
PAGE 70 DECEMBER 2008

S U N S T O N E

C ARLUCCI, THIBODEAUX, AND HENDERSON,”
Miranda cooed into the phone for the twentieth time
that day. She’d been working as the receptionist for the

law firm for three years and had learned to make those three
names blend together so that they sounded like parts of a
whole entity. She was proud of her lilting “phone voice,” and
hardly a week went by that someone didn’t compliment her on
it, but she couldn’t worry about that any more. People used to
tell her she was pretty, too, but she hadn’t heard that for a
while now, after the thirty pounds she’d gained this past year.
The worst part was that Keith was the one who criticized her
most for the weight, and he was the one who’d caused it.

Miranda transferred the call and hung up her receiver. Then
she picked up the book she’d been reading, Viking Princess,
and found her place. This one was much better than the last
one she’d read, Apache Maiden. She’d have to look for more by
this author.

The phone rang again. “Carlucci, Thibodeaux, and
Henderson,” she said.

“May I please speak with Miranda Ryan?”
Miranda frowned. Her friends often called her at work, but

this was a voice she didn’t recognize. Had Keith hired someone
to check up on her? Maybe it was Keith’s ex-wife. Maybe it was
Eric’s wife.

“This is Miranda,” she answered.
“I’m from Home Search, and I’d like to ask you a few ques-

tions about your application to be a nanny.”
“Oh!” Miranda closed her book and grasped the phone

tightly. This was it. This was her chance to move to California
and meet a rich, handsome, single Mormon man. This was her
chance to finally start living, even if she was already twenty-
seven, almost too old now to find a husband. She looked
down quickly at her stomach stretching against her dress, and

she shoved her thick thighs further under the desk.
She’d had to buy a whole new wardrobe over the past year,

using thousands out of her inheritance money. But she had to
look good, didn’t she? How else could she attract the right
man? Now these clothes were getting a little snug, too. And
she was already $100 over her limit at Macy’s. She’d have to
wait until her next paycheck before she could go shopping
again.

“Do you have time to answer some questions?” asked the
woman.

“Yes, ma’am, though I may have to put you on hold a few
times if I get another call.”

“I understand. What I’d—”
“Oops. There’s the phone. Hold on.” Oh, Lord, she thought

as she dealt with the other call. What a stupid way to put her
on hold. She’d never pass that interview now. Keith would be
glad, though. He didn’t want her to leave, anyway, even
though he kept saying he didn’t want to marry her, either.

“Hello?” asked Miranda, punching back to her own call.
“Yes. First, I’d like to verify some information. You’re 27,

adopted at birth, have lived in New Orleans all your life, grad-
uated from a public high school, and took two courses at a
community college. You worked three months in day care and
as a receptionist for three years. Is that correct?”

“Yes.” Good grief. It sounded like she’d just loafed around
for years after getting out of high school. How could she put
on a resume’ that she’d been a Sunday School teacher for three
years, Homemaking teacher at church for a year, and her sick
mother’s caretaker for a year? Should she have written that
down? Maybe if— “Oops, hold on.”

Miranda took a message for one of the lawyers who was out
with his secretary for an early lunch and some quick sex. Her
fingers pressed the pen harshly onto the paper as she wrote the
message. Everyone at the office knew about the affair. The sec-
retary would even return from lunch wearing different clothes,
but no one ever told the attorney’s wife when she came to the
office. Wasn’t that just like men, she thought. Always cheating
on their wives. Just like Keith had done when he and Miranda
had first started dating. And like Eric had done before Keith,
only Eric never had divorced his wife as Keith had.
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That jerk Eric! She had to get the job. She had to get away
from him, too.

“Hello?”
“Yes. Now for those questions, Miss Ryan. Have you ever

been pregnant?”
“What? Um, uh, um, no.” Oh, gosh, that woman could tell.

Miranda was sure of it. Now if she didn’t get that job, it would
be Eric’s fault. If he’d just married her in the first place four
years ago when he’d gotten her pregnant, she wouldn’t even
have to be going through this now. But he’d dumped her, not
even going to see her in the hospital when she miscarried and
almost died from hemorrhaging. And when he’d been in the
hospital not four months earlier for an appendicitis attack,
she’d brought a card, balloons, ribbons, and streamers to hang
up all over his room to cheer him up, even though he’d only
been there for a day.

But Eric had married someone else from their congregation
shortly after Miranda had gotten out of the hospital, and three
years later he’d had the nerve to call her again. She was sure
that time she could make him marry her, but after three
months of dating, well, sex really, his wife had found out and
Eric had disappeared from her life again. Men, Miranda
thought furiously. They were all the same!

“Do you smoke or drink?” asked the woman.
“No, ma’am.” Surely a glass of wine every two

weeks when Keith came over didn’t count. How else
could she handle listening to him cry every time after
they had sex, moaning about going to hell? She hadn’t told
her bishop about the wine, so there was no
one else who could contradict her story.

“Do you use drugs?”
“Oh, no. Oops, hang on.” At least that was

one question she could answer honestly. But did
that woman have a machine on the other end of the
line that could analyze her voice? Could she tell when
Miranda was lying? And what if she called all the refer-
ences Miranda had given? Would they all tell the same story?
Miranda took another message, reassuring herself that she’d
told the same stories to all the people she’d listed as references.

It wasn’t that she wanted to lie, of course. Keith was making
her do it. He said he didn’t want to be excommunicated and
told her if she ever told anyone about their relationship, he’d
never talk to her again.

Men always lied. Like the time Eric had told
everyone that the reason he hadn’t married her was
because she’d had an abortion. He never admitted saying
that to Miranda, but she knew. Who else would have started
such a rumor?

“Hello?”
“Have you ever been physically abused, Miss

Ryan?”
Miranda was silent a moment. “Well, no,” she said.

“Not by my parents.” Her father had criticized her every day of
her life, but that wasn’t physical abuse, was it? Of course, he
had thrown chairs at her a few times when she was already an
adult and still living at home, but she’d thrown

them right back.
“Have you been physically abused by anyone else?”
Why was she asking that? It must be important, so Miranda

figured she’d better lie again. “Oh, no, not by anyone,” she
replied. Surely, the woman on the phone meant being raped,
anyway, didn’t she? The woman didn’t need to hear about that
time three years ago, right before she moved away from home,
when a man had smashed through her living room window in
the middle of the night completely naked. Miranda had run to
get her father’s gun while her father went to see what caused
the crash. She had fired the gun to scare the man away, but the
report had instead brought both her father and the man run-
ning into the bedroom.

The man had grabbed the gun, pushed Miranda to the
floor, and put the gun to her head. He was growling so loudly
that the neighbors two houses down could hear him, when
Miranda’s father grabbed the gun back and shot the man,

who then fell dead on top of her, blood pouring from his
chest onto hers. Twice when Keith had fallen asleep on

top of her, she’d experienced the scene all over again
and beaten and clawed at Keith’s back until he woke

up. Both times, he’d yelled at her and left, but she
could never bear to tell him why she did it. Why

did all these weird things
have to happen to her?

“Are you sure there’s
been no physical

abuse?” the woman
asked. “We need to

know your full back-
ground.”

“No, ma’am.”
There was a

pause. Then the
woman asked,

“Have you ever
been mentally

abused?”
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Not as much as this interview is doing, thought Miranda,
but she again replied, “No.” She knew she wouldn’t get the job
if she told the truth about her father, and she’d be damned if
she’d let him ruin her life any more than he’d already done.
What would that woman think if Miranda told her about the
time her father had announced to all the relatives that Miranda
had killed her mother, who had actually died of cancer? Or
about the time after she’d joined the Mormon Church as a
teenager and he’d thrown all her clothes on the sidewalk and
told her to leave? Or the times after she’d moved back when he
would turn off the water to the house so she couldn’t bathe or
put on make-up and would be late for work? Or the time—

“Oops. Hang on.” Oh, why were so many calls today? The
woman was going to feel like a yo-yo.

“Miranda?”
“Keith?” she asked in return. He almost never called her at

work. He said he was afraid she’d be able to tape the conversa-
tion and use it against him as evidence in a church court.
“What is it? I’ve got the nanny person on the other line.”

“You’re not telling her about me, are you?”
“Are you crazy? Of course not. What do you want?”
“I want you to stay here and go to nursing school. You

know that. I—”
“I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later.”
Miranda ground her teeth. All she wanted was a husband to

take care of her. Was that asking so much? She thought about
the bishop’s wife, and the president of the Relief Society in her
congregation, and about all the other women at church with
children and husbands who took care of them. Was that really
asking for so very much? Didn’t the Church say that being a
wife and mother was the most important thing
she could do? Why didn’t any of the men at
church see that? Why did men always have to
shirk their responsibility?

Keith said she didn’t make enough money.

S U N S T O N E

She knew he wanted her to be able to support him. Men! And
he said she needed to be a nurse, of all things. He didn’t seem
to care that Miranda could hardly go out to do her laundry for
fear she’d see a lizard, or that she couldn’t bear to associate
with anyone bald, or fat, or handicapped, or ugly, or like
anyone she’d surely see in an emergency room. For goodness’
sake, she’d get pale watching a Visine commercial. She wasn’t
about to go sticking needles in people. “Oh, you’ll get desensi-
tized to all that,” Keith had told her.

Like hell, she thought. She was going to be a nanny in a rich
family in California and take care of children. And some good-
looking man rich enough to be friends with the family would
see how well she worked with children and see how well
dressed she was and want to marry her.

She looked down again at her overweight stomach and bit
her lip. She brushed at her eyes quickly and then smoothed
down her dress. If that jerk Keith hadn’t kept her so depressed
all the time, she wouldn’t be eating so much in the first place.
She’d still be pretty. But once she was away from him, she
could lose the weight. She was sure of it.

“Hello?”
“Yes, Miss Ryan. Sorry to keep disturbing you at work. Just

one more question, and we’ll be through.”
“All right.”
“Why do you want this job?”
Well, wasn’t that obvious, thought Miranda. She remem-

bered the day care center, when she’d read stories to the chil-
dren or had them make up stories to tell her. She’d encourage
them with their drawings, promising to hang them up in her
apartment, and she loved seeing her Monet print on one wall

and “her” children’s drawings
on another. She would some-
times bake cookies or
brownies to bring to work,
and she’d taken pictures of all
the children she’d worked
with during those three
months.

One little girl in particular
had always seemed depressed,
and Miranda had eventually
decided to give the girl one of
her favorite dolls she’d been

meaning to save for her own daughter. She’d tried to coax the
girl into telling her why she was always so sad, but the girl’s
parents had taken her out of the day care before Miranda could
find out. But if she could get this job in California, she’d have
a whole year with the same children. And she could get mar-
ried and have her own children that no one could ever take
away.

“I want this job because I love children and I love taking
care of them.” Miranda sighed in relief but then frowned.
What if the woman didn’t believe her? Had her answer
sounded like one of those phony Miss America answers? What
if—

“Thank you for your time, Miss Ryan,” said the woman.

Surely a glass of wine

every two weeks when

Keith came over didn’t

count. How else could she

handle listening to him cry? 
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“Oh, it was no problem.”
“We’ll finish checking your references and will look for a

position suited to your needs and abilities, and then we’ll get
back to you.”

“Thank you.”
They both hung up, and Miranda sat staring for a moment,

drumming a pen on top of her book. Should she call her
bishop and the woman in charge of the day care center to see
what they’d told the nanny woman? Would that make things
worse? Should she call Keith back? What was she going to do
about their date tonight?

She’d let him come over, but only if he brought the con-
doms this time instead of making her buy them. What if
someone saw her? And besides, condoms were a man’s respon-
sibility. If he didn’t want to bring them, he’d just have to take a
chance at getting her pregnant and having to marry her. But
tonight, she wouldn’t argue about the condoms. She’d just tell
him that she was going to California unless he started going
out in public with her. She’d say she was going to leave unless
he could offer her a reason to stay. She’d make him realize how
much he really loved her.

She picked up the phone and dialed. “Keith?” she asked.
“Can you talk now?”
“Yeah.”
“I just wanted to say I can’t make it tonight. I know how

you hate it when I don’t call to tell you, so I thought I’d let you
know. Something came up.”

“Oh.”
“But I’ll give you a call tomorrow or the next

day.”
“All right.”
“Talk to you later.”
Miranda hung up and looked at her watch. Still

an hour before lunch. She stared at her desk a mo-
ment and then picked up Viking Princess again.
Surely, she’d get the job, she thought. She’d show
Keith. She’d show everybody. She smiled and
opened the book, but her eyes were still focused on
the desk top in front of her, and after a moment,
her smile slowly faded away.
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“You’re not telling her

about me, are you?”

THE BEST OF PREDATORS

know where to be seen,
how to speak softly, how to shout 
or stay silent, and when.

You won’t shine them out of swamps. 
Or paralyze them in your headlights, 
crush them under your whining tires.

Such hunters know how to crouch
In high grass, lie utterly still in culverts
or behind steel barricades with red reflectors.

They may prowl company corridors 
like the shadows of big lean pike, 
lie back from open water
alert in the weeds.
Mosey among lily pads.
Cruise the sand bar margins.
Prowling.
Waiting.

They inhale without a sound, 
hold their breath
then strike like a gecko’s tongue,

tongues that form the human whispers: 
“You won’t hear us. Or see us coming.”

—JERRY HAUSER
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