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Abstract

This short story collection focuses on the female perspective and expectations
based on a host of influences: familial, cultural, and mythical. Even in
extraordinary circumstances decisions are made about how to lives one’s life.

The collection explores the context in which women put their life experiences and
personal relationships, and the space needed to consider these things. Readers
familiar with Lorrie Moore’s short fiction may find echoes of her solitary souls in

these stories.
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Introduction

Once I took an undergraduate film class. When it came time to write our
major critical analysis of the semester, I chose a film written and directed by Wim
Wenders. I had long been a fan of his work and an admirer of his path to working
in film (he left med school to be a painter, and spent all his time in move theaters
in Paris). The paper looked at the way Wenders used colors in the visualization in
his film “Until the End of the World™ to create associations with his characters. I
loved that paper because I loved dissecting how all the different influences in his
life led to how he approaches film-making; it was the best critical work I had
written up to that point.

The due date rolled around, I turned it in, and was shocked when I got a “C”
on the thing. It was the first and only time I received that mark. But the worst
part of it was in the professor’s comments regarding the focus of my thesis—*Tt
seems like a lot of trouble,” he wrote. He generously gave some of us the
opportunity to revise the paper. With his comment clear in my mind, and still

lingering more than ten years later, I hunkered down to prove to him that what I




was investigating was worth every iota of trouble. I got an “A,” and he asked me
to present the paper at the undergraduate symposium that spring.

What does this have to do with my work as a fiction writer? Everything. It’s
the small things that motivate me and the suggestion of boundaries that propel me.
I’'m not much of a rebel, but in my writing life I make stands in small rebellions as
much as possible, quiet as the uprisings may be.

I grew up in a middle-class family, had a happy childhood and a happy family.
I get along well with my parents and my siblings. I’'m grateful for these things,
despite the perception often put forward that you have to have some trauma in
your family history to know how to write a meaningful, impactful story. My
family didn’t give me emotional scars, but they taught me how to stand up for
myself, how to seek out knowledge, and to enjoy the world. What I have not
experienced for myself, I have experienced through the arts. Every painting,
every film, every song that ever moved me is in what I write. But more
importantly the books, stories, poems, and essays I have read inform what I
myself write.

But it all began as these stories usually do— with a child who would rather
spend time considering a world full of magic than one without. Whether it was in
drawing, or in bossing my siblings around, I was making up stories for my
sketches and my brother and sister. Each morning, when we would be having
breakfast, I already had the plan laid out. I handed down the roles and the
premise of the story we would play out for the day, whether or not they felt like

going along with it was another story.
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Then as I grew older, I put my creative impulses down on paper in stories,
poems, and drawings. Outlines and discarded drafts of stories kept me occupied
through summer vacations. And [ read. A lot.

One of the books that changed my view of the world, or perhaps even shored
up the direction I was heading, was Pride and Prejudice. Jane Austen sustained
my interest over the course with a simple plot (girl meets boy then faces countless
obstacles including herself before girl wins boy) that was in truth anything but
simple. While Austen wrote about the world of drawing rooms and balls, she did
not paint a world without problems; there is plenty of the seedier side of Regency
life in Austen’s work, but we only see how it affects her characters, not the nitty-
gritty details.

Some of my favorite books, namely E.M. Forster’s work and Dodie Smith’s 7
Capture the Castle, are maturations of what can be found in Austen. In fact most
of the stories I love are about acknowledging what keeps people apart and what
the consequences are if the obstacles cannot be conquered.

While those are my favorite stories, they don’t offer much in the way of
practical guidance when it comes to the modern use of language. I have come to
admire concise language, whether it is the stark language of Richard Yates, or the
quiet and sometimes brutal prose of Michael Ondaatje.

This collection takes into consideration all of those influences, including
others too numerous to name. The title is a nod to not only an early (and not so
great) title for the first story in the collection, but also to an image used time and

again in Wim Wenders films. In a majority of his work he shows us the main
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character standing at window (often in a hotel) observing the world below. (He
carries out this idea to its fullest in Wings of Desire and Far Away, So Close with
angels following us around observing our daily tragedies.) [ have always liked
the idea of stepping back to observe and to pay closer attention to the world.

With this collection, there is a running theme about the relationships between
people, the connections we crave, and often fail to make; in Austen, Foster, and
Smith many of the obstacles stem from class issues, whereas in our current era,
the obstacles are more closely related to the amount of control we exert on our
own lives.

The short story “A History of Lies” grew out of a scene I had written several
years ago about two old friends talking about religion when a meteorite lands in
the room. I have a vague recollection of there having been some news report
about a rock falling into someone’s living room in Illinois or Indiana that sparked
this premise for me. In the scene I originally wrote, one of the characters was
struck by the meteorite, landing her in a hospital. That impulse led me to research
the history of meteorites striking people, animals, and structures. The true story
of Ann Hodges, an Alabama woman who was struck by a meteorite in 1958, is a
fascinating one given the interest in UFOs and the space race between the U.S.
and the Soviets. As with most of my work, that’s where the story started. In
many ways, this was a rare chance for me to contemplate the era of my
grandparents, many details spring from what I know of my grandmothers’

upbringing and manners, as well as near-missed fates.
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Lately it seems inspiration strikes as [ am drifting off to sleep. Two of the
stories in this collection came from that fleeting moment. “Hiding in a Dark
Room” grew out of a character that could only see the color yellow-green the
same color as that couch that your aunt, best friend, favorite TV show had sitting
smack dab in the middle of the living room. Beyond the quirk, this character,
who became Kelly Burns, was immensely lonely and her own worst enemy. My
approach to this piece was heavily influenced by Lorrie Moore’s “Community
Life.” Moore’s story is about an orphaned naturalized citizen name Olena (an
anagram of her name spells Alone) who is living with a womanizing man named
Nick. In the end my story, echoes hers more than I thought it would

Stories that tie in to current headlines usually leave me cold, but when the
swine flu was breaking news I found myself considering the implications of an
epidemic. Close family friends have been on bird-flu panels for years, and as a
result I am probably more aware than most of the actions the official bodies will
take in the event of a lethal epidemic. Between that and reports coming out of
Mexico that people weren’t kissing or even shaking hands, it got me to thinking:
How awful would it be if you could not touch another person for an indefinite
length of time? Thus began “Separations.” Even with such a different source of
inspiration, this thousand-word story encapsulates what my work has been about
to date—the need to connect with other human beings.

“Little Fish” found in its beginnings in my last trip across Lake Champlain
from Essex, NY, to Burlington, VT. 1 was mesmerized by the pristine, eddying

bubbles pushing through the water under the ferry. I wanted to say something
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about this mysterious body of water replete with a lake monster named Champy.
Before I knew it, I had written about a Russian family and how well the Northeast
compliments the vestiges of Russian culture (perhaps Solzhenitsyn thought so, he
lived out his exile from the USSR in Cavendish, Vermont). In some ways, this
story represents a direction my work is growing—beyond the relationships
between the sexes, and about human relationships in general and the ways we can
isolate ourselves by drawing the wrong conclusions.

Save “Separations,” “Miracles and Maidens™ was the last story I wrote for the
collection, but it was also the piece I've been working on longest. Last year, I
was visiting a close friend when she asked me if I had heard about the three
children that had been found on a mountain-top in Argentina in the late 1990s. I
hadn’t, but that was quickly remedied when she dragged me to the next room to
show me photos online. She was obsessed with these children who had been
sacrificed over five hundred years ago and had remained nearly perfectly
preserved until 1999 when archaeologists discovered them. My friend asked me
to write a story about them, and immediately fairytales like Sleeping Beauty came
to mind, but a shelved that thought.

I had been working on a story about a girl who perfects her physical self, only
to realize that it doesn’t represent who she is or could have been. It was not going
well, and I thought maybe somehow I could work in at least one of these children
who was a symbol of what was considered perfection by the Incas. After a year
of trying to make that work, I decided to go for the gusto and let the story work

around a frozen girl who is brought back to life, and hoped to keep it from



stepping into Encino Man territory. It still took months to figure out how to make
that work with writing a report about archaeological expeditions and
anthropological studies about the Incan culture.

The last story in the collection was another almost-asleep flash, and amazingly |
I remembered it in the morning. It all began with Christmas day when, like all
other major holidays, my father-in-law and [ were watching old movies on cable.
This past year, they had a marathon “Christmas with the Duke.” So a few days
later, I was considering what I could write next and wishing [ could write a story
that John Wayne might have had something to do with. Somehow that translated
to Duke showing up on a woman’s couch in the current century. My first thought
was “I can’t do that.” But then I thought, if that gal can write a story about Spock
stealing parts from school busses to get back to the final frontier with a depressed
school teacher, why can’t I write about John Wayne? I had a lot of fun
researching this one, although it was difficult to decide how inclusive to be.
Duke’s politics were not always popular, and they certainly are not mine, but I
read enough to have an inkling of what he was about, and much of what he was
about was the John Wayne brand. Throughout the collection, I hope that is what I
have illuminated, the point at which ideals stop or fall apart and human nature

begins.
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A History of Lies

In those days Pierre, Illinois, was all peace and quiet, and that suited Odile
Johnson just fine. Sure frog songs filled the night air, but it was the sort of noise
that let a body be alone and not mind it much. But it was summer, and there was
no school to teach, so the days were quiet, too. Sometimes she thought the rest of
the world forgot she existed; she might even go half a week without seeing
another soul. In order to remember that there was a “rest of the world,” she
listened to the old cathedral radio on the table in the parlor, particularly in the
evenings when the signals were strongest from St. Louis.

On that Saturday night in 1948, Odile was knitting a bedspread for the
occasion of her cousin Betsy’s wedding. While she knit and purled, she listened
to “Twenty Questions” and remembered how her mother would glare if Odile
answered the riddle aloud. Then she thought, “Who will remember me when I am
gone?”

And then it happened.

A lightning-fast series of crashes left the radio’s arched shape splintered and

dust settling from a hole in the plaster ceiling. Odile struggled to piece it all



together. Her first thought was that, some of the older boys, maybe Johnny and
Willie Krieger, were bored on a Saturday night and thought they’d give their
teacher a scare. But then reason prevailed. Whatever it was had come through
the roof, and not the window; it had fallen through the roof, struck the radio, and
come to rest behind her mother’s vacant chair.

She set aside her knitting and crossed to the corner of the room where she
knelt to reach behind the wing-backed chair. She found a small object, but she
yanked her hand back; the thing’s warmth startled her. She gingerly wrapped her
fingers around it a second time and dragged it out.

No bigger than a plum, the deep grey rock did not look like much in the cradle
of her hands. One side was smooth, and the rest jagged and stony. She lifted her
eyes to the ceiling again. Nothing made sense. She moved to look through the
hole and up into a late-evening sky of periwinkle.

As her mind worked over the details, she heard the fire department’s bell ring
across the two miles from town. Panic flared in her blood; she knew they were
coming to her, and she did not want that sort of attention. She went to her
bedroom where she deposited the rock in the first box she laid her hands on and
slid it to the back of her closet.

She came back to the parlor to discover a ribbon of smoke rising from the
radio and an acrid hint of copper in the air. She hid the radio in the corner
cupboard, then doused the light, and took her sweater from the hook by the door.

Out on the porch, the honey suckles covering the trellis released their perfume

into the cool dewy air. She struggled to put her arms through the sleeves of the



woolen cardigan, but managed to regain her composure before she could see any
headlights on the country road. Odile arranged herself in one of the wicker chairs
facing the dusty road and took a deep breath.

She expected the fire truck, but she was dumbfounded to see five automobiles
following the pumper. There had never been that many vehicles at any one time
on the gravel road that led away from town.

The men got out of their sedans and trucks and filled her yard. As accustomed
as Odile was to having the attention of her students, these grown men staring
through the June dusk embarrassed her. She was the school teacher, the “Miss,”
and an old maid at thirty years-old, sitting at home on a Saturday night, and the
only person who would make them forget that was standing with them.

Without having to see his Studebaker with its painted doors reading Pierre
Feed Co., Odile knew that Ernest Palfrey would be there. When the fire truck
headed down Main Street towards her house, and word spread more quickly than
any flames that there was trouble at the Johnson place, he would not be able to
help himself. Even if he were out with one of those Whorley gals at the drug
store or the diner, Ernest would abandon his date and the congealing white gravy
of his country-fried steak; he would come because he had not spoken to Odile
since her mother’s funeral. It took every effort not to squirm like one of her
young students under his gaze.

She could see the other men as they looked at her and then back at Ernest; she

didn’t know what they expected, but she was sure their wives would want to



know all about it. Even the sheriff was curious, but it was a re-election year for
Virgil Dietz, so he squinted as if he were inspecting her.

“Miss Odile?” Virgil said, motioning to his two deputies and the firemen to
spread out over the yard. “Everything all right out here?”

“Of course it is.” She pulled her sweater together against spring’s last breaths.
“What’s all this about?”

“Ma’am, in town we saw— " He stopped to cough a little, and put a hand on
his hip. “What we saw was a ball of fire heading right for this place.”

“Is that right? A ball of fire?”

“Yes, ma’am.” His cheeks reddened. “It was green.”

“I haven’t seen anything like that around here.” Tt was getting darker by the
second, and she hoped it was dark enough that they couldn’t see the hole in the
roof.

The sheriff swallowed, then said, “We’ll still take a look around just to make
sure nothing’s out of place.” He signaled that his men should fan out around the
house.

“When was anything ever out of place around here?”

“We’ll take a look all the same.”

She thought she might vote for him after all.

As the men disappeared, Ernest remained and approached the porch steps.
“How’ve you been, Odie?” he asked, glancing at Virgil as he passed. Ernest was

pale, too pale, and with a twinge she realized that it was on her account.



“T"ve been well,” she said. After eleven months, those words were inadequate
like apple pie lacking cinnamon.

Tom Woehlk, one of the deputies, reappeared. “I smelled something burning
at the side of the house, Virg.”

All three pairs of eyes turned and blinked at her.

“One of the electrical outlets sparked.” She was ashamed of how easily the
lies parted her lips. “Shorted out my radio.”

“Nothing serious, I hope,” Virgil said.

“Just a spark.”

The rest of the brigade returned to the front yard, each giving Virgil a nod
upon his return. The sheriff cleared his throat and apologized for bothering her,
and she thanked him for his concern; although she thought he was disappointed
that there had been nothing to report. Ernest watched each of the men as they
reassembled, his thumb tracing the ring that held his keys. As they turned back to
their vehicles, he stepped closer to the porch, but he glanced over his shoulder at
Virgil and swallowed whatever it was that he had wanted to say.

The men piled into their automobiles, but she waited until the taillights of
Ermnest’s Studebaker were as small as pinholes before she went indoors.

In her bedroom, she opened the closet door, and knelt down on one knee. She
stretched to the back and pulled out an old hatbox burned yellow with age. Sitting
on her creaking single bed, she slid off the lid and extracted the still-warm rock,
holding it in her right hand. It was silly to hide it, but her mother would have

done the same.



The thought of her mother compelled Odile to look at what else was in the
hatbox folded in the tissue. She lifted the paper with her left hand and ran her
fingers over the revealed textures of brocades, taffeta, and charmeuse. There was
the faint scent of lavender water, the only scent her mother allowed her to wear
because it had medicinal uses, too.

When Odile was sixteen, she sewed together silk and satin into a beautiful
frock of rich browns, greens, and greys, with creamy lace cuffs, all from the
scraps of the dresses her mother made for the fine ladies of Pierre. In that robe
Odile had felt like a movie star, a beauty worthy of Ernest’s attention. Her
mother called Odile’s handiwork an “atrocity of extravagance” and forbid her to
wear it. Even during the war’s ‘make-do’ campaign when patchwork was
patriotic, Odile was only allowed her old cotton dresses. So Odile had wrapped
the frock in tissue and placed it in a box at the back of her closet, where she had
all but forgotten it. Seeing it now, she allowed herself to smile as recollections
surfaced.

That summer when she was sixteen, there had been a handful of clandestine
Sunday drives out towards Hennessey’s Pond. Each time they headed down the
dusty road, Ernest smiled like the cat that had got the canary, barely able to speak
he was so pleased. Odile remembered smiling, too, while the wind dragged its
fingers through her hair. One night she came home without the red satin ribbon
that tied back her hair and figured that it had been tossed by the wind to the side.
At school the next Monday, Ernest had been playing with his key ring, twirling it

around his finger at the start of class. The flash of red caught her attention; her



ribbon had been wound around the ring. Ernest winked at her, and she was glad
that he had something of hers.

The weight of the rock in her palm pushed aside nostalgic thoughts. She
didn’t know what to do with the thing. It looked ordinary; she could just chuck it
out into the yard and no one would be the wiser. But she liked the feeling of
having a secret. She enfolded the fallen rock in a few lace-trimmed
handkerchiefs, hung the frock in the closet to air out, and went to the kitchen for a
glass of cool milk before bed.

The next morning, after an uneasy sleep, Odile woke to a low rumbling. Her
eyes opened and blinked against the light. She reached for the clock and held it in
front of her eyes. It was past nine; she had overslept and was missing the Sunday
service. She got out of bed, went to the west window, and raised the shade to
investigate the commotion.

A row of cars were parked along the road, some with the engines still running
judging by the racket and the occasional puff of exhaust from tailpipes. There
were two dozen people wandering her yard, studying the ground. Because her
mother had not brought her up to yell out of windows, Odile scrambled to change
into a blouse and skirt. Once clothed, she stepped out onto the front porch,
gripped the railing, and hoped no one would notice she wasn’t wearing stockings.

“What do you think you're doing?” she asked the man closest to her, who was

inspecting the hydrangeas. The others barely raised their heads.



“Looking for the meteorite,” the man said, not raising his eyes from his task.
She may as well have been a fly for all he paid her any mind. “We all saw it fall
last night, but it was too dark to go looking for it then.”

“You're trespassing. [f you would all leave, please,” she said, projecting her
teacher’s voice into the yard. “You hear me?”

They were about as interested in her as cows crowded in shade on a sweltering
July day.

“We drove the two hours from Maryville, and they told us in town that the
authorities came out here.” The man returned his gaze to the ground with a shake
of his head. “Somebody out there’d pay good money for a space rock, girlie.”

It had been at least ten years since anyone had spoken to her like that—back
before she left for normal school—and she wasn’t having it. Odile slapped her
palm on the green-painted porch railing, and none of the trespassers even lifted
their eyes. She turned and went into the house letting the screen door clack
behind her.

Her hand clutched the telephone handle. “Give me the sheriff,” she said to the
operator. The pause between each ring seemed to draw out in a lazy and
exaggerated yawn. She could just see Tom Woehlk wiping the biscuit crumbs off
his large belly before shuffling over to pick up the telephone.

While Deputy Woehlk was still four steps away from answering, Virgil Dietz
pulled into the driveway, throwing up a cloud of dust. She slammed the telephone
into its cradle and went to meet him, muttering prayers that he wouldn’t look up at

the roof.



“Miss Odile,” he said through the mesh of the screen door.

“Sheriff,” she said, clenching her jaw. “Are you here to ask these people to
leave?”

“Well, I heard about all this.” He glanced over his shoulder at the line of cars.
He turned back towards her. “I’d like to speak with you for a moment.”

She swung the door open, but as he moved to come in, she stepped out letting
the door shut behind her. He glanced beyond her into the long hallway that led
past the kitchen and bedrooms straight back to the kitchen. His eyebrows knit
together for a moment. “You're not in church,” he said. “Are you feeling all
right?”

“Do I look ill, Virgil?”

“You have me there.”

“I could hardly leave the house with all these people on my property,” she
said, folding her arms across her chest.

“I know we didn’t see anything out here last night, but I have to investigate
this meteor sighting. There’ve been reports from three counties.”

“Meteor?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She leaned back. “What happens if you find what you’re looking for?”

“There’s a procedure,” he said. Then she saw an idea had popped into his
head. “You would probably get a lot of attention from the papers, maybe even the

radio.”



She turned her gaze to the hay fields. *“Could you at least send those people
away?”

“I could use the extra eyes.” He shifted his weight. “I am sorry for the
intrusion upon your Sunday, Miss Odile.”

Virgil turned to the railing, just as she’d done minutes before.

“Listen, here,” the sheriff said, and with their bovine movements the
trespassers turned their heads. “T know you all heard about the meteor that was
seen falling in this vicinity last night. Due to public safety concerns, the sheriff’s
office is conducting this investigation. If you choose to help out, anything you
find of an unusual nature should be brought to me or one of my deputies.”

He stepped away from the railing and tipped his hat to Odile as he left the
porch.

She rubbed her eyes, and stared out at the road. It was only a matter of time
before he saw the hole in the roof. Virgil Dietz was more with it than his
predecessor who had been interested only in investigating the contents of pie
plates. A few weeds were trying to come up through the tulips under the mailbox,
and she saw her opportunity. Distracted as she was, she couldn’t get a good grip
on the dandelions, but she yanked out what she could. After pulling herself back
up, she turned and did her best to look at the house without drawing attention to
herself. The hole was hidden in the chimney’s shadow and the search party had
made its way past the house. It wouldn’t be hidden from serious scrutiny, but it’d

do for now.
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For the remainder of the morning, Odile sat in the parlor. Normally, she had a
number of chores to deal with on Sundays such as weeding the garden, but she
thought better of being outside with the trespassers, watching their every move. It
was bad enough she had to put up with the chatter and shouts from the yard; she
found herself sorely missing the static of the radio By late morning she had dug
out her Billie Holiday records to distract her from her loss of control.

Since her mother never let her listen to the albums she brought back from
visits to her cousins in St. Louis, Odile used to wait until her mother went into
town to play bridge with some of the other women, and then she would listen to
records and practice dancing—something else her mother forbid. When her
mother quit the bridge club after Reverend Froelich gave a sermon about the evils
of card-playing, Odile tried to make her mother understand that he meant
gambling on cards, but Odile finally had to put her records away.

Listening to tinkling pianos and syrupy strings behind that unusual voice,
Odile read a library book, but she had a difficult time staying focused.

She hadn’t expected all this fuss; now in the daylight, she regretted her
decision to hold onto the rock. She should have taken it from her closet last night
and walked over the road to the Meiners’ property to toss it among the corn just
pushing up through the soil. Then it could have been someone else’s nuisance.
Now she was surrounded by lunatics who wanted nothing more than to get their
hands on what she had hidden, and the biggest clue to finding it was right over her

head.
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She was nauseated. No way, no how, did Odile want to be front page news
thanks to a meteorite of all things. It was bad enough that Lettie Samuels
probably already had several items for her gossip column in the Pierre Recorder
about all the goings-on at the Johnson place. From her childhood, there was
nothing more horrifying than seeing one’s name in print. When Odile won a
mathematics competition in high school, and the results were in the paper, Mrs.
Johnson sent Odile to the reverend everyday for a week for personal lectures
about humility.

Then after her mother died an item appeared in Lettie’s column after the
funeral notice: “It is expected that Miss Odile Johnson will soon be selling her
property on Mapleton Route 3 after her impending marriage to Mr. Ernest Palfrey
of Pierre.”

How Lettie ever got that into her head, Odile never knew, but Odile was
humiliated. She knew Ernest must have been, too, especially when he had never
said that he was ready to apply for the license. But once the item was in the
personals, he drove over to speak with Odile. That night folks throughout Pierre
saw Ernest heading out to Odile’s; that sewed it up that Odile and Ernest would
be married. But they had it all backwards, Ernest proposed because of the item.
And Odile had to tell him that she wouldn’t marry him.

As soon as she said it and saw him swallow back tears, she wished she could
take it back. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. She did demand that Lettie print a

retraction, and then the whispers were inescapable. Even one of her students,
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Billy Woehlk, asked her if she was going to be an old maid. “A spinster,” she
answered him. “That’s the polite way of saying it.”

From that moment Odile had accepted the life she had created for herself, a
life now disrupted by the noise of cars slowly rolling past, gawking at the activity
in her yard. She was trapped until nightfall, but that gave her plenty of time to
decide how best to patch the roof after they’d gone.

At lunch time when she had only read about five pages of her book, there was
a knock on the screen door. With a huff, Odile closed the book and went to the
door to find Ernest Palfrey in the shade of the porch roof. She wondered if all this
thinking about him and brought him to her. Color rose right up to the tips of her
ears.

“I thought I'd look in on you,” he said.

“I don’t know why.” She scratched at a scuff on the jamb, so as not to see that
he was freshly shaven, though she could still smell the soap.

“For one thing I was on my way to the Boldts. I told Larry I would drop off
some corn meal this afternoon.”

“I see,” Odile said, now examining the mesh of screen door. She was
disappointed by the credibility of his excuse. The Boldts, to whom her mother
had sold the farm when Odile finished school, lived on the next property up the
road.

“For another you weren’t in church this morning. I can’t remember the last

time you weren’t at church.”
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“How would you know, Ernest Palfrey?” She raised her eyebrows. “You
hardly go yourself.”

“I go when I need to.” He shifted his weight. “Something’s going on with you,
Odie Johnson.”

“Nonsense.” Then before she could stop herself, she said, “Have you had
lunch?”

“No, ma’am.”

“I was going to eat out here.” She nodded towards the wicker table and chairs
on the porch. “It’s such a beautiful day.”

“It is that.”

“Cold chicken all right?”

“My favorite.”

She had the presence of mind to keep him out of the house, from seeing the
hole in the ceiling, but it didn’t occur to Odile that she could have sent him away
entirely until she was in the kitchen, pulling food out of the icebox.

She prepared their plates, giving him an extra helping of German potato salad,
and poured some iced tea. When she made her way to the front porch with the
laden tray, she found him sitting in one of the wicker chairs turning his hat in his
hands.

“Everything all right, Ernest?”

“I beg your pardon. It's just that I keep expecting your mother to shoo me

off.”















She shoved him again, and this time he flew against the wall between the
windows, where her flailing arms held him in place until he grabbed her wrists.
In the light from the street [llariy’s scratches on his arms were visible.

Andrea turned to the bed. She took hold of Illariy’s shoulders, and her head
lolled from one side to the other. She laid her on the pillow and kissed lips that
were now warm, but there was no reaction, no life.

“Mateo?” Andrea face shone with tears.

“She did not belong here,” he said. “We should never have taken her from the
holy site.”

“But this?” she said to Reeves, who leaned against the wall.

“No one should wake her again.”

Mateo stepped over to the bed, and put a hand on Andrea’s shoulder, but she
shrugged him off. “This is horrible, but it was the right thing,” he said.

“How was this right?”” she said. “She was just a child!”

“Who didn’t belong here, Andrea,” Mateo said. “This kind of death will not
damage what is understood about the culture. It was typical for someone like
her.”

“You’re proud of yourselves then?”

“That was the worst thing I hope I ever do,” Reeves said as he moved across
the room to sit at the table. “You know what people say about our work—that
we’re little more than grave robbers. But you and I both know that we’re trying

to preserve the cultures before the real grave robbers desecrate the sites. If they

found out about this, about her, we would never be able to do another dig.”
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“Not only that, but there are indigenous peoples that still believe in the
sanctity of these sacrifices,” Mateo said. “If anyone found out about Illariy, there
could be all kinds of unforeseen ramifications—vigils, protests, riots, anything.
Were you prepared to protect her from that? Would she belong to the people or to
science? That was not meant for her, Andrea.”

“But this?” she said again.

“She must not be disturbed again,” Mateo said.

They listened to each other breathing. They were right. There was no place
for [llariy here. Her existence meant a discourse about life, death, and religion
that would be volatile in the fragile societies of Latin America and beyond. She
stood up. “We should go.” Andrea said, wrapping Illariy for the second time that
day, this time in a cotton sheet. The men looked at her. “We’re taking her back

to the lab, aren’t we?”

The lab was quiet. Crates from the expedition sat next to the door waiting to
be cataloged. Mateo carried in Illariy and laid on one of the stainless steel tables.
Andrea retrieved Illariy’s clothes and redressed her. When she was in her long
tunic, Mateo and Reeves lifted her from the table and place her into the freezer
chest. Andrea had to climb in to arrange her legs they way she was sitting when
they found her. The girl’s hands were resting once again in her lap and her head

was tilted down. Reeves helped Andrea out of the box. They, all three, stood
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over Illariy, and Mateo’s lips moved in a prayer. They closed the lid, and Mateo
padlocked it and said, “The maiden sleeps again.”

It was now morning, and Andrea’s eyes burned like acid fire in their sockets.
From the shopping bag, Reeves produced the bottle of pale-gold chicha. He
uncapped it, took a deep swig, and passed it to Mateo, who winced after taking a
drink. Andrea, too, accepted a swallow of the liquor when it was offered.

“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“What’s done is done,” Reeves said. “I don’t understand how this happened,
but it’s not your fault.”

“I don’t know whose, if not mine.”

“I'm trying to tell you, it doesn’t matter.”

“He’s right. You do good work, Andrea. You are a good person. Nothing
has changed.” Mateo hugged her, and she swallowed tears. “I'm going home.
Get some rest, both of you.”

When they were alone, Reeves said, *“You shouldn’t stay at your apartment.
Not at least for right now.”

“It’s where I live.” She rubbed her forehead.

“Don’t stay there.” He seized her hand. “Stay with me.”

“I need to grab a few things.” His palm was hot against hers, and under the
fluorescent lights the sticky, bloody mess of the scratches looked awful. “T’ll
meet you?”

“Don’t forget that bottle of wine.” He held up the chicha. “I think it will take

more than this for us to be able to sleep.”

71



Andrea pulled her hand from his, though it took everything in her to do so.
She strode through the university grounds half hoping he would run after her
having figured out that she wasn’t coming back. The early morning sun, already
hot, dried her tears before they fell. And she was tired, more tired than she knew
possible. A gust of wind blew past and somewhere behind her a door squeaked

open, but she did not turn her head. She no longer had the strength to look back.
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The Line Between Men

John Wayne was the last person Carrie had expected to discover on her sofa in
Saturday’s wee hours. She had woken up to find herself sprawled across her bed
with the light of a June moring filtering into the room. The air-conditioning
kicked off, and she knew she was not alone, the way you can tell ifa TV is on in
another room even with the sound turned down. For a moment she allowed
herself to hope that Ryan had changed his mind and come home, but then she
grabbed her outdated cell phone with its protruding hard plastic antenna. She
could jab at eye sockets and then call 911 if it came to that.

Her bare legs swung over the side of the bed, and she dressed herself in an
oversized green velour robe. She moved across the wooden floor, eased open the
bedroom door, and edged down the hallway into the living room. With a deep
breath, she jumped into the room and found John Wayne sitting there on her
cream-colored sofa. John Wayne in brown leather slippers and a navy flannel
robe wrapped over light blue pajamas.

They blinked at each other for half a second, and then she screamed. His face

puckered and when her breath ran out he said, “What'd you do that for?”
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He looked like the John Wayne in “The Quiet Man™ and “Rio Grand,” his hair
thinner, but the voice spot-on. “How’d you get in here?” she said, pushing up the
sleeves of the robe.

“There’s a door, isn’t there?”

She glanced at the front door and struggled through a red-wine fog to
remember if she’d locked it before she had gone to bed. “Who put you up to
this?”

“No one put me up to anything,” he said. Then he waved a hand at her, and
grinned. “What, didn’t they have anything in your size?”

It took her a moment to get that he was making fun of her robe; she reddened.
Carrie had been on a self-pity jag that had included not doing laundry and wearing
Ryan’s bathrobe, which was two sizes too big for her. This had been going on for
the week since he’d left. He had yet to come back and box up his things, and she
was offended that he trusted her not to set fire to his DVD’s or put the coat rack
through his beloved plasma TV.

“T like it,” she said with a tug at the wide floppy lapels.

“It’s not doing you any favors.”

“No one asked you,” she said.

He rubbed his forehead. “Where can a man get some coffee around here?”

“Are you kidding?”

“I can’t think without coffee and a cigarette.” He reached into one of his robe

pockets and took out a pack of Camels. “So do you have any coffee?”
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She wanted to tell him there was no smoking in the house, but instead she
sighed and went to the kitchen. Stacks of plates and glasses spilled out of the sink
and onto the countertops in evidence of her wallowing.

When faced with the white cabinet doors, she remembered that she ran out of
coffee the day before. Panicked, she rummaged through the pantry hoping for a
stashed brick from one of the holiday gift baskets they got last year. Instead she
came up with a jar of instant stuff bought for a mocha brownie recipe and then
forgotten. She shuddered at the prospect of serving John Wayne instant coffee of
dubious freshness, Flavor-Loc crystals or no, but filled the electric kettle anyway.

“So what is this?” His voice behind her gave her a start. When she turned,
he was filling the kitchen doorway just like in a movie.

“You tell me. You’re in my house.”

“All I know 1s that I woke up this morning, and I walked out of my bedroom
into this house,” he said. *T went back through the door and ended up on your
front porch. I don’t know what the hell is going on.”

“And just who are you?” she asked, still unsure if her eyes were playing tricks
on her.

He raised his eyebrows; he may even have been a little hurt.

She folded her arms over her chest. “You don’t have a name?”

“Duke.”

“Really?”

“That’s right.”” He took a seat at the table and laid the cigarette pack on the

Formica top. “Who’re you?”
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“Carrie Delaney.”

“Delaney... Delaney...” he said, staring up at the ceiling. “Were you a script
girl on the ‘Kentuckian’?”

“I think I'm hallucinating.” For the first time since college, she had the urge
to smoke. She finally set down her phone and reached for his pack. “Do you
mind?”

He struck a match and lit her cigarette.

“These are strong,” she said after an overzealous drag.

“If you can’t handle straights, maybe you shouldn’t smoke.”

“You’re probably right.” She doused the cigarette under the faucet, retrieved
an ashtray from the back of a cabinet, and placed it in front of him. “Last night I
watched a marathon of your movies, drank a bottle of cabernet, and cried a lot.
This has to be the product of the weirdest hang-over ever.”

“Well, do you mind letting me get back to my life? I'm supposed to go out to
Palm Springs this afternoon with the missus.”

“I never really considered whether or not you were married.”

“Probably won’t be much longer. Esperanza is more than a little suspicious of
how I spend my time.”

She put a hand to her forehead. *“This is getting complicated.”

“Or maybe this isn’t a hallucination?”

While the kettle heated, they ran down possible scenarios; she hadn’t
kidnapped him, he wasn’t an impersonator, she wasn’t dreaming from a coma

bed, and neither was he.
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“What year do you think it is?” she said.

“1952. What year do you think it i8?”

“Not 1952. Let’s leave it at that.”

He frowned, scratched his cheek. and stared into the speckles of the floor tiles.
He seemed young enough to be someone she could date and not raise eyebrows,
but she tried not to think about that.

The kettle’s cheery little ding cut the silence, and Carrie pulled the last of her
clean mugs from the cabinet and measured out the coffee crystals. Since there
were no more spoons in the drawer, so she used the tablespoon to stir in the water,
too.

She chewed at her lip. This was all Ryan’s fault. He had left her, and now
she was going a little bit crazy. She should have known the rug would be pulled
out from under her considering it hurt how good-looking Ryan was with his
straight white teeth and close-cropped hair. Not only that, he was a children’s
book illustrator with a great sense of humor. The kind of guy that remembered
birthdays with weekend getaways to the lake or Chicago. She had imagined that
their kids would have his twinkling green eyes and his hiccupping laugh. But it
was Katie, his not so ex-girlfriend, who was going to have a baby with Ryan’s
eyes and smile.

Carrie should have known he was still in love with Katie when a few months
ago she found a photo collage of those hallowed college days tucked away on his

side of the closet. At the time, she didn’t think much of it—everyone has a past—
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but now the thought of him gazing longingly at the collection of smiles sent a
ripple of nausea through Carrie.

“That’s about as stirred as it’s going to get,” Duke said.

Coffee had sloshed all over the countertop running in a stream around the
towers of glasses and plates covered in pizza crumbs. She moistened a dish rag
and wiped the bottom of the mug. “Here you go.”

“Nice place you got,” he said as he surveyed the ruins of meals over the rim of
his mug. “Say, do you have any cream or sugar?”

The corner of her mouth jerked. “The Duke doesn’t drink it black?”

“It’s just Duke, and not always.”

Carrie pulled the skim milk from the fridge and dug out a packet of sugar
substitute from the drawer.

“What’s this stuff?”

“Fat-free milk. Sweetner.”

“Why would anyone want that?”

“It’s better for you,” she said with a shrug. “Everyone’s supposed to be eating
healthier these days. No one wants to be too fat.”

“You look all right.”

She ignored him, particularly since he was squelching a chuckle. “So what
are we going to do?” she said.

“How about breakfast?”

Why not, Carrie thought; she opened the fridge and saw nothing appetizing.

“I’ll need to get a few groceries.”
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He agreed to stay put while she ran down the block to the store as long as she
brought him back some smokes. The air outside was hot and thick like a damp
woolen blanket; it was only a matter of time until the air gave way to the weight
of rain. Spurred on by this threat, she hurried through shopping and came back a
half hour later with eggs, milk, juice, bread, coffee, and two packs of Camel
straights.

“Hello?”

“In here,” Duke said from the kitchen. She found him sitting at the table
surrounded by clean counters and drying dishes in the drainer. He was wearing
one of Ryan’s oxford shirts and a pair of his twill pants, reading her Rolling Stone
with Britney Spears on the cover. “What in the hell has happened to this country?
Say—" He looked her over with a grin. “I knew there was a girl under that robe.”

“Never mind that.” She set the groceries down, but tugged on the hem of her
blouse before pointing at him. “Where’d you get those clothes?”

“Not a bad fit.” He smoothed his hands over his chest.

“I don’t remember you asking to go into my closet.”

“I couldn’t hang around in pajamas all day.” He tossed the magazine onto the
table. “What happened to your husband?”

“He’s not my husband. He was my boyfriend until recently.”

“You lived together?”

“Things are a little more progressive these days,” she said, stocking the
refrigerator.

“Is that what you call it?”
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“It doesn’t matter. We don’t live together anymore.”

Her cell phone buzzed on the kitchen table.

“What the hell is that thing?” he asked.

She started to answer him, but stopped when the display told her that she’d
missed a call from Ryan while she was out, but he’d left a voicemail. She took a
deep breath and listened to the message.

“I need to come by and pick up some things.” Her stomach knotted at the
sound of Ryan’s voice. “T’ll be there in a half hour.”

She glanced at the microwave clock and hung up. “Duke, you need to hide or
do something, go somewhere.”

“What do you mean?”” he said.

“I mean Ryan’s coming over to pick up his stuff.”

There was a knock on the front door.

“We can all talk this over like adults,” he said, as she pushed him towards the
sliding door that led to the back yard. “It’s not like anything’s going on here.”

“How am I going to possibly explain this?”” She was just flipping up the latch
when she heard the key in the front door. “Just get outside.”

“Carrie?” Ryan said from the front hall.

“Please?” Her jaw was clenched and her eyes bulged with panic, and for the
first time Duke stared at her like she was crazy. He gave in and stepped out onto
the patio into the muggy morning.

“Didn’t you hear me knocking?” Ryan said, as he came into the kitchen.
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The moist hot air blew a last gasp across her forehead, as she slid the door
shut. “Hello to you, too.”

“What were you doing?” he asked as he walked towards her. She stepped
forward, and was struck with a mixture of sadness and relief when he kept the
distance between them and retreated back to the doorway.

“Taking out the trash,” she said. She was so flustered that she forgot she
hadn’t seen him in eight days and that she had been waiting for this moment.
“What are you doing here, Ryan?”

“I left a message. When you didn’t answer, I figured you were at the gym.”
He looked down at the floor, shoved his hands in his pockets.

Her jaw clenched. “You can’t just show up without talking to me first.”

“Fine.” He shrugged, and she waited for him to make eye contact. When he
did look up, his eyes locked on something outside. “Who’s that?”

Carrie turned to see Duke with his back to them leaning over the fence,
peering into the alley. A ribbon of smoke curled above his head. She glanced
back at Ryan. “None of your business.”

His eyes darted at the carton of eggs and the pan and finally at her as she got
back to her cooking. “You’re making breakfast for that guy?”

“Why? Are you hungry?”

“What in the hell is going on here?” He pinked. She leaned against the
counter and pressed her lips together. “I still pay rent here, so if you’'re shacking
up with somebody I have the right to know.”

“Don’t make a bigger ass of yourself. Grab your stuff and go.”

81



He glared at her until he finally shook his head and stormed into the bedroom.
Carrie returned to the stove and picked up where she left off with the eggs. She
cracked them into a glass bowl and took a fork to them counting all the ways this
wasn’t going the way she had hoped. She hadn’t showered in days, her hair
wasn’t pulled back in a loose ponytail, and her lashes weren’t mascaraed. She
imagined these would be key factors in making Ryan realize how much he missed
the smell of her shampoo, her pancakes, her sympathetic ear. He would grow
nostalgic for late night pasta and red wine from smoke-colored glasses.

“Are these his pajamas?” he yelled from the other room.

“They aren’t yours,” she said under her breath, as she poured the beaten eggs
into the pan.

He came back to the kitchen, rattling the glassware with each furious step. “Is
he wearing my clothes?”

He narrowed his green eyes at her. Every muscle was rigid as he leaned
forward and flung his arms open, prompting her to answer to his implications.

“Stop jumping to conclusions before you hurt yourself.” She pushed the eggs
around with the spatula in short agitated strokes.

“What am I supposed to think, Carrie?”

“I don’t really care. I just don’t want you raging around here acting self-
righteous.”

“I didn’t come here to fight.” He leaned heavily against the doorway, and
rubbed his eyes. “I just need my stuff.”

She stared into the pan. “Right now, I think you should leave.”
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He straightened up and watched her for a moment. “When can I come back?”

“Call me, and we’ll talk about it.”

“T will.”

“Fine,” she said with a wave of her spatula. She didn’t raise her head up from
the stove until she heard the front door close. Even then she only snapped out of
it when the smell of burning eggs overpowered her. She shoveled them into the

trash and started over.

After breakfast Carrie turned the TV to one of the classic movie channels.
Most of the films airing were made before 1945, nothing too shocking to Duke’s
sensibilities. As it was he was amazed by the picture clarity of the plasma TV.
“Doesn’t leave much to the imagination, does it?” he said.

“It’s a little reassuring to see that the people on TV are just people with pores,
pimples, and frizzy hair.”

“It’s supposed to be an escape, not reality.”

“Sometimes the line gets blurred.”

“That’s what people want—blurred lines.” He lit a cigarette and settled back
into the foam cushions of the sofa. The ashtray was brimming with butts. “They
don’t want to see a line between a man and a movie star. Even my wife. She
thinks that if I make love to a woman in a picture that I'm in love with her off-
camera.”

“That can’t be easy.”
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“No, ma’am.”

“Maybe she figures she won’t be as disappointed if it turns out to be true.”

He took a drag from the latest cigarette. “She tried to shoot me once when she
thought I was stepping out on her.”

“Really?”

“Sure did. Thank god she was three sheets to the wind otherwise she might
have left her mark.”

“And you weren’t stepping out?”

“Lines get blurry.” A smile tugged at his cheek.

That little smirk stabbed at her. “What’s wrong with you? Can’t you keep it
in your pants?”

“What’d I ever do to you?”

She fled to the bathroom where she sat on the end of the tub and cried until
she couldn’t breathe. That morning Ryan had looked worried that she would
make some sort of emotional scene; that wasn’t the sort of thing that promised a
reconciliation. She turned on the shower, and stepped into the hot stream in hopes
that the heat would ease the throbbing in her chest. Maybe fidelity was a
biological impossibility. Maybe all men were assholes no matter who they were.
Maybe she was tired of thinking about it. She only realized how long she had
been under the shower when the water began to cool. When she turned it off she

heard rain on the roof and a stillness in the house. The TV wasn’t on anymore.
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She wrapped the velour robe around herself. “Duke?” she called. She was
answered with silence. There was a note on the coffee table. Needed cigarettes.
D.—

“How much does that man smoke?”

She peeked through the blinds onto the street, and saw his large figure
swaggering through the rain towards the house. As he came up the front steps,
she opened the door for him. He was soaking wet and even the color of his skin
had been washed out.

“What is it?”” she asked.

He sat heavily on the sofa and stared into the dark TV screen.

“What’s wrong?”

Water dripped over his eyebrows and down the sides of his nose. “I knew that
chances were—"

She put a hand on his shoulder. He was wearing a shirt that she had bought
Ryan last month, and the pinkness of his arm showed through the saturated fabric.

“I’ve been dead nearly thirty years?”” Those eyes that could take the measure
of a man were now as wide as a kitten’s.

“I don’t know what to say,” she said.

He had gone down to the market. And just as it started to rain he realized he
didn’t have any money. He was waiting inside for the rain to slow down when
someone recognized him, but thought he was an impersonator. Because he was
so “convincing” the guy teased him for being a method actor. He talked about

movies that Duke had yet to make. “Said he could trace down to the day of my



passing this country’s problems— June 11, 1979. I played dumb, and he made
fun of me for not being too good at my job after all. Then he said they don’t
make men like Duke anymore.”

“They don’t make men like that anymore?”

“That’s what he said.”

The words had a déja-vu taste in Carrie’s mouth, and with clarity she saw
Duke as Sean Thornton scattering his bride’s dowry with deliberate swipe to show
her she was all he cared about. They didn’t make men like that, men of action
who said what they meant and meant what they said. Men who were
straightforward and took responsibility for their actions.

She slipped her arm around his back, and he folded his around her shoulders.
They sank into the sofa. He felt solid, real; his skin feverish through damp
clothes. She was lulled by his slowing breaths, until she began to talk in the flow
of their wide rhythms. “When I was a little girl, I believed everything was
possible. I could be anything I wanted—a chemist, a singer, even the president. I
could be in love with whomever I wanted and they would love me back.

“I believed that I could wish on the first star [ saw and wake up to find Robin
Hood in the trees of my backyard or Superman flying around waiting for me to
wake up. The fact that they never came didn’t stop me from going to the window
every morning with butterflies in my stomach. One day I just stopped wishing. I
hadn’t asked the universe for anything in a long time. But last night I wished for

John Wayne.”
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He was breathing so softly she had expected to be answered with a snore, but
he said, “No one’s life is better than anyone else’s—just different. 1’'m no angel.
We all have problems and weaknesses. You don’t need me. You’re doing all
right.”

He pressed her closer, and she let herself be crushed against him; she was sure
it was the only way they could keep from falling apart. After a few moments, the
force of their grasp eased, and so did their respiration. It slowed and slowed until
they both fell asleep.

When Carrie woke to the late-evening sun shining through the blinds, she was
cold and Duke was gone. She sat up, pulling the robe tight across her body.
“Duke?”

The doorbell rang. She looked through the peephole and clenched her teeth.

“I haven’t heard from you in a week and now I can’t rid of you?” she said to
herself while ignoring Ryan’s tapping at the door the best she could while she
went to her room and changed back into a shirt and jeans. “Duke?” Nothing.

Ryan rang the bell again. She gritted her teeth and grabbed the velour
bathrobe. She wadded it up and stepped out the back door. She thought maybe
Duke had come outside for some fresh air, but no luck. She was two steps into
the yard when Ryan appeared.

“T know I am supposed to call.” He stood with his hands in his pockets again
while his eyes studied the lawn. But then he glanced up and his forehead

wrinkled. “Is that my robe?”
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“Maybe,” she said. She looked into his eyes, eyes that used to conjure
thoughts of cool water of bottle-green clarity, and she found herself thinking as
much of them as she would a bowl of green Jell-O. “Why are you here?”

“T've been feeling terrible.” He stepped closer. “I imagined that you were
destroyed by what I did, but then this morning you were so together, and that guy
was here, it threw me for a loop.”

“Try finding out that the man you live with has gotten his ex-girlfriend
pregnant.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you. I didn’t know how this would all turn out.”

“When you slept with Katie, you should have known.” She stepped past him
and headed for the alley. “You should have known then instead of waiting until
she was pregnant when the choice was made for you.”

“Wait.” He grabbed her arm, but she yanked it away.

“T’ll let you know when you can pick up your things.” She arrived at the
dumpster, raised the lid, and threw the robe in. Only when the lid clanged down
did she notice that the air had cooled off with the rain. She returned across the
wet and spongy zoysia grass. “You should probably leave before I call the cops.”

“Have you lost your mind?” He turned an alarming shade of red as he pointed
at the dumpster.

“You know where it is if you want it,” she said without stopping. “But I
would strongly recommend you call before you drop by a third time.”

She stepped inside, locked the door behind her, and lowered the blinds.
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“Duke?” she called again. The house smelled like cigarette smoke and burnt
eggs. In the living room, she raised the windows in effort to air out the place.
She smiled with relief when Ryan fired up his car with the telltale screech of belts
that he had been trying to fix himself since the winter.

A slant of sunlight fell across the sofa and onto Dukes” folded pajamas. She
sat down and trailed a finger down the navy piping of the nightshirt lapel. Her
smile eased when she her discovered a frayed edge, and she ran her fingertip over

it until she no longer felt the splayed threads. Outside a breeze ruffled through the

trees, and she knew she was alone.
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