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I’m like a teenager when the phone rings. Generation Duh, ever hopeful, stomach lurching, heart racing, all of which would make sense under other circumstances. For instance, if I truly was fifteen and there was a potential boyfriend, or if I was actually writing enough to engender massive public approval. None of those circumstances is true, so when the phone rings and I jump, having not had the self-discipline to turn off the tone so I can get in some hard time at the computer, I feel guilty. Worse yet, I feel reprieved.




“Sheila,” this husky voice says, “Sheila?”




There are no more words, just sobs, and the sound of somebody choking and coming up for air.




“Who is this?” I ask.




There is silence.




“It’s me,” somebody whispers and I know it’s Rae.




“God,” I say, “what is it?”




“Just a second,” she says. “I have to get some tissues. I didn’t think I’d lose it like this.”




“It’s your dime,” I say, “you want to call me back?”




There’s no reply. I hear her snuffling and cussing in the other room. I can picture her, big and fierce and truly blond; I can see the room, lush plants and perfect hand-thrown pots shining like agate and anywhere from five to seven cats lounging in the late morning sun. I imagine her big, splayed fingers, the nails never quite free from clay, and I see her gaze, intent as a hawk’s, if a hawk had ice blue eyes. She picks up the phone. I put the computer to sleep.




“I’m positive,” she says.




“You’ve never been positive a day in your life,” I say.




She is the most cynical woman I know. Something else occurs to me.




“What do you mean? You’re fifty-seven. You had a hysterectomy when you were forty. No way you’re pregnant.”




“No,” she says, “the other.” She’s off again, in a flash flood of hard wet noises.




“Wait,” I say. “No.”




“Yes.”




We are both quiet.




“Come on,” I say, “you can’t be. You’ve had the sex life of a marble.”




“No,” she says. “I am. One charming old guy. And me going, ‘Oh well, that doesn’t happen to grandmothers.’ That’s all it took.”




I am furious. Death always makes me furious. And in my book, what Rae is telling me is she’s dying.




“Okay,” I say. “Just positive, or Kaposi’s, or that lung crap, or what?”




“Just positive.Oh yeah, no big deal, just positive.”




I cry. I go from icily furious to head down on the computer keyboard, phone clutched to my ear, what I can’t shape in words howling into the keys.




“Oh great,” Rae says. “My friend, the former mental health professional.”




“Shut up,” I say. “Just shut up.”




We eat a couple bucks’ worth of long-distance silence, her hiccuping, me trying to make myself breathe. The only other time I cried like this was when Daniel, my one true love, took off, and it was Rae who walked me through that one.




“Okay,” I say, “what do you need?”




We are both part of the great sisterhood of single aging women. Most of us have learned to rely on A: ourselves, and Z: one another, and A to Z, combinations of those options depending on the severity of the crisis. Crises for single aging women range from the fuzzy spot on the mammogram through five years since the last time you slept with another human being to one MBA or one electronic gadget being hired to replace you and two other employees, the difference between the MBA and the gadget being negligible.




“What I need,” Rae says, “is to hear the lab tech was drunk and made a mistake.”




“Well?”




“No luck, got a second test. This is it.”




“So.”




“So. I need sun. I need you. I need to see places I’ve never seen, eat a ton of good Mexican food, see light that makes me want to fool around with shapes and glazes when I get home. I need to dance around those See-Dough-Now woo-woo circles, try anything anybody tells me will hold this thing off.”




This last is a shock. She visited me four years ago. We wandered around the little New Age town south of here. She named it See-Dough-Now, as in the Nouvelle California ladies with perfect nails, and power pyramids in their shops see you, see dough, and want it now. Rae’s final word on it had been “The Town That T-Shirts Made.”




“Are you nuts?” I ask.




“Maybe,” she says. “I do not want to die. I most especially do not want to die with my brain turning to blue Jell-O. If anything can stop that, I’ll try it.”




“Come out,” I say. “Tomorrow.”




“No,” she says, “I’ve got Charlevoix this summer and that big show in Maryland. I won’t be free till September. I’ll come then.”




“Rae,” I say patiently, “what are you going to need money for?”




“I don’t,” she says. “I just need to keep doing what I do.”




She’s a potter, not artsy-fartsy but steady, centered as the bowls and cups and lamps she turns out on her wheel, winter after winter, spring after spring, when it’s cool enough up north to fire the kiln without succumbing to heatstroke, when it’s cold enough that the lady lawyers and people with terminally great hair won’t come out to a craft show, no matter how much they need the perfect piece for the summer place.




“I know,” I say. “I understand.”




Single aging women earn their own livings. Most of us have for years. We know just enough about vehicles to bully garage guys. We can make minor electrical repairs. We, very likely, raised our kids by ourselves and, in addition to being gourmet cooks, make the best love you ever went cross-eyed over. We are good at many things, and great at a few. What we hate is the glitch, the moment when everything stops, when the house is abruptly quiet and nobody needs us and what we’ve got is what we see, our beautiful solitude, our lives alone.




“Sheila,” Rae says.




“Yeah?”




“This is between you and me. Get it?”




“I don’t know,” I say. “I can’t do this alone.”




“You’re not,” she says. “I am.”




“Fine.”




“Hey,” she says, “when it’s all over, you can write about it. But not till then.”




“Lovely,” I say.




“I’ll sign a release form,” she says. “In September. On your back porch.”
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Rae takes the train. “I want to see the glorious width and breadth of this great country of ours,” she tells me.




I’ve taken the train. I know that what she really wants to do is sit in the club car and flirt. She tells me that the diagnosis has removed her from the front lines but that in no way is she going to give up being an operative. Her one and only husband served a half tour in Nam, got sent back with one of those million-dollar leg wounds, and got sympathy-laid for the next twenty-five years. When he’s lonely, which is usually about six months after he marries the next wonderful woman, he heads out to a little Thai restaurant and makes quiet references to the Tunnels. It’s never failed him. Didhe get this nasty, creepy fatal disease? No. Tell me God isn’t a man.




Rae picked up that Nam lingo from him, which he still uses as abundantly as any other wannabe Platoonik, except for the term Rear Echelon Mother, which he was, his million-dollar wound caused by his own gun. Though he, that marriage, and that war are twenty-five years cold, she still talks like an Army wife.




“I guess he’s still my skinny grunt with the perpetual hard-on,” she’ll say. Most of her friends are no longer kind enough to not point out that he is still just that, and that his gun is aimed in other than her direction.




 




Months later, I drive into town to pick her up. Our sixteen square blocks of neon shimmer against the dark mountains. The moon is in Venus, a frail crescent riding above the northernmost peak. I’ve rolled down the window, and the rosemary scent of ponderosa pine forest rushes past me. I feel brutally healthy, grateful—and guilty. Why her? Why not me, who’s had the sex life of a boy mink and the dating skills of an amoeba? Bump me, I’m yours.




The train is miraculously on time. I stand on the platform, three green chile enchiladas in a take-out bag in my right hand, nothing in my left but the hug I wrap around her as soon as she is within range. She looks great. She’s wearing the big-lady uniform—dark tights, a bulky sweater, suede high-heeled boots. She’s taller than me by a couple inches. In the boots she can rest her chin on my head. Which she does.




“I love it here,” she says. “There were two young cowboys who got off in Winslow. They told me the West was made for women like me.”




I pull away and grin at her.




“You’ve never looked better,” I say. “When did you start wearing makeup?”




“Around Raton,” she says. “When those sweet boys got on. Bartender loaned me hers.”




We wrap our arms around each other. I bump her with the enchilada box.




“Food,” I say, “real Mexizona food.”




“What I want to do,” she says, “is pick up a couple bottles of Dos Equis, a lime, a pint of mocha ice cream, and have a picnic in that little park in front of City Hall.”




“Youwant? ” I say. “The Great Mother of Us Allwants something?”




“This diagnosis is an awful miracle,” she says. “A late-for-it, stupid, terrifying miracle.”




“It’s clear,” I say, “that the epiphanies have started early.”




“Easy,” she says. “I’m not in pain. I can think. I am not exhausted by the effort to take a breath. I’ve been reading. I’ve been going to the weekly Positive Opportunities support group. And for once in my life, I’ve been listening.”




“So?”




“I figure I better do the good part now.”




She begins to cry.




“Oh shit,” I say. “God damn it.”




I take her big hand in mine.




“I know,” she says between sniffles, “you don’t know how to do this.”




“I don’t.”




“Keep it simple,” she says. “Ice cream. Cerveza.”




“There’s a brewery-pub-espresso-overpriced-deli on the corner of the next street.”




“This is wonderful,” she says. “I had killer sales at Charlevoix and Gaithersburg. I will be able to afford the simple charms of this unspoiled western town.”




The park is pure emerald under the new Victorian streetlights. The moon hangs fat and glorious in the southeast. Couples are everywhere, sitting on the new antique benches, lying beneath the pines, huddled together on the hillock that rises to the war memorial pylon.




“Boocoo boom-boom tonight,” Rae says pensively.




“Rae,” I say and hand her the enchiladas. “Eat. That war is over.”




“Yeah,” she says. “Just tell me the part again about how numbnuts and Nam are long ago and far away.”




“Nam is the place to be seen this vacation season,” I say. “Besides, are you sure he was there?”




“I am,” she says. “There’s a gay guy, Eddie, in my group. He was over there. He keeps talking about how it is to walk with death. They dragged him over there in sixty-nine, up near Lang Vei, him and a bunch of other Friggin’ New Guys. He says this is like that. Death all the time on your ass, not knowing where it’s coming from, can’t tell a cold from the Big One, just like they couldn’t tell a nice old lady with melons in her basket from VC.”




“Plus,” I say, “you just might make it through for a while and then what?”




“Thanks,” she says and takes a bite of enchilada. “Listen. I think we’ve got to be careful that we don’t spend this whole trip talking about nothing but what I’ve got.”




“Right,” I say. For the life of me, I can’t, at that moment, figure how we’re going to talk about anything else. “You bet.”




She opens a Dos Eq, rubs the lip of the bottle with lime. “Yes. This is perfect.”




“So,” I say, “tell me about the kids.”




“Jerree is pregnant again.” Rae looks at me over the top of the bottle.




“Nifty,” I say. She snorts.




“J. Ellen made one hundred, seventy-six thousand, eight hundred and fifty-three dollars last year. Jen is regularly attending Love Your Child Within meetings and thinks I need to confront my eating disorder. Judy fell in love with a guy ten years younger than she is who is a professional scooter designer.” She takes a big bite of enchilada. “And yours?”




“Steve is working sixty-five hours a week in corporate headquarters in Bangkok. Max is in Nepal teaching Tibetan refugees English. Ceily is raising Mollie twenty-two hundred miles east of here. Cal is too far east to write or call.”




I shrug. “Well, I told them I needed space.”




We look at each other. In the green light, Rae looks like a hologram of her probable future. I know I’m not supposed to be thinking that way.




“So,” I say, and I can’t think of one appropriate thing to follow. I am sitting on a historically accurate park bench with pale globe lights like perfect little moons in the heart of the most wonderful place I’ve ever lived. It is my second-favorite month of the year and I am with one of my best friends in my whole life and I can only pick up an enchilada, which I do not want, and take a bite out of it.




“They are very busy,” Rae says. “My four. In some ways, they might as well be in Bangkok.”




This information is a shock. Rae and her tribe have performedMother Courage for years, going forward, husbandless, fatherless, through want and weird clothes, into a future of matriarchal solidarity. Christmases together, Easters, Fourth of July, Friday nights in front of the fire with Rolling Rock beer and pizza and a rating system for the girls’ suitors. When Jerree got married, Mom andLes Girls held a bachelorette party that drew down two town cop cars and the discovery of Rae’s private basement mushroom plot next to the pickled peaches.




“What are you telling me?” I ask.




“Things change,” she says.




“Why?”




“I’m not sure.”




“Is it because—” I stop. How do you say it? In those circles where it is common, how do people talk about it? It occurs to me that I’ll have to go to the town’s alternative bookstore and read up on this.




“You’re thinking you better read about this, aren’t you?” Rae says. “Sheila, this isn’t quite like being a woman who loves too much or a fudge junkie or whatever is currently the national diagnosis.”




“—you told them you’re positive?” I finish.




“No,” she says. “I didn’t tell them.”




“So,” I say, “you’re going to just soldier on till something shows up and let them have their young womanhoods, right?”




“Right,” she says.




“Hey,” I say, “it’s exactly what I would do.”




“Besides,” Rae mumbles.




We say it in unison.




“I don’t want anybody to feel sorry for me.”




 




She won’t stay with me. I live in a cabin with an outhouse and she is of Germanic origins.




“I need a shower,” she says, “and a bathroom where nobody sees me hike up to it in my baby dolls.”




She rents a room in an old turquoise adobe motel in the heart of town. The flamingo neon of the Indian restaurant next door lights up her evenings, she tells me, and at dawn she can sit on the stoop, drink her coffee, and know that she’s had one more day. I begin to realize that she is here not only to see me but to see what she sees when she is out on that stoop, watching early morning traffic, studying how the light moves on the mountains in new patterns. The aspen begin to go pure yellow. Most mornings, a wreath of vapor circles the tallest peaks. Snow dusts the blue-black rock and is gone. She tells me all of that, and she says that glazes and bowls and goblets are taking form in her mind.




She borrows my truck, takes off for hours. When she returns, we sit in the sun on my back porch. We drink coffee. She is quieter than I have known her. She doesn’t tell me where she goes, but she brings me dried seedpods, tiny geodes, feathers, a couple of perfect black-on-white pottery sherds which we agree neither of us will remember that she picked up. One fine afternoon, she brings home a grease-spotted paper bag and pulls out two slabs of Navajo fry bread.




“I’m getting used to you being here,” I say.




We are sitting on my back porch, eating fry bread and honey. Rae is perched on the top porch step. We face south, where we can watch the bird feeder stuck in the two-trunked pine. My cat, Vicious, chitters at the Steller’s jays. They scream and dive-bomb the food and drop peanut shells on her head. She is furious, her tail switching back and forth. I think of Bette Davis playing Queen Elizabeth I.




“Has it ever occurred to you,” Rae says, “that there is something faintly peculiar about loving birds and setting up this avian claymore?”




“Claymore?”




“Land mine,” she says. “Directional.”




“Cats eat birds,” I say. “And, in Vicious’s case, play Ping-Pong with them. She does it whether I feed them or not.”




“In all honesty,” Rae says, “it reminds me of your youthful dating style.”




“In all honesty,” I say, “youthful appears to have been myonly dating style.”




We both sigh.




“Daniel,” I say, “loved my dating style. Fabulous meals and then mutual pouncing. He can play Ping-Pong with me whenever he wants.”




“That was fifteen years ago,” Rae says.




I dip my fry bread in my coffee. Nothing dies quicker than fry bread, and nothing brings it back to life like coffee.




“Christ, this is great,” I say. We’re both quiet for a minute.




“So how is Daniel?” I ask. One of us has to get this obligatory Q & A over with.




“He’s happy. I see him maybe twice a year. He’s got rentals and a cellular phone and he still looks like a pirate.”




“What else?” I look down into my coffee. I remember to breathe.




“She’s older than he is. Three kids, nearly grown. They’re all living in that old place on Barkin Street.”




“Thank you,” I say. “That’s enough.” Rae tears off a corner of fry bread, scatters it in my fire pit. The Steller’s jays begin a long, involved analysis of her gesture.




“You haven’t ever let go,” she says. “Our Positive Opportunities facilitator says we can’t move on till we let go. She says that at every meeting and somebody always reminds her that, in our situations, we don’t exactly want to move on.”




“There it is,” I say.




“What happened to Wiley?” she asks. “The last time we talked, you said he’d moved into town.”




“Well,” I said, “the ol’ wildcat himself is marrying my former dear friend Rolynne. He, who believed it was suffocating to a man’s free spirit to own property, bought a nice house up on the hill and, when last seen, was following Rolynne into the local Santa-Fe-tasteful furniture store. I suspect that if I ever have the heart to drive by their place, there will be a polymer resin coyote in the front yard next to their Greenpeace banner.”




“Letting go,” Rae says, “never your strong suit.”




“I’m over it,” I say. “It’s weird. I didn’t feel much about this one. Almost three years together, me and Wiley, a personal best for me since Daniel, and the most I feel is irritated.”




“Well,” she says. “Well.”




The light begins to cool. My neighbor Jake pokes his head around the corner of the cabin.




“You guys want company?” he asks. “It’s beautiful out here and I can’t read another page.”




Jake is a wiry little guy who rows the Big Colorado in the summer and hates college the rest of the year. He’s thirty-nine, a sophomore He’s never been married, and he rides a stripped-down Kawasaki. I love his hair. It’s black and shining as the raven feathers that drift down from the pines. He’s pulled it back in a ponytail, and on him, that’s not a cliché. When he wears tank tops, which he does till mid-October, you can see what appear to be skinny claws emerging from his shoulder blade. It’s a tattoo. He got it when he had ninety days without cocaine.




“The monkey on my back is me,” he tells anybody who asks. “All I have to do is look in the mirror to scare myself shitless. Scared shitless is the only way I won’t do it again.”




“Sit down,” I say. “Rae brought fry bread. You want coffee?”




“Oh no,” he says, “not me.”




We laugh. He drinks maybe fifteen cups of coffee a day. His P.O. tells him he’s lucky it’s legal. He tells her he knows it. I fix him up a cup with brown sugar and half-and-half. He pulls off a piece of fry bread and dunks it. Rae watches him. She is grinning. This evening, the tank top is fuchsia, and against it, in this soft, moonstone light, Jake’s dark skin looks better than the coffee he’s drinking.




“Rae,” he says, “you can’t go back.”




“I know,” she says. “But I’ve got to.”




“Why?”




“My work,” she says. “You can’t just disappear from the craft circuit. You’re gone one year, you’re dead.”




“Same with the Riv,” Jake says. “All those young hunks are lined up waiting for an old geezer like me to falter.”




“You come live with me,” Rae says. “We’ll split the rent.” We all grin at each other.




“You and your friends,” Jake says to me, “are the kind of women men ought to sell their souls for.”




“And you,” I say, “should set up basic training for guys over fifty.”




Jake stands up, kisses the top of my head. “Thanks, Sheila,” he says. “I gotta get back to Piaget and those Swiss babies. You never know when it’s going to come in handy.”




Jake met a bunch of Rez kids in rehab. They all snuck out to share a joint. They told him how much they hated school. Nothin’ butBelecana history. No old Navajo stories. No decent thrasher tunes. Nothin’ for a bro to do. Jake, being the kind of guy who ran Class 10 Crystal Rapid on ’shrooms, got fire in his eye and told them he’d get his fuckin’ degree and come up there to teach. They could count on it. ’Cause he’d show.




“Whoa”—he spins on his heel—“I forgot to ask you. My archeo prof is taking us down to Honanki next weekend. Do some cleanup. Some touron sprayed the petroglyphs. He asked us to bring volunteers.” He grins and he is five years old. “I spaced it. Could you guys help me out?”




“What’s Honanki?” Rae asks. “What’s a touron?”




“Touron. Tourist-moron. Honanki. House of the Bear. Beautiful. In a cliff. You look out over a valley. This time of year it’s like pure gold.”




“A ruin?” Rae asks. She is hot for ruins.




“Sinagua,” Jake says. “Eleventh century. So beautiful.” He looks at me. “Right?”




I nod. I remember an April full moon night, Wiley and me and Rolynne and her husband, Mark. Mark had put Copland’sAppalachian Spring on the truck stereo and opened both doors. The sun was going molten in the west, the moon already flooding Honanki’s red walls with silver. Wiley and Rolynne and Mark had been pounding beers all day. I couldn’t anymore, so I fled up into the rocks, following the clear call of an owl. The sunset was behind me and then, the sound of a man crying. When I finally turned, the sky was the color of ripe cantaloupe. Wiley was patting Mark on the shoulder. Mark waved me down.




When I reached the two of them, the light had begun to cool and Mark said to Wiley, “Do you know the words to this?”




He waved hugely at the music drifting around us. I remember thinking that it was as if we were held in a great scarlet bowl, the four of us and the music … sweet evening pouring in, filling the moment to overflowing.




“Ohmygod,” Mark said, “you guys are my best friends ever in my whole life. You gotta know the words.”




He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled Wiley and me into a three-way hug. Wiley looked over Mark’s shoulder. His eyes were focused on something I couldn’t see. I leaned my head on his big chest.




“’Tis a gift to be simple,” Mark sang, and drunk as he was, his voice was beautiful, “’tis a gift to be free”




What overflowed in my heart was soft and blue as the light around us.




“Mark,” I said. “Wiley.” And then, I could not stay there in that beery embrace. My breath twisted. I wanted to feel what they were feeling and I knew I couldn’t. I stepped back. Mark looked at me.




“Damn it, Sheila,” he said, “where are you? I want you here.”




I remember tapping the side of his beer can.




“Not here,” I said, “not anymore,” and when I looked up, Wiley was walking away. Moonlight poured over the perfect walls of Honanki. The world was silver. And I was all alone.




 




Jake touches my arm. “You okay?”




“Yes,” I say. “I got lost for a minute. Honanki is perfect. Not Sinagua though. Early Hopi. Parrot clan, maybe.”




Jake puts his hands together in front of him and bows. “So sorry,” he says.




He knows how I feel about anthro-archeo-academics. Figuring out history, making up names when all they have to do is ask the Hopi, shut up, and listen.




“Sheila,” Rae says, “you can be such a pain in the ass. Once a Catholic, always a Catholic.”




“There’s wrong,” I say, “and there’s right. Making up stories about people who have perfectly good truth about themselves is wrong.”




Rae looks at me. I shiver. If anybody makes up stories, it’s Modern Romance me.




“You’ll go,” Jake says. “How could you not?”




“There it is,” I say.




He kisses us both on the cheek and walks away through the mint growing at the side of the cabin. The scent floods the air, wild and green.




“Do you really want to go?” Rae asks.




“Sure,” I say. “Why?”




“You looked funny,” she says and looks up into my face.




“I need to go,” I say. “I haven’t been there since … I mean … I think they had already started up. I think Wiley was staring off to where he thought Rolynne was.”




“Excuse me,” Rae says gently. “Maybe you could tell me the whole story.”




So I do.




Rae spends the night. Jake tells us we have to be ready to leave at 5:00A.M. because as the light shifts, the petroglyphs change. The desert bighorn that leaps out at dawn disappears at noon. The Snake priests striding across the red rock at 3:00P.M. are nowhere in sight by early morning.Masau’u , He Who Watches, the silent Lord of Life and Death, is gone through the day. Only at twilight, when the aqua light falls cool and fading, does he stare out at you, his mouth a greatO , his eyes staring at you and seeing that which feeds him.




“Masau’u,” Rae says sleepily. She’s lying on my thermapad on my floor. I’ve thrown a quilt over her, and with her sunburnt cheeks and half-closed eyes she could be a kid on a camping trip. “You said he eats people?”




“No,” I say. “That’s just what I say when I pray.” I stop. I’m embarrassed. The last thing Rae and I would have ever discussed was prayer.




“When you pray you say something to Masau’u about eating people?” she whispers, and giggles.




“No.” I can’t believe I’m going to tell her this. “I turn to the west … actually, I turn to the west after I face east and south. I’m outdoors usually.” I stop.




She is quiet. I wonder if she is asleep.




“Are you asleep?” I whisper.




“No,” she says. “Keep going.”




“Well, I face east and I say some kind of prayer, and then south, and then in the west … I talk to whatever eats that which is no longer necessary.” I pause. “And then I face north, which if I’m here is toward the mountains, and I ask for help getting older.”




“What a good idea,” Rae says.




I wait for her to say more. She is silent. I realize she is asleep.




 




The alarm buzzes at 4:00A.M. I whack it. It falls on the floor.




“Sheila?”




“It’s time to get up.”




“I’m freezing.”




I pull on my sweatshirt and socks and stumble into the dark living room. I light the morning candle.




“Where are the lights?” Rae asks.




“I light a candle first,” I say. She fumbles under her pillow, pulls out her flashlight, and shines it on my face.




“Why?”




“I told you,” I say. “It makes me feel good.”




“Shei-la?” she says. “Hon-ey? This isn’t like you.”




“I know,” I say. “I can’t talk about it now. Let me get some coffee. It’s no big deal.”




“It’s okay,” Rae says. “Just promise me one thing?”




“What?” I step out of the flashlight’s beam. I know Rae’s mind. I know she’s going to say something like, Warn me if you’re going to start speaking in tongues.




“If you know anything that can help me,” she says, “you’ll tell me.”




She huddles down deeper into the quilt. “Rank,” she says. “Mornings.”




“What I do with the candle,” I say, “is I light it and then I feel slightly encouraged and I agree that I’ll consider what appears before me during the day.”




Rae sits up.




“I can do that much,” she says. She wraps the quilt around her and stands in front of the candle.




“Would you go in the kitchen?” she says.




I know how she feels. I have known for a while, and I suspect it’s why the Hopi have closed their dances to outsiders. I go into the kitchen. I feed the cats, which on this particular morning requires a lot of noise. I slam cans and doors. I talk to Vicious and Bad and Jaco. They don’t look up. When Rae comes into the kitchen, they are head down in their bowls. She could probably drop dead right there and they’d go on eating.




“Well,” she says, “I did it.”




I nod. I realize I am going about this as delicately as I once would have listened to a woman talk about sex.




“I held the candle and I couldn’t figure out the directions, so I just talked to all of it at once. I told the guy in the west that I am not ready to be eaten.” She snorts. “And that is the first time in my life I ever said that to any man.”




I grin.




“Apparently you’re still necessary,” I say. “Here’s your coffee. Kona. The real thing. Here’s to the simple life.”




She lifts the cup to her wide, beautiful mouth.




“I don’t want to die alone,” she says. We stare at each other.




“If you need me—”




She doesn’t let me finish.




“No,” she says, “not you, because I want to die at home and you can’t just take off for as long as it might take.”




“That’s true,” I say. I almost wish I was married to a nice, safe, rich man so I could do just that. “But I’ll figure out how to be there … whenever.”




“I know,” she says. “Let’s sit in the living room, drink this here cowgirl cawfee, look at the holy candle, and talk trash.”
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Jake pulls up in the department’s navy blue van. We are the last people to be collected. I look around. Judgment rises in me as though I had the right. Thirteen charming, middle-aged people in Patagonia and R.E.I. and Gramicci hiking gear, the requisite November-May couple, eight single women, two gay guys, and Dr. Chuck Collum.




Rae catches my scan, catches the stifled disappointment in my eyes. “We never stop hoping, do we?” she whispers in my ear.




“Never,” I say.




“Who’s the guy with all the pockets and flaps on his jacket?”




“Dr. Collum.”




“Chuck,” Jake says, “you want me to go Route 17 or down the canyon?”




“Chuck?” Rae whispers.




“Not to you,” I say. “Jake is the only one who calls him that. To you, he’s Dr. Collum.”




“It’s 1994,” Rae says. “That went out with Nehru suits.”




“This is Arizona,” I say. She nods.




“Route 17,” Collum says.




May, of the November-May couple, raises her hand. She is slender, almost ferret faced. She’s outfitted herself at the local hip earth-wear shop—black tights, lilac ragg socks, purple-and-gray hiking boots. She’s pulled her slightly altered blond hair back in a ponytail, and she’s wearing the requisite cool baseball cap. The logo says,Earth First! I doubt it.




“Dr. Collum,” she says, “I read an article inArcheology Today that suggested we could do more harm than good if we try to clean off the graffiti.”




She sounds just like Rolynne. I hate her immediately. November, a fat guy with a beard and about a thousand bucks’ worth of L.L. Bean boots, vest, shirt, shorts, pack, sunglasses, and Tilley hat, stares out the window. You can’t tell if he is uneasy with her amateur archeologyitis, or just hungover. He reminds me of Wiley. I figure either the morning prayers didn’t work or I am a little nuts.




“Yes,” Collum says, “I read that piece. We’re trying something different here. A different approach. No solution, just water. But thank you for the input.”




She smiles primly and sits down. November keeps looking out the window. She flushes. I see her pick something off his fleece sleeve. He grunts. Wiley, for sure.




“Ya know,” Rae says, “there are those moments when my solitude shimmers before my eyes like a Mo-nay water lily.”




“Yes,” I say. I am briefly grateful.




Collum smiles at us. “Are there any other questions?” he asks.




“Who, on earth, bought you that jacket?” Rae hisses in my ear.




“Excuse me?” he says.




“My friend was asking me,” I say, “do we need a special outfit for this? You know. Decontaminated, or something?”




Collum considers this. “Oh no,” he says, “all we’re going to do is take plain water and cotton rags and gently, gently wash away what we can.”




“Oh good,” Rae says. “I don’t do windows.”




Collum looks puzzled. “No,” he says, “there are no windows at Bear House.”




May pipes up. “These were built,” she says authoritatively, “in the early eleven hundreds. Anasazi. Before windows as we know them.”




“Now Anasazi,” Rae says, and she has suddenly acquired a vague but brightly curious look, “that’s like Hopi, right?”




Jake’s neck goes red. Collum rears back a little on his heels. May leans forward in her seat.




“Anasazi is a period,” Collum says. He looks hard at Rae. “I’ll be briefing all of you once we’re at the site.” He turns and sits down.




May leans over and taps Rae’s arm. “Technically,” she says, “Anasazi represents a period in prehistory. The people were here, then gone. Poof, like that. Nobody knows what happened.”




Rae wrinkles her brow. “Didn’t they disappear about eleven hundred? I think I read that in aNational Geographic. ’”




The truth is we spent one intensely caffeinated night arguing this with Jake while he broiled us steaks and told us how much he loved arguing with smart women.




“Yes,” May says. November has fallen asleep. He is snoring.




“Well,” Rae says, “since that one village up at Hopi was settled sometime in eleven hundred, don’t you think they might have just headed up there?” She smiles.




“Oh no,” May says, “I took a docents’ course at the museum, and they told us emphatically that the ruins and carbon dating show that we just don’t know where they went.” I hear Rolynne, knowing the last word on everything, good girl getting it right. I want to go home.




“Hmmmmm,” Rae says. I’ve heard her say the same thing when some couple tells her that the glaze on the big pot doesn’t quite go with the paint in the front hall.




“You know,” Rae says, “I have so often felt that way myself.”




May looks blank.




“Just didn’t know where I went.”




“Oh?” May says. “I’m afraid I don’t follow you.” She smiles sweetly, flips down her dark glasses, and snuggles in against November’s thick side.




“Don’t you just love it,” Rae whispers to me, “when these nice older men take their young friends out on excursions? I bet he’s a professor and she’s a little student.”




Dr. Collum stands up again. He starts to tell us interesting facts about the settling of the valley. He says “these simple but wise people,” a lot. I count the flaps on his L.L. Bean jacket. There are ten. I wonder if I could sleep till we get where it is we’re going.




 




“This is a little tricky,” I say.




“What?” Rae asks.




“Being here. I didn’t think I would feel anything. But I do.”




Jake has parked us in the same place Wiley and I parked the day of the night of the beginning of the end. I look around at juniper and agave and the dull green blades of yucca. I remember staring at a blooming cactus to try to clear my mind for what I was going to say. I remember telling Wiley that Rolynne had told me I was too good to him. I remember the strange way he looked at me. The silence. And then, how he pointed to the cactus flowers and said, this guy whose conversational themes were limited to beer, beer, boats, duct tape, and beer, “Look, honey, aren’t those … I mean, I don’t mean to change the subject, but aren’t those flowers pretty?” I remember looking at him and knowing. Not knowing anything specific, but feeling that skipped beat in the air.




Rae and I are sitting in the van alone. Everyone else has cheerfully soldiered on, Jansport day packs and calibrated water bottles and purple fanny packs bouncing behind them. I watch them climb the trail to the ledge. May has charged ahead and is chatting brightly with Jake. November is sitting on a boulder at the foot of the slope. He is smoking a cigarette, and he is sweating hard. Collum walks up to him and points to the cigarette. I can’t hear anything, but I see November stub the smoke out on his heel and field-strip it. He waits till Collum is climbing the trail, flips him the bird, and lights another cigarette.




“I don’t think November is a professor,” Rae says mildly.




“You can’t tell anymore,” I say. “There’s a bunch of them at the college who ride Harleys. I find it personally embarrassing … you know how if you see somebody our age acting all girlie?”




“I do,” she says. She looks at me. I’m wearing plaid flannel shorts, black high-tops, and a hooded flannel shirt.




“Hey,” I say, “I’ve always dressed this way.”




She pats my hand. “It’s true. I figured that was why Daniel loved you. You were the only other human being who dressed so he looked good.”




I burst into tears. They are the first romantic ones I’ve cried since Wiley sat up in bed at 1:21A.M. on April Fool’s Day 1993 and said, “I have to leave. I feel trapped. I’m not romantically involved with you anymore.” And I said, “Is there someone else?” And he said, “No, I swear it.”




“I hate this,” I say. Rae puts her arm around me. I bury my face in her warm neck and I let loose.




“Hang on,” I say. “This is supposed to be the other way around.”




“I don’t think so,” she says. “Not right now.”




“Duh,” I say. I am crying so hard I’m scared I’ll have a stroke.




“Is it Daniel?” she says. “Still? After fourteen years?”




“Yes,” I say, “and no. It’s all of it. From Daniel to Wiley and everyone in between. And I’m fifty-four and I’m scared to death there won’t be any more. Ever.”




Rae holds me. I keep thinking I’m supposed to be the one comforting her. This trip is for her. She’s supposed to be out there looking at those nine-hundred-year-old desert bighorns and priests and killer Gods of Life, and she’s supposed to be learning something, something that will grant her the grace to stay truly alive long enough to die.




“Sheila,” I hear her say. She sounds a little stern.




“What,” I say. No question, just flat, justWHAT DO YOUWANT FROM ME. I admit I’m a mess, I admit I have the friendship capabilities of a liver fluke.




“We don’t have to get out of this bus,” she says. “We can stay here if you want.”




“I love you,” I say. “Rae, I really love you.”




“Thanks,” she says. We sit quietly. I look out. Collum and his drones are moving up over the rocks. May has stripped off her jacket. She’s wearing a tank top. Her skin is skim milk pale against the burgundy rock face. She moves well. I see Rolynne. I remember her grace. I wishshe was the one dying. I don’t care if that is precisely the kind of thought that will cause the God of my childhood to strike me dead.




“Rae,” I say. “Why you?”




She shakes her head. “I thought maybe when I came here I’d answer that. I’ve been to every power spot on the fifteen-dollar See-Dough-Now Power Web map. I’ve laid facedown in the holy vortex, drunk springwater that’s probably going to kill me before this frigging virus does. I’ve had crystals laid on my chakras, drunk fermented Siberian mushroom tea—”




She starts to laugh. She’s laughing and I’m crying and then, she says the thing that I will think of every day from then on.




“Sheila,” she says, “I was careless. There it is. But, I’ve got to say this. This romance shit is what’s going to killyou. It’s as bad as what I’ve got.”




My tears stop dead.




“When’s the last time you wrote?” she says fiercely. “Anything more than some card to some guy?”




“Before you got here. A little. Not much, but steady.”




“Don’t stop,” Rae says.




I nod.




“That woman,” I say, “she isn’t Rolynne.”




Rae looks puzzled.




“That woman that was telling you about the Anasazi? May? She’s not Rolynne.”




“Oh yeah,” Rae says. “Did you think she was?” She looks worried.




“I’m okay,” I say. “I’m not nuts.”




“But?”




“But every time I see a guy about Wiley’s age and a younger woman I want to puke.”




“I know,” Rae says.




Collum sticks his head in the door. “Ladies,” he says, “we need you. We’ve got two empty spots left on the grid.”




 




The story in my head is that Rae will be assigned to clean Masau’u and I will work next to May, who will turn out actually to be November’s daughter. We will find sisterhood in our honor for the early people. Rae, by virtue of cleaning “Dean ’n’ Kristi 4-ever” from Masau’u’s great brow, will be instantly cured. Dr. Collum will have to admit the old Hopi grandmas and grandpas are right, and Jake and I, despite the great barrier of our ages and the fact that I outweigh him by forty pounds, will find the ancient priestess-consort connection together.




None of that happens. Rae works on a two-foot-by-two-foot block of wall that holds half a spiral and the tip of a bighorn’s tail. May and November work side by side. I overhear them. He is helping her correct her errors in cleaning away what appears to be a charcoal drawing of a crystal. She has to bend over to do it. He spends most of his volunteer time studying her butt. Collum crouches at my side and tells me the details of a grant proposal he’s writing. He’s heard I’m a part-time writer and he’s wondering if I’d like to line-edit his seminal paper as part of my contribution to the cause. I don’t say anything. What I love about male professors is that you don’t reallyever have to say anything.




Jake will tell me later that he fell in love that day. A little after four, when the light was going amethyst, he came around the corner of the room where Masau’u lives. He heard someone talking. He stopped. He slowed his breath. He could hear his heart pounding in his ears. The wind changed. The sharp medicine scent of juniper drifted up around him. He looked down at his hands and he saw that, for the first time in months, they were not shaking.




Rae crawled through the little doorway. She sat next to Jake. He says she touched the claws on his shoulder.




“Where should I put mine?” she said.




He watched her tears fall into the red dust. She touched the spots with her fingers. “Like stars,” she said, “at sunset. What happens,” she whispered, “when I really don’t make sense anymore?”




He says he took her hand in his and told her he loved her. “No more jokes,” he said. “You are truly beautiful to me.”




“And,” she said, “if I wasn’t dying?”




“The same.”




He told her to come back next summer. He said that he would take her places filled with blue shadows and garnet rock and seeps dripping with columbine. He told her to come back, year after year. He would be here, and if it got so she couldn’t carry much, he would sherpa for her.




“I understand,” she said. He kissed her on the lips.




“It wasn’t romantic,” he tells me. “But it was personal.”




And then, he made her promise something. He made her promise that she would tell her kids the truth as soon as she got home.




He doesn’t tell me that last part. She does. It’s the day before she leaves. Bear House is ours. And Montezuma’s Well. The perfect one-room tower at Mesa Verde and the ancient juniper that rises by its broken wall. The October wind hissing in the ancient ball court at Wupatki, persistent, inescapable, so you think of what was played there and what the winners lost. We have stood in all those places, and in each of them, we have lit a candle. We have turned north, then east, then south, then west. We have heard each other pray. We have sometimes said the words together.




“Why us?” we have said.




Then, with the candle flame near invisible in the bright southwestern sun, my friend Rae and I have said, “Thank you.” Those moments, I know, will someday burn in my memory, the afterimage of light so terrible and beautiful it cannot be borne for longer than a breath.
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