
Dancing After Hours
by Andre Dubus

About the Book

In illuminating issues of love and loss, desire and fear, many of these stories focus upon women characters: Catherine, 

who discovers her husband is having an affair; Rusty, who is dealing with the aftermath of a horrific shark attack during 

a family vacation; Emily, who tends bar and is convinced that she will never love and be loved; an old woman whose 

husband dies in the night beside her; a young woman who convinces her sixteen-year-old lover to murder her husband. 

In four of the stories we meet LuAnn Arceneaux, through whom Dubus works out a vision of growing wisdom about 

life's precarious blessings. Dubus's male characters are equally absorbing: a confused adolescent boy whose fantasies 

bring disaster; a Vietnam veteran whose love affair ends when his lover seeks an abortion; a quadriplegic whose tale of 

skydiving illuminates an extraordinary evening among a group of people in a bar. To all of these stories, Dubus brings 

an intensely compassionate realism and an ethical, even spiritual, vision rarely seen in American culture today.

Discussion Guide

1. In several of these stories the problems of dating, and the physical and emotional vulnerability inherent in the process, 

are explored. How does Dubus express through his characters--Ted Briggs, Tess, LuAnn, Lee Trambath, and others--the 

terror and emptiness dating can bring? How do both fear and courage enter into the search for love? Does maturity 

necessarily depend upon a progression from promiscuity to monogamy?

2. Andre Dubus has been praised for the realism with which he is able to represent the psychological and sexual lives of 

female characters. Do you see any difference in his rendering of male as opposed to female experience?

3. As this collection makes clear, for Dubus, mature adulthood seems to involve coming to terms with the pain of love, 

and also the pain of not having love. In what ways are these experiences similar?

4. Joyce Carol Oates has commented on Dubus's "deep commitment to his characters." Indeed, the third-person narrator 
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in Dubus's stories never engages in ironic distance from either character or story. Dubus's empathy is pervasive; he does 

not pass judgment on his characters. How does the narrative point of view in these stories affect your experience as a 

reader?

5. A devout Catholic, Dubus has said, "I've seen the whole of my fictive world through the eyes of someone who 

believes the main problem in the United States is that we have lost all spiritual values and not replaced them with 

anything that is comparable." How is spirituality, however loosely defined, present in the lives of his characters?

6. Drinking and smoking play an important part in the lives of many of Dubus's characters--as habit, as deep pleasure, as 

the aid to self-revelation and intimacy. How does Dubus use them to reveal character and develop situations?

7. Since the accident in 1986 in which Andre Dubus lost one leg and most of the functions of the other, he has been 

confined to a wheelchair. How does this aspect of the author's life shape his vision in these stories? What elements of his 

fictional world do you see as the result of his working through of this extremely painful reality in his own life?

8. How would you characterize Dubus's distinctive prose style? You might want to consider his narrative strategy of 

circling back to certain key images and experiences.

 

For discussion of each story

"The Intruder"

9. Who gets killed in the story, and why? Is this killing portrayed purely as an accident?

10. Why do Kenneth's parents respond to the accident as they do? How is the blurring of the line between fantasy and 

reality reinforced at the end of the story?

11. "The Intruder" was Dubus's first published story; it appeared in Sewanee Review in 1963. What difference do you see 

between this story and the rest of the collection, which is comprised of much more recent work?

"A Love Song"

12. Why does Catherine sit down and calculate what percentage of her life was contained in the "two hours of truth" [p. 

21] in which her husband told her he was leaving?

13. In what ways does this story illuminate the relationship between loss, grief, and time, and their effect on the re-

alignment of one's sense of self?

14. What is the effect of the story's ending with the weddings of the woman's two daughters? Why does she herself not 

remarry?



"Falling in Love"

15. In "Falling in Love" a conflict over abortion causes "the death of everything" [p. 38]--the end of a relationship in 

which two people love each other very much. Is this conflict more a matter of a lack of understanding between the sexes, 

or a matter of two different belief systems about abortion?

16. Does Andre Dubus portray the effect of deep emotion differently in male and female protagonists in this story? 

Consider how Ted Briggs deals with the loss of his love. How does the fact that he has been injured in Vietnam change 

his response to emotional life?

17. What does Ted mean when he tells Nick, with regard to dating and his desire to find a wife, "I need a philosophy to 

go out there with" [p. 42]? What is "the demon" he needs to confront by being alone for a while?

"Blessings"

18. In this story Andre Dubus only gradually reveals to the reader what happened to Rusty and her family a year earlier. 

What are Rusty's first thoughts upon waking, and are they significant to her coming to terms with what happened? Why 

do you suppose Dubus uses this very slow technique of exposition, and do you find it effective?

19. How is the world of nature portrayed in this story? What is the relationship among the various kinds of predators 

mentioned? What is Rusty's attitude toward such acts of predation as hunting and fishing?

20. Why does Rusty take the sleeping pill, and then later regret having taken it? What is the affirmation she achieves by 

the end of the story?

"Sunday Morning"

21. Why does Tess tell Andrew the story of her friend Mona, who was killed by her husband? Why does she seem 

unable to stop herself from talking about what happened to Mona?

22. Does love, for Tess, inevitably contain the seeds of distrust, hatred, and bitterness? Is she being unfair to Andrew?

"All the Time in the World"

23. LuAnn Arceneaux, who reappears in three other stories in this collection, is created with great sympathy by Dubus. 

What are some of the ways in which Dubus gives this character depth and causes us to share his interest in LuAnn?

24. What is the relationship between LuAnn's passionate nature and her Catholicism?

25. When the heel breaks on LuAnn's shoe, her sitting position creates the perspective from which Ted Briggs gradually 

comes into her view and the reader's. What do you find effective or interesting about Dubus's style and his use of detail 

here? How does he communicate the excitement of this meeting?

26. In the story's final paragraph, what imagery does Dubus use to describe the arrival of love? Do you find the end of 

the story moving? Is it rare for a person to discover love in this way?



"Woman on a Plane"

27. Why is the woman unable to write while her brother is dying? What is the source of her fear?

28. Why does the poem the woman tries to write about fear become a poem about love? How does impending death tie 

the two together?

"The Colonel's Wife"

29. In what ways does the Colonel's injury rearrange both his household and his marriage? How does physical pain 

change every aspect of Townsend's daily life?

30. Is it relevant to the story's situation that Lydia is both beautiful and rich? Is the portrayal of her character and her 

femininity realistic, or is it affected by her husband's--or the author's--idealization of her?

31. How does the shared admission of adultery at the end of the story strengthen the Townsends' marriage? Does Dubus 

want us to understand that adultery and fidelity can coexist? Do you find the end of the story convincing?

"The Lover"

32. Why does Lee Trambath feel that he has gone wrong in his life? Why does he feel guilty about his former wives and 

his five children?

33. Why does Lee weep for himself after making love with a much younger woman? Why is the title so fitting? What is 

the effect of the story's ending?

"The Last Moon"

34. What is the woman's motivation for plotting her husband's death?

35. Does the woman think of herself as extraordinary? Is Dubus's presentation of the mind of this woman as effective as 

that of other female characters in the collection? Why or why not?

"The Timing of Sin"

36. The pace of this story is quite leisurely, as Dubus tells his entire story through a conversation between two women 

walking together. What kinds of revelations emerge? Does this slow pacing give a greater sense of realism to the 

depiction of a friendship between women?

37. Is Dubus right in having the friendship between LuAnn and Marsha, two married women, deepened by physical 

attraction? How does this statement enlarge the story's scope of love, eroticism, and affection?

38. Why is the story of Sylvie's experience at the center of this tale? Why does Sylvie's pain provoke LuAnn's desire for 

Roger?



"At Night"

39. How does this story differ from the others in the collection? Do you feel you get to know this woman, even though 

she remains unnamed? How does Dubus portray her life? Do you have a sense of what this marriage was like, even 

though the story is so brief?

"Out of the Snow"

40. What does LuAnn's analogy of the shopping cart have to do with what has happened in the story? What does it tell us 

about her character? The shopping cart and the frying pan are emblems of domestic life; why is Dubus interested in 

breaking with the notion of domestic life as safe and dull?

41. Is there an ethical problem inherent, for LuAnn, in self-defense--in the fact that she has saved her own life at the 

possible expense of two other lives, even though they were the lives of criminals?

42. Why does Dubus here, as elsewhere, subject his characters to the terror of random events? What are the possibilities 

for wisdom and growth in the survival of such awful happenings?

"Dancing After Hours"

43. Here, as in "The Colonel's Wife," Dubus gives us a close look at the difficulties of life in a wheelchair. Why is the 

story of Drew's skydiving adventure particularly relevant to what all the characters are seeking in "Dancing After 

Hours"?

44. Why does Dubus go into such detail about the routine of Emily's daily life? How does the gathering in the bar "after 

hours" transform the loneliness Emily feels? Do you think this transformation will have a lasting effect in her life?

45. What relevance do the descriptions and details of music have for the story?

Author Bio

In July 1986 Dubus stopped on I-93 to help a disabled motorist and was struck by an oncoming car while managing to 

save the life of the woman driver of the first car. His left leg was amputated above the knee and the right leg was 

shattered; he spent three years in painful physical therapy and finally resigned himself to life in a wheelchair. The trauma 

of the accident and its aftermath caused a serious depression that stalled his writing life for many years, and Dubus 

writes movingly of the experience in his book of essays, Broken Vessels. Dancing After Hours, which contains the 

new fiction work that Dubus has produced since the story "The Colonel's Wife"--of which he says, "I broke the man's 

legs,"-- marked the return of his ability to write fiction.

The recipient of many prestigious awards for his writing, Andre Dubus is the father of six children and lives in 

Haverhill, Massachusetts.

Critical Praise



"Dubus's detailed creation of three-dimensional characters is propelled by his ability to turn a quiet but perfect 

phrase...[This] kind of writing raises gooseflesh of admiration. "
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