			Shannon set three bags on the pavement and dug for Lydia’s car key. There wasn’t much to say, beyond the obvious.

			Lydia said, “That is so asinine.”

			“I know that now.”

			“You should have known it earlier. When I was your age, girls had long since stopped sleeping with their boss.”

			Shannon said, “When you were my age, you were a grandmother.”

			Lydia reached for the key. “It’s nice to see you haven’t completely lost your spunk. I was afraid you’d gone meek on me.”
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			Lydia had been spunk personified on the plane. Nothing like spending a few thousand dollars on clothes to give a woman back her confidence. And she did relish flying first-class, up there ahead of the rabble. It may have cost an extra five hundred, but by God, her wine came with a cloth napkin. An executive with his cutting-edge ThinkPad tried to strike up a conversation, and she cut him dead. She was in control.

			Then came the steps and the walk across the tarmac. She held up like a champ through all that. She was home. The county should have sent a brass band. Then she saw Shannon, and Lydia’s illusory bubble burst. In one breath, she became the ex-con limping back to the cave after doing her time. In her breasts, from which Lydia thought all emotions spring, she knew she was a cliché. It was Shannon’s earrings that did it. Hank had made them. She didn’t want to think about Hank, not today. Hank brought on the ache of loss—lost people, lost years. The entire last ten years had been a write-off. She was free and home, and he wasn’t. She felt like Dorothy, waking up in her own bed in her own room in Kansas, surrounded by Auntie Em and Uncle Henry, only to discover Toto had been hit by a truck.

			And Shannon—Shannon looked like cold soup. Girls should wash their face after they cry. Hard times should improve your posture, not wreck it. Lydia had been set to establish her authority, but one look at Shannon and she took the girl in her arms.

			Lydia said, “You look nice.” She would never have said that if it were true.

			At the house, twenty or thirty locals milled around the yard, their attention split between meat and beer. They didn’t rush the car and welcome her back into the bosom of the community. A couple old codgers who looked vaguely familiar cut their eyes her way, but they were checking out the antique BMW more than her. Except for Pud and his cousin Rowdy, she didn’t see anyone whose name she knew. Pud grinned and waved, making signs like he would come over and hug her, but he was stuck at the barbecue pit. Lydia waved back and waited for Shannon to carry her bags into the house.

			Later, after Shannon finished the obligatory fussing with the bags and pointing out where things were, as if Lydia were the guest instead of the owner of the house, Lydia sat in her room and wept. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried. Not in all the years on the run, not during the arrest or the trial or the nights in prison. She didn’t cry when her father died. Maybe a pet death way back in childhood. The week after she stopped smoking there’d been a tire commercial that made her dewy-eyed, but Lydia blamed that on nicotine withdrawal. And the night Nixon was elected the second time, she almost cried but got drunk instead. But now, when it was over, she was bawling like a baby. That was the shits of it all—it was over. Lydia looked into her future and saw one long playing out the string. She would be going through the motions from here on out. She’d lost her turn.

			After a while—a short while, considering it was her first cry in forty-five years—Lydia dug in her purse for her emergency panties and blotted the tears off her cheeks. She stood and walked to the mirror and looked at herself, thinking what every middle-aged person thinks when they look in the mirror—Where did it all go?

			She sneaked from her bedroom to the bathroom, but Shannon was locked in and wouldn’t come out, so Lydia had to wash her face in the kitchen sink. She was thorough. Scrubbed clean, she doubled back to the bedroom and reapplied her makeup, careful not to overdo it like an old lady. Then she went back to the mirror. Now, she didn’t think, Where did it all go? Now, she thought, Take no prisoners, bitch. Let’s mingle.

			***

			I showed up carrying a dozen daffodils wrapped in brown paper. Lydia was the first to spot me.

			“Sam.”

			The tanning-booth tan threw me off. The last time I’d seen Lydia, six months ago in Dublin Prison, her skin had been rice white, the same rice white it’d been—with the exception of her fugitive year on the reservation—since my birth.

			“Mom?”

			“The flowers are sweet.” Lydia swept the daffodils from my hand. 

			“They’re not for—”

			“Your hair is turning gray, Sam. I want you to run straight to Kmart and buy Grecian Formula.”

			“Is that what you did?”

			She sniffed the flowers. “Daffodils are my favorites, next to orchids. Shannon.”

			Shannon came over from the dessert table, where she’d been talking to a white Rastafarian. I hadn’t seen my daughter in almost as long as I hadn’t seen my mother. Shannon looked grown up. I realized with some shock that if I were single and we weren’t related, Shannon was probably too old for me to date.

			Lydia said, “Shannon, be a dear and find these poor flowers some water.”

			Shannon smiled at me as she took the flowers. “Hi, Daddy.” The hug was hampered by the daffodils, but it was still what I lived for.

			“How you been?” I asked.

			“Terrific.”

			“You’re not bulimic, are you?”

			“Daddy!”

			“I can feel your bones.”

			Lydia said, “Stand up straight.” Shannon stood straighter and decided her family was the most boorish bunch in America. There wasn’t one thing they were incapable of saying.

			Lydia went on. “Bulimic, my eye. Wouldn’t hurt you a bit to lose ten pounds.”

			Maurey and Gilia walked up. Maurey’s newly permed hair was piled up under a cowboy hat, and she wore a long-sleeved white shirt with a yoke. Gilia had Esther propped on one hip. “I think Shannon’s weight is perfect,” Gilia said. She passed Esther to me and took the daffodils from Shannon. “Thanks so much, Sam,” she said. “You’re a prince.”

			Maurey said, “If anything, five more pounds would make her look healthier.”

			Even at her strongest, Shannon could barely deal with a family gang-up. Right now, she’d been up since 4 a.m. Carolina time, flown on three airplanes, and been told her pussy stank. “Would you tactless wonders stop discussing my weight?”

			“How’s your sex life, then?” Maurey asked. “Still having that dry problem?”

			Shannon fled for the house.

			Lydia, meanwhile, had been eyeing the daffodils. She’d known they weren’t meant for her, but she was the guest of honor here. It was her Goddamn party.

			“I think those are for me,” she said to Gilia.

			I did the only thing I could to keep the peace. I offered up my child. “Mom. Lydia. Meet your granddaughter Esther.”

			Lydia peered at Esther, who broke into a beatific smile.

			“Wherever did you come up with that name?”

			I said, “You like it?”

			“It’s Jewish.”

			Gilia almost bristled. “So.”

			“Only pretentious twits pretend to belong to ethnic groups they don’t belong to. On the reservation, you couldn’t turn over a rock without finding a pasty white girl calling herself Running Dove or Dances in Sunshine.”

			Lydia bent down for a closer look at Esther. I had been training Esther for this moment for three nights—hours after supper and during bath time. It was the moment I’d been planning since Esther’s birth.

			Esther said, “Yo, Grandma.” 

			Lydia smiled. “She is charming. I can see the Callahan eyelash line.”

			Maurey made a sucking-air sound. “My God, you said something nice.”

			“I can say nice things if they’re true.”

			“Prison softened you, Lydia.”

			“It did not. And don’t for a second think I don’t remember who finked to the Secret Service in the first place.”

			“I’d do it again in a heartbeat,” Maurey said.

			***

			Lydia’s first arrest was only for threatening the president’s dog. She wrote Ronald Reagan a letter saying if he didn’t appoint a woman attorney general, she would assassinate Rex. The Secret Service called the local sheriff, who threw Lydia into the county jail for the weekend. Monday, they offered to release her on her own recognizance, but Lydia refused to leave, because the men’s cell had color TV and the women’s was black-and-white.

			I bought the women a color TV—without Lydia’s knowledge—she went home, and everyone but Lydia thought the incident had run its course. Unfortunately, Reagan, always the idiot, appointed a male attorney general. Lydia soaked a Ken-L Ration chew toy in Raid for two days, then sprinkled it with d-CON. She wrapped the poison chew toy in a Hershey’s candy-bar wrapper with the ends stapled shut, bought a dog birthday card from the Hallmark store in Jackson, wrote a nice note explaining how this is a gift for Rex from the grateful American people, and FedExed the package to the White House.

			Her mistake was she told Hank Elkrunner, who told Maurey Pierce, who telephoned the Secret Service. Even then, Lydia almost came away clean. Federal Express lost the package. Lydia took this as ineptitude, while I saw it as proof of God’s existence. Whichever, the miracle lasted three months before the package was found holding up the short leg of a dispatcher’s desk in Hannibal, Missouri. FedEx called to say the dispatcher was fired, Lydia’s money would be returned, and the package would be delivered by three p.m. 

			Lydia and Hank disappeared by noon.

			The ethical question discussed at family gatherings from North Carolina to Wyoming was: did Maurey do the right thing? Which led to the splinter question: would Lydia have been nailed anyway? The Reagans get a signed threat from GroVont, Wyoming, followed by an anonymous poison chew toy, also from GroVont, Wyoming. How much brains does it take? Lydia contends that without Maurey’s warning, the White House person in charge of gifts would have thrown the sticky chew toy in the trash. Shannon and Pud side with Maurey. As usual, I straddle the fence. I admit Lydia did an awful thing and deserved to be caught and punished. But she’s my mom, for Chrissake. Nobody wants to see their mom in prison.

			***

			Over by the barbecue pit, a lively discussion broke out on how you tell if a hog is cooked. Words like trichinosis were being bandied about. And New Age pansy. I drifted from the potluck table—cheese pesto and red Jell-O with suspended cling peaches—to a table of open wine bottles. As I poured myself a glass of zinfandel, a woman standing next to me said, “Zinfandel doesn’t go with pig.”

			She was early thirties, dressed in a bureaucratic sweater-skirt combination with open-toed, sensible shoes.

			“Are you one of Lydia’s authors?” I asked.

			“What makes you think I might be?” Her hair was that unnatural copper-tubing color favored by Yankee women.

			I said, “You’re not.”

			“A second ago, you thought I was.”

			“An Oothoon Press author would have used fuck in the answer.”

			The woman studied her fingernails on the edge of her plastic cup. The nails were painted the color of liver.

			“Fuck off, fuck no, or fuck you,” I said. “Lydia’s authors say fuck whenever they can. It’s a sign of empowerment.”

			“You must think you’re pretty empowered.”

			“Oh no. I never say fuck except when I’m quoting others. Lydia taught me the confident man doesn’t have to curse.”

			“But the confident woman does?”

			“That’s how life works.”

			She sipped her own wine, which was close to the same shade as her fingernails. “You must be her son.”

			I held out his hand. “Sam Callahan.”

			“Brandy Epstein. I’m Lydia’s parole officer.”

			“Oh.”

			“I hope you don’t mind me joining the party. I came out to introduce myself and saw all these people here. The whole town must have come together to welcome your mother home.”

			“More like the whole state.”

			“She must be a revered personage.” 

			I couldn’t detect sarcasm, but you never know with women. “Would you like to meet her?”

			“That’s what I’m here for.”

			***

			Brandy insisted we first check out the dessert table, which proved to be an excuse for her to snag a big piece of chocolate cake with chocolate icing. She ate as we made the rounds of the other tables, drink stations, and horseshoe pits and finally found Lydia in the side-yard parking lot, standing next to a mid-’60s GMC truck with two Indian teenagers. Lydia cradled a rifle in her hands; it appeared we’d walked in on negotiations.

			“Sam,” Lydia said. “Meet Terry and Little Jim. They’re Hank’s cousins, twice removed.” Terry kept his eyes on the rifle, but Little Jim glared at me as if I were the icon of white impunity.

			To put Little Jim at ease, I said, “Custer had it coming.”

			Lydia almost smiled. “Social faux pas. Little Jim’s a Crow.”

			The significance of that slipped right over my head, but Brandy caught it. “The Crow were on Custer’s side.” 

			I said, “Oh.”

			Lydia rotated the rifle bolt and checked the lever action. “You don’t see many of these,” she said. “Remington center-fire pump action. Thirty-thirty. This should keep the peasants at bay.”

			Brandy said, “Firearms are off-limits to felons.”

			Lydia’s face flared. “What the hell is it to you?”

			I said, “Lydia, this is Brandy Epstein. She’s your parole officer.”

			Lydia kind of shifted her weight back on her heels. She looked from Brandy to the rifle, then, casually as passing the salt, she tried to hand the rifle to Terry. Only he wouldn’t take it. Terry was in no position to touch a rifle in front of a parole officer. The rifle hung there between them for a moment until Little Jim threw it into the truck.

			He muttered, “White women.”

			Lydia said, “I hope you’re not one of those live-and-die-by-the-book bureaucrats.”

			Brandy cupped her cake from the top and took a bite off the bottom. She seemed intent on either avoiding the icing or saving it for last. “I’m afraid I am.”

			Lydia flounced. “I’ve got better things to do than driving into Jackson once a week to put on a dog-and-pony show for you.”

			Brandy wiped a crumb from the edge of her lower lip. “I’ve got better things to do than watch your dog-and-pony show, Mrs. Elkrunner.”

			“The name is Callahan.” Which wasn’t always true. Lydia went by whichever name was convenient at the moment.

			“I don’t care what you call yourself,” Brandy said, “but weekly contact is my job and part of your sentence.” 

			“Why can’t we ignore the unpleasant? I won’t tell if you won’t.”

			“Can’t be done. I have to document your five hundred hours of community service.”

			“You’re not going to hold me to that?”

			“It’s a condition of the parole.”

			Terry and Little Jim had disappeared. One moment they were flanking Lydia, and the next they were gone. Hank used to pull that stunt all the time, which led me to think it’s an Indian skill.

			Lydia twisted the GMC driver’s side mirror to look at herself. She bared her teeth, checking for bits between her incisors. “I’d hoped the community service was only a formality,” she said. “Couldn’t you write down that I was available to give advice for five hundred hours?”

			Brandy finally went for the icing. 

			Lydia said, “If you want true community service, you’ll help me get my press back in operation.”

			If there is one thing I delight in, it’s watching women deal with each other. Any women are interesting, but the levels of complexity between heterosexual women go on forever. Sometimes I get so wrapped up in subtext, I miss the conversation.

			“I have found something I think you’ll enjoy,” Brandy said.

			“Not if the word service is involved.”

			“Oly Pedersen turns one hundred this August. The county library asked me to have someone make an oral history of his life and adventures. That sounds right up your alley.”

			A picture of Oly formed in my mind—huge Adam’s apple, visible thyroid gland, spots on his forehead, hands you could see the veins through. He’d been ancient thirty years ago.

			“I could have sworn Oly died,” Lydia said.

			“Nope.” Brandy shoveled in the icing. “They’re planning Oly Pedersen Day. He presents the town fathers the oral history, and they give him the key to GroVont. There’ll be an old-timers’ rodeo and fireworks.”

			Lydia sighed. “Don’t you admire the Eskimo ritual of leaving their elderly behind on an ice flow. I always thought that was so poignant.”

			Brandy swallowed the last of her icing. “Did you bake this cake yourself?”

			***

			There aren’t many advantages to traveling with three pregnant women and a baby, but one of them is you can beg out of social situations early, before cleanup. As the sun turned pink and dipped into Death Canyon, I said our good-byes, while Gilia rounded up the infanticipating charges.

			I found Shannon talking to the white kid with Rastafarian hair. He called himself Chuck-O, had a spider tattoo crawling on his neck, and was one of those boys who shake hands with everyone they meet. He called me sir and said it was quite a thrill to meet me, because when he was little, he read all my novels. “You’re the best, man. I used to model myself after Bucky Brooks.”

			I said, “I hate Bucky Brooks.” The Rastafarian thought I was kidding.

			“Chuck-O is going to teach me snowboarding this winter,” Shannon said.

			Lydia was explaining the federal prison system to three women from the Southern Baptist Golden Rule Club. They’d come out to invite Lydia to join the club but, after seeing her in person, changed their mind.

			Lydia clamped a hand on my wrist and led me out of Golden Rule earshot. “Do you think Maurey was right?”

			“Of course,” I said. “About what?”

			“That prison softened me. What if I’ve lost my anger, Sam?”

			“Your anger is you, Lydia.”

			“I have always defined my self-image by my fire.”

			I could tell she was thinking about something. “What’s the matter, Mom? You’re home, out of prison. You should relax for a few days.”

			“I can’t relax. That silly twit accused me of baking a cake.”

			“She’s a parole officer. They’re trained to deal with hard cases.”

			Lydia released my wrist and brushed the bangs off her forehead. “Maybe she’s blind. Some blind people hide it real well.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“My greatest fear is I might lose my anger.”

			“I think you’re safe on that one.”

			“Thank you, Sam.”

			***

			I got into the van and buckled my seat belt. As Gilia shifted gears, she looked over at me and said, “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

			“Lydia said thank you.”

			Gilia put the van back in neutral. She turned to stare through the twilight at Lydia, who was teaching Roger the proper way to clean a spit. She had him stretched out over the cold coals with a sponge and wet rag.

			Gilia looked back at me and smiled. “Don’t worry. She didn’t mean it.”
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			My writing career started in the field of Young Adult Sports Fiction. Mountain-climbing books. Not that I ever climbed a mountain myself, but no one expected Agatha Christie to murder people, I don’t see why they would expect an author of mountain-climbing fiction to climb mountains.

			I created the Bucky Brooks series—Bucky Climbs the Matterhorn, Bucky on Half Dome. You’ve probably heard of them. Bucky and his sidekick, Samantha Lindell, fight evil and wrong thinking while conquering the major peaks of the world. Only, I found Samantha more interesting than Bucky, so I finished the sixth book in the series by throwing Bucky off Mount Rainier. My editor wouldn’t let me kill Bucky. She said it would traumatize introverted young adults, so I let Bucky go into a long, unrecorded career in wheelchair racing.

			I left Young Adult Sports Fiction and moved on to a romance subgenre, technically known as Plucky Women in Jeopardy. I took on the pen name of Patrice Longfellow. Samantha and I had fun zipping her in and out of tight spots without breaking the primary rule of PWJ, which is the heroine has to save herself. No rescues by Prince Charming or any other male. The Patrice book wasn’t very successful. My editor said I fudged on the sex scenes—cut straight from foreplay to breakfast. You can’t do that in romance, even in the subgenres. Harlequins don’t skip parts.

			At the urging of my agent, I left Plucky Women for the Moral Private Eye. This is the man or woman with an amazingly strict personal code who never compromises an inch, no matter how vile the consequences. My private eye was RC Nash. Slimeball land developers cheated his family out of their Nevada ranch, driving his father to suicide and his mother to California. RC hitchhiked into Las Vegas and started wasting real estate agents—always in self-defense. After the first book—Craps Is for Killers—RC opened his own private investigator business, specializing in helping tourists swindled out of their nest eggs.

			RC lived in a one-room trailer on the edge of the desert. He was a vegetarian and a chess master, and his girlfriend worked at a legal prostitution ranch thirty miles out toward the nuclear test range. Her name was Samantha Lindell. Whenever a mystery stumped RC, he drove his ’57 Willys Jeep to the Spruce Goose Ranch and asked the hookers’ advice. Because hookers are in touch with the dark underbelly of America, they almost always gave RC an insight that helped him solve the case.

			That’s the part that steamed Lydia.

			“You’re nothing but a man,” she said.

			“I resent that.”

			“You men writers all make up the same hookers—nice girls who just happen to turn tricks. The male idea of a whore is Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman.”

			“She seemed okay to me.”

			“Have you ever been with a real whore?”

			“Mom.”

			“Have you had a single conversation with a real whore?”

			“Maybe. I wasn’t sure what she was.”

			“Your whores sit around the parlor discussing life like they’re at an existential Tupperware party. Prison is full of real whores, and they don’t quote Hegel.”

			“Only one of my whores quotes Hegel.”

			“The hooker’s heart of gold is a male fantasy. Ninety-five percent of all whores think men are scum.”

			“My stories are entertainment. They aren’t supposed to reflect reality.”

			“Why write them then?”

			I was carrying a plaster bust of Flannery O’Connor from my old room, through the living room, and out to the Madonnaville van. Lydia had telephoned at 7:30 that morning.

			“I’m hauling this junk to the dump. If you want any of it, you better hurry.”

			“My good stuff?”

			“I don’t see anything worth holding a garage sale over.”

			So I jumped in the van and drove down to GroVont to save my prize possessions. Lydia stood in the living room, delivering comments on the quality of the goods.

			“Gilia has appalling tastes,” Lydia said. “Are you certain you want to be associated with her?” She said this while glaring at a Cannery Row movie poster—Debra Winger playing a hooker with a heart of gold.

			“This is the stuff she wouldn’t let me keep at home,” I said.

			“So you turned my house into a storage unit for the ugly?”

			“I used the house as my in-town office. I wrote here.”

			“You wrote those books in my home?”

			Which led to her literary criticism of the RC Nash legacy and male authors’ shoddy treatment of prostitutes.

			She said, “Not one woman on that ranch of yours is a lesbian or drug addict. The prototypical prostitute in your books is an art student from the Netherlands earning an honest living while exploring her creative potential.”

			The part of the discussion that floored me was that Lydia had actually read the RC Nash books. “I can’t believe you read me,” I said.

			“I read a lot in prison—every book written by anyone even vaguely connected to Jackson Hole, and after I exhausted the rest, I ended up on you. There wasn’t that much else to do except pump iron and watch network television. Does Maurey still have that dumb boy at the ranch?”

			The question went right over my head. “What?”

			“The boy her friend Mary Beth dumped on her? She had an ex-husband or something named Freedom who got killed and his friends left the kid with her and she passed him along to Maurey.”

			“Roger?”

			“I knew his story, but I forgot his name.”

			“Roger was at your coming-home party the other day. Remember the kid mopping the pig. Sleeveless cowboy shirt. Tie-dye bandanna he seems to sleep in.”

			Lydia didn’t remember anyone mopping a pig at her party. 

			“Roger started talking again,” I said. “Years ago.”

			Lydia’s fingers kind of fluttered, as if brushing away a fly. “That’s nice.”

			“Why are you asking about Roger?”

			“I was just wondering what happened to him.”

			“Roger is okay. Maurey raised him. He works for me now, at the Home.”

			“I read a book about a traumatized child, and I couldn’t help but wonder why I came out okay and so many others didn’t.”

			“Maybe because you weren’t traumatized.”

			Lydia’s eyes focused somewhere else. “I thought I was, until I met the prostitutes in prison.”

			***

			Lydia—in a powder blue jogging suit and red tennis shoes—drove to Haven House, where Teton County’s oldest pioneer lives. Haven House is one of those new deals for senior citizens that’s part apartment complex and part nursing home. Their stationery says Independent living in a controlled environment. There’s a central cafeteria and rec room and a van that ferries the old-timers to the drugstore and post office, but they each have their own studio apartment where they can hang pictures on the wall and feel self-sufficient. It’s like a college dorm without the keg.

			Lydia found Ellis Gill standing on a chair in his office, pulling the clear plastic insulation sheets off the windows. Ellis wears socks that match his ties—in this case, green stripes—which you wouldn’t normally notice unless you caught him standing on a chair.

			“Spring is upon us,” he said in explanation of his actions.

			 “Where’s the old fossil?” Lydia asked.

			Ellis’s face went cloudy underneath his conspicuous whirlpool comb-over. “We cannot approach our residents with that attitude, Mrs. Elkrunner. They can sense condescension, like dogs and children.”

			“First, it’s not Mrs. Elkrunner. Marriage didn’t change me.”

			Ellis came down off his chair and retreated behind his desk. Most bureaucrats feel a need to keep furniture between themselves and Lydia.

			“Second,” Lydia went on, “I’m here by court order, and I don’t give one hoot whether Oly Pedersen senses condescension or not. As a matter of fact, I feel condescension and it would be less than honest to hide my true feelings.”

			Ellis stood awhile, as if adapting to something unpleasant. Then he reached over and pushed an intercom button. “Eden, come in here.”

			Yes, it was my Eden. The Madonnaville girls are urged to find jobs in the personal-service industry while they await labor. It acclimatizes them to the idea of putting someone else’s comfort above their own.

			Eden stuck her head in the door and looked from Ellis Gill to Lydia. She smiled at Lydia.

			Lydia said, “You must be one of Sam’s.”

			“I met you at the coming-home party.”

			“Has my son taught you that pregnancy is political? You think your condition is empowerment, but little do you know, it is the exact opposite.”

			Eden said, “I’ve never cared enough to vote.”

			Ellis averted a lengthy yet standard lecture by jumping into the conversation. “Eden, have you seen Oly since luncheon?”

			Eden looked back at Ellis, no doubt wondering what kind of putz calls lunch luncheon. “He’s playing Yahtzee with the Crone Patrol.”

			Now Ellis was concerned. Ellis’s self-image is that of a man who puts out fires. “Didn’t I make myself clear when it came to the subject of Yahtzee?’

			Ellis charged out from behind the desk, past Eden, and through the door. Lydia followed, then Eden herself.

			“He promised he wouldn’t gamble,” Eden said to Ellis’s back.

			Ellis turned on Lydia. “The loved ones have been complaining. Oly is hustling the other residents out of their spending money. Winnie Crawford’s daughter complained quite bitterly. Said Winnie stole money from her purse to cover her Yahtzee losses.”

			“Oly promised he wouldn’t gamble,” Eden said again.

			Ellis made a sound like tut, tut and headed down the hall. Just before they reached the rec room, he stopped for Lydia to catch up.

			“Do you have your recording instruments with you?” he asked.

			Lydia patted her leather purse, which was shaped like a woman’s old-time sidesaddle.

			“Mr. Pedersen tires easily,” Gill said. “I’d appreciate it if you limit your interviews to an hour apiece.”

			“You think this will take more than an hour?” Lydia asked.

			“He has ninety-nine years to cover.”

			“I know for a fact he hasn’t done a thing the last thirty.”

			***

			Oly sat at a card table, buck naked except for his tennis shoes. He stared at five dice—three twos, a six, and a five—and a Yahtzee sheet. The woman across from him was fully clothed, but the two at his sides were down to bras and panties. One of them wore an adult safety diaper. We’re talking eighty, if they were a day.

			Eden Rae said, “Yuck.”

			Ellis Gill said, “Mr. Pedersen.”

			“Oly’s not near as good at strip Yahtzee as he was when we played for money,” the dressed woman said in a New Orleans accent. Even seated, it was clear the woman was exceptionally short. “I wonder why that is?” Beside her on the floor, she had neatly stacked four or five sweaters, a couple of vests, and a pile of jewelry. She had come to the game prepared.

			“Mr. Pedersen, you go too far.” Ellis moved to cover the two women in bras and panties. The one wearing a diaper giggled, and the other looked sad.

			“I wanted to age with dignity,” the sad one said.

			“Oh, Winnie, why?” the giggler said. “Elder dignity is just some idea young people made up so we’d stay quiet and out of the way.”

			Winnie pleaded with Ellis. “Don’t tell my daughter-in-law. She’ll send me to the nursing home in Pinedale.” She looked more depressed than ever. “They don’t have cable in Pinedale.”

			Throughout all this, Lydia stared at Oly, who, in turn, stared at the dice. At first, she thought he was catatonic. Lydia claims to be repulsed by flesh in general, but Oly was beyond repulsive. Except for some liver-colored discs on his face and the backs of his hands, he was the color of a filthy commode. Loose skin hung from odd places, not just under his arms and chin. It was as if his skeleton had shrunk and left the skin to fend for itself. 

			A deep purple scar, like an implanted rope, snaked down his right thigh from crotch to knee. Another scar, this one black and thatched, ran across his left shoulder. He wore thick glasses and a hearing aid and there was a blue tattoo of a columbine on one hip. The balls had no hair, but thankfully, his penis had retreated from sight. Lydia had the sensation of standing before a skinned lizard.

			Oly’s eyelids blinked slowly behind the lenses of his glasses, and he turned his head to stare at Lydia. He said, “You’re wearing my shoes.”

			Lydia looked down in horror. Oly was wearing red tennis shoes with untied laces, exactly like hers.

			The clothed woman clamped a hand around Lydia’s wrist.

			“He’s mine,” the old lady whispered loudly. Hissed might better describe it. “Don’t you get any notions.”

			“My God, what are you talking about?” Lydia asked.

			“Oly. I know what you have in mind, and it won’t pick cotton.”

			“Oly is ninety-nine years old.”

			The man in question had returned his attention to the Yahtzee dice, oblivious to anything that didn’t fall into his immediate focus. The woman wearing clothes looked Lydia over with eyes recently released from cataracts.

			She said, “You’re no spring chicken, honey.”

			Lydia fled.

			***

			Monday was check-in-with-your-parole-officer day.

			“Oly’s waiting with his oral history,” Brandy said. “You have to go back.”

			“Over your dead body.”

			“Murder is a revocable offense.”

			Lydia faced Brandy Epstein across a government-surplus laminated desk surrounded by government-surplus file cabinets. Brandy was wearing a forest green career-woman suit. Lydia wore cutoffs, a T-shirt, and clogs. The Isadora Duncan look had been temporarily abandoned.

			Brandy rustled a form. “This is your needs-and-risks assessment. We use it to determine the level of control exercised upon a parolee. That’s you.”

			“I’m not a child.”

			“Then don’t act like one.”

			There was a tense moment of extended eye contact. Imagine two female praying mantises poised over the dying husk of a mutual lover.

			Brandy said, “You can be placed in any of four categories, ranging from high, where we meet twice a week, and I observe while you urinate in a cup, to minimum, where you and I are virtual strangers.”

			“What hoops do I jump through to get minimum?”

			“No hoops. You only have to cooperate on your community service assignment.”

			“But Oly is senile. He doesn’t know what century he’s in.”

			Brandy gave Lydia the parole officer’s give-me-a-break look, which is much like Lydia’s own give-me-a-break look, only more world-weary.

			“I spoke to Oly Saturday. He’s as alert as you are.”

			Lydia knew she’d been insulted, but for a change, she didn’t trash-talk back. She’d met women like Brandy Epstein in the pen. They considered themselves tough broads and were basically unaffected by anything short of a chair up against the head.

			“I don’t like old people,” Lydia said. “I wish old people would go away.” She studied her fingernails in a moment of quiet self-examination. “It would be gratifying to load all these geezers onto a spaceship and blast them into orbit around some other planet.”

			“You know, you’re getting fairly close to the senior demographic yourself,” Brandy said.

			“If one more person tells me that, I’m going to break a window.”

			Brandy put on her half-glasses with the cord connecting the earpieces. She picked up a three-ring binder and flipped pages. “Wee Ones Day Care needs a volunteer in diaper changing.”

			“I’d rather die.”

			Brandy turned to another page. “You know anything about pouring concrete?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Then you must go back to Oly.”

			***

			There was a mop bucket in the hall, and Ellis Gill raised his hand to touch Lydia’s arm, to guide her around it. But he couldn’t do it, and she knew he couldn’t do it. She knew he had tried to touch her arm and failed, and that brought Lydia pleasure.

			“Will you be staying for snack?” Ellis asked. “I’m sure some of the folks would like to meet you. It’s not every day we’re visited by a famous feminist.”

			“I won’t be staying for snack.”

			Ellis’s head bobbed up and down in acknowledgment. It’s a strange head, shaped more like a little boy’s, with rounded planes and no definition. Like a junior high yearbook photo with an old face.

			“I hope you don’t mind if Mrs. Dukakis is present during the interview. She insisted, and I just couldn’t say no.”

			“I can.”

			“Mrs. Dukakis is Oly’s special friend. We like to encourage our residents to have special friends. It gives them a feeling of youthful exuberance.”

			Lydia raised an eyebrow. “You mean she’s his girlfriend?”

			“That’s what we would call it if they were younger. It’s comparable to children pretending to go steady. We encourage it.”

			Lydia stopped and turned on Ellis. “What are you running here?”

			His neck turned a purplish shade. “I beg your pardon?”

			“You think because half of them wear diapers, you can treat them like toddlers.”

			“Why, no. Of course not.”

			Lydia stared a moment, then whirled and entered the solarium.

			***

			The solarium had originally been a sunroom full of plants, but they had some problems with allergies and one elderly woman who ate ferns, so the real plants had been replaced by fake ones. Because three walls were glass, the solarium stayed about ninety degrees, which was fine by the old-timers who’d lived through eighty Jackson Hole winters.

			Oly sat rigid in a pink dining-room chair—that unnatural pink they paint the fingernails of department-store mannequins. He was wearing a long-sleeved white cowboy shirt buttoned all the way to his goiter, gray slacks, and sandals with black socks. A woman was pinching back buds on a fake wandering Jew. Lydia recognized her as the tiny crone with the New Orleans accent from the Yahtzee game. She was dressed for church—rayon dress, white gloves.

			Ellis said, “Lydia, this is Irene Dukakis. I don’t think you two were properly introduced the other day.”

			Irene said, “I’m watching you, missy.”

			Lydia ignored Irene. Instead she went about setting up the Radio Shack voice-activated tape recorder with the accessory microphone on a stand. Oly didn’t blink or move his head in any way. There was some question of rigor mortis.

			Ellis fussed over Irene. “No need to cut back the plants, Mrs. Dukakis. They’re plastic.”

			“I know they’re plastic. I’m not stupid, dear.”

			Lydia studied the mike setup and spoke without looking at Irene or Ellis. “Then why are you cutting them back?”

			Irene lowered her white-gloved hands. “Because they’re gangly.”

			“Does she have to be here?” Lydia asked, still without looking at anyone.

			Irene walked over and sat next to Oly. “I’m his chaperone.”

			“Chaperone?”

			Irene straightened Oly’s silver and turquoise collar corners; it’s hard to say if he noticed. She said, “I’m here to make certain Oly isn’t abused. According to the Phil Donahue Show, there’s more abuse in retirement homes than day-care centers.”

			Lydia stared at Oly, taking particular note of his goiter. “I wouldn’t touch this man with latex gloves.”

			Oly’s mouth worked like he was chewing. Then he croaked, “I was born in Dover, Delaware, in 1893.”

			“Hold on, hoss,” Lydia said. “The tape’s not rolling yet.”

			Oly returned to his catatonia imitation. Irene brought a Kleenex out of her bra strap and dabbed at a tiny bit of saliva in the corner of Oly’s mouth.

			She said, “Oly is the only eligible bachelor over eighty-five from here to the Montana border. All the women are after him.”

			“That’s the saddest thing I ever heard,” Lydia said.

			“Unless you count Lumley McConnell, which I don’t, because he hasn’t bathed since his wife passed over.”

			Lydia leaned toward the microphone. “Testing, one, two, three, four, community service is a frigging bore.”

			Irene looked down at her white gloves. She seemed suddenly overcome by depression. “You read in Redbook about girls who are sexually active in their eighties and nineties, but what I don’t understand is who they’re sexually active with.”

			Lydia pressed a Rewind button, and the tape whirred, then she pushed Play. “Testing, one, two, three, four, community service is a frigging bore.”

			Ellis Gill said, “My presence is needed in the crafts room. I’ll drop back by to check on you kids later.”

			Lydia said, “Whatever.”

			Oly did the chewing thing again and started over. “I was born in Dover, Delaware, in 1893.”

			“We don’t need the filler material,” Lydia said. “You should skip growing up and start when you first came to Teton County.”

			Oly’s head slowly rotated, and he glared at Lydia, giving the effect of an irritated tortoise.

			“Oly has it all straight in his head,” Irene said. “He can’t skip around.”

			“Jesus,” Lydia said. “No one’s interested in childhood memories.”

			 “I was born in Dover, Delaware, in 1893.”

			“Jesus,” Lydia said again as she hit the Record button.
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