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JOE I-IILL

girl. The guy wore black jeans, tight to his stovepipe legs, a sleeve-

less black Harley tee, and a do-rag. His lady leaned against him, a

woman with hard, bony features that she had tried to soften with
blusher and bubblegum-pink lipstick. The teenager stood close by,

head down, face hidden behind her own unwashed yellow hair. She

had on a Guns N' Roses tee that was too small for her, exposing her

midriff. Her acid-washed jeans sagged to reveal the top of her shiny

black thong. Arthur looked away, felt somehow it was indecent to
have noticed.

"She can't go in there wearing that shift," said the officer behind

the i,vindow. She pointed at the teenager.

The girl craneci her neck to peer down at her GN'R shirt, as if to
hunt for an ofrensive stain, and Arthur realized, with a jolt, that he

knerv her . . . not bv name but by profession. She delivered pizzas

fo r Shut- Up -And- E at- It P tzza in Podomaquas sy-and marij uana or
'shrooms as we1i, if you knew what to ordeq and Arthur's room-
mate, Donovan McBride, did. She turned up at their off-campus
student housing once or twice a month to bring Van a sausage pie

and a baggie of green. Arthur figured she hooked half the campus

up with weed and indigestion.

"What's wrong with it?" the pizza girl asked.

"No references to fi.rearms. Cover it up or take it off."
"You'd like that, wouldn't you?" the older sister asked. She put

thep\zzagirl in a headlock and squeezed one breast. "Get an eyeful
of Tana's melons." Tana shrieked and twisted free.

The guard let her bored gaze drift away. "The rules are right
there on the wa11."

'Iana rubbed her breast and said, "It's a concert shirt."
"I see a pair of crossed pistols. Garments displaying drugs,

weapons, or obscenities are not allowed in the House of Correc-
tion. Volpe, Nighswander, you're cleared to enter. Your sister will
have to stay here." The guard tipped her head toward the double
doors on the left.

"My sis is coming with us, lez," said the older sister.

"What's that?" asked the offrcer. She cocked her head, turning

her ear to the glass. Arthur
heard.

"Ja1mer" Tana said,'I'lJ
Ronnie can talk to Mom- Y

"Don't start tellin' me
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JOE HILL

Tana Nighswander didn't thank him. She kept her head down

as she pulled it on, never even looked at him. The bofriend, Ron-

nie Volpe, admired the back of the sweatshirt and then said, in a
hoarse, smoker's voice, "Eddie Murphy! I love that absurd mother-

fucker."
The security officer jerked a thumb at the door. "Go on. Next."
As the three of them moved away, Jalme Nighswander looked

back at him and flashed a wolfish grin. "That was damn big of you,

bud. We'll have to pay you back someday." She ushered Volpe and

her sister through the doors and out of sight.

The guard behind the Plexiglas window was shaking her head,

her jaw tight.
"I'm here to see my mother, Dr. Erin Oakes," Arthur said.

"Yeah, I know who you're here to see. The holy mother." She

pushed a clipboard at him. "Sign here, dumbass." She muttered

this last bit to herself, but Arthur caught it all the same, and then

wondered if he had misheard.

"What?"

"Why'd you do that?" she asked him. She sounded genuinely

aggrieved. "Why'n't you mind your own business?"

"Oh," Arthur said, "I don't know. Just trying to help. It's w'hat

my mother would've done."

"Buddy," said the security guard, "if your mother rnade such

great choices, do vou think she'd be in here?"
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JOE HILL

"I was hoping you screwed a red-headed Scottish barmaid out
of her plaid socks and got arrested protesting Margaret Thatcher's

criminal incompetence. Maybe you'll get around to busty barmaids

when you're into Magdalen."

"If I get into Magdalen," he said. He shrank from even talking
about it, the school where his father had earned his master's in
English literature. As a teenager, Arthur had done his homework

under a framed poster of C. S. Lewis and had experimented with
wearing tweed. Dark days. "And I'm not going if you're still in here."

"February" she said.

"Februan," he repeated-the date of her first parole hearing. In
Febman- she u'ould knorv about early release, and not long after he
.,.,-ou,d knou if Oxfbrd rvanted him or not.

"\\-hat about \rour summer? Shank anyone in the prison yard?"

,{rthur asked.

"No, but I did start a book clubl We voted on our first book yes-

terday."

"Oh yeah? What was the winner? Hotu to Win Friends and Lnflu-

ence Yotrc Parole Board? How to Escape in Ten Easy Lessons?"

"I suggested Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist

Feminism-"
"Bet that racked up the votes."

"-but I was shot down in favor of Jackie Collins. Hollywood

Wives. Which is flne. I can work with that. It's still an opportunity
to talk about the way the culture strips women of their person-

hood. It's right there in the title-women defined by their mar-

riages instead of their ideas."

"You think that's why thev want to read Jackie Collins?"

"Naw. They want to read it 'cause it's the smuttiest book in the
prison library." She lowered her voice to a mock whisper. "There's
three copies going around and they all smell like countach."

"Shit," Arthur said. "That reminds me, though. I had my pic-

ture in the paper. They did a profile on some of the rare books in
the school library and they quoted me." In his final year at Rack-

ham College, Arthur had been made the senior student librarian
and tasked with making a digital inventory of the books in the rare
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10 JOE HILL

Jalme wagged a finger at her. "Uh-huh. Now we're getting to it.
You didn't mean for anyone to die. But you made a choice to break

into federal property and someone did."
"Sorry," Arthur said. "But if it's all right with you, my mom and

I are trying to have a quiet visit."
Jalme paid him no mind. She went on, "You were a priest of

some kind, weren'tcha? Or was you a professor?"

"I taught practical ethics and theology at Dartmouth. I'm also a

pastor with the Episcopalian Church."

"They don't defrock you for manslaughter?"

"They haven't got around to it yet." Arthur's mother narrowed

her eyes and tried a smile on Tana. 'Are you all right, honey? I love

your Biko su,eatshirt. I have one just like it."
"That zi your sweatshirt," Arthur said, but it was like he was

talking to himself; no one even glanced at him.

"She's fine," Jagre said. "So you've done enough ethical profes-

sorin' to help us prruzle something out. You set out to do a good

thing, oniy there's a freak accident in the process of breakin' and

enterin' and some poor fella eats it. You didn't want it. But you're

responsible for it, all the same."

"I think that's true. When you choose a course of action, you ac-

cept the consequences-those you intended and those you didn't."
"There you go," Jalme said, lowering her head to look into Tana's

face. "See? Voice ofeducated reason, right there."
Tana lifted her chin and glared at Erin with wet, reddened eyes.

"Screw this," she said. "Screw her and screw you. I'm going to
the car,"

She twitched out of her sister's grip and started toward the exit.
Her path took her past her mother, and as she walked by, the elder

Nighswander kicked Tana behind her left knee.

Her leg folded and Tana dropped behind the table. There was a

guard a few yards away, but he was staring at the TV hanging from
a bracket in one corner of the room.

"You burned up m,v shit, you fuckin' flake," Tana's mother
velled. rising from her chair. 'An' Imma have it back, every cent. I
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1Z ioE HILL

"Inmates, Iine up against the far wall! Do it nowl Visiting's over.

Visitors, move to the exits."

Mama Nighswander writhed and arced her hips, bucking in the

arms of her captors. She howled-a scream of fury that was cut off
as they carried her out. Arthur's own mother moved slowly toward
the far wall with the other inmates. She kissed her fingertip and

pointed at him, smiling with a kind of tired resignation.

Jalme Nighswander was cursing and marching her sister across

the room. Ronnie tossed Arthur a wink before he followed them
out. "You got some touch with the ladies, pardner. At my absolute

best, I never pissed off more'n trvo at a time. I think you just col-

lected the whole set."

Arthur was another forty minutes in the waiting room, filling
out ar] incident report. He looked for the Nighswanders when he

left, with a touch of anxiery but they were long gone.

He was halfway home before he realized Tana Nighsrvander

still had his Biko hoodie. And as for the article he had wanted to
show his mother, the one about the Brooks Library at school, it was

a week before he had cause to think of it again.


