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The Ice Queen
Show
|

Be careful what you wish for. | know that for afact. Wishes are brutal, unforgiving things. They burn
your tongue the moment they’ re spoken and you can never take them back. They bruise and bake and
come back to haunt you. I’ ve made far too many wishesin my lifetime, the when | was eight years old.
Not the sort of wish for ice cream or a party dress or long blond hair; no. The other sort, the kind that
rattles your bones, then sitsin the back

3

of your throat, a greedy red toad that chokes you until you say it aloud. The kind that could change your
life in an instant, before you have time to wish you could take it back.

| was in the wrong place at the wrong time, but don’t all stories begin this way? The stranger who comes
to town and wreaks havoc. The man who stumbles off acliff on hiswedding day. The woman who goes
to look out the window when a bullet, or a piece of glass, or ablue-whiteicicle pierces her breast. | was
the child who stomped her feet and made a single wish and in so doing ended the whole world — my
world, at any rate. The only thing that mattered. Of course | was self-centered, but don’t most eight-year-
old girlsthink they’ re the queen of the universe? Don’t they command the stars and seas? Don’'t they
control the weather? When | closed my eyesto sleep at night, | imagined the rest of the world stopped as
well. What | wanted, | thought | should get. What | wished for, | deserved.

| made my wish in January, the season of ice, when our house was cold and the oil bill went unpaid. It
happened on the sixteenth, my mother’ s birthday. We had no father, my brother and I. Our father had
run off, leaving Ned and me our dark eyes and nothing more. We depended on our mother. | especialy
didn’t expect her to have alife of her own. | pouted when anything took her away: the bills that needed
paying, the jobs that came and went, the dishes that needed washing, the piles of laundry. Endless,
endless. Never ever done. That night my mother was going out with her two best friends to celebrate her
birthday. | didn’t like it one bit. It sounded like fun. She was off to the Bluebird Diner, a run-down place
famous for its roast beef sandwiches and French fries with gravy. It was only afew hours

on her own. It wasjust atiny celebration.
| didn’t care.

Maybe my father had been self-centered; maybe I’ d inherited that from him aong with the color of my
eyes. | wanted my mother to stay home and braid my hair, which | wore long, to my waist. Loose, my
hair knotted when | slept, and | worried; my brother had told me that bats lived in our roof. | was afraid
they would ?y into my room at night and make anest in my head. | didn’t want to stay home with my
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brother, who paid no attention to me and was interested more in science than in human beings. We
argued over everything, including the last cookie in the jar, which we often grabbed at the same time.
Let go! You ! Whatever we held often broke in our grasp. Ned had no time for alittle sister’ swhims; he
had to be bribed into reading to me. I’ [l do your chores. I'll give you my lunch money. Just read.

My mother didn’t listen to my complaints. She was preoccupied. She wasin arush. She put on her
raincoat and a blue scarf. Her hair was pale. She’d cut it herself, straining to see the back of her head in
the mirror. She couldn’t afford areal haircut at a salon; still she was pretty. We didn’t talk about being
poor; we never discussed what we didn’t have. We ate macaroni three times a week and wore heavy
sweaters to bed; we made do. Did | realize that night was my mother’ s thirtieth birthday, that she was
young and beautiful and happy for once? To me, she was my mother. Nothing less or more. Nothing that
didn’t include me.

When she went to leave, | ran after her. | was barefoot on the porch and my feet stung. The rain had
frozen and was hitting against the corrugated green roof. It sounded like a gun. Ice had dlipped onto the ?
oorboards and turned the wood to glass. | begged my mother not to go. Queen of the universe. The girl
who thought of no one but herself. Now | know the most desperate arguments are always over foolish
things. The moment that changes the path of alifeisthe one that’ sinvisible, that dissolves like sugar in
water. But tell that to an eight-year-old girl. Tell it to anyone; see who believes you.

When my mother said that Betsy and Amanda were waiting for her and that she was already late, | made
my wish. Right away, | could fedl it burning. | could taste the bitterness of it; still | went ahead. | wished
| would never see her again. | told her straight to her face. | wished she would disappear right there, right
then.

My mother laughed and kissed me good-bye. Her kiss was clear and cold. Her complexion was pale, like
snow. She whispered something to me, but | didn’t listen. | wanted what | wanted. | didn’t think beyond
my own needs.

My mother had to start the car several times before the engine caught. There was smoke in the air. The
roof of the patio vibrated along with the sputtering engine of the car. | could feel the sournessinside me.
And here was the odd thing about making that wish, the one that made her disappear: it hurt.

inside, idiot,” my brother called to me. only thing you' [l accomplish out there is freezing your ass off.”

Ned was logical; he was four years older, an expert on constellations, red ants, bats, invertebrates. He
had often told me that feelings were a waste of time. | didn’t like to listen to Ned, even when he was
right, so on that night | didn’t answer. He shouted out a promise to read to me, even if it had to be fairy
tales, stories he held in contempt. Irrational, impossible, illogical things. Even that wasn't enough for me
to end my vigil. | couldn’t stop looking at the empty street. Soon enough my brother gave up on me.
Didn’'t everyone? My feet had turned blue and they ached, but | stood out there on the porch for quite a
while. Until my tongue stopped burning. When | ?nally went inside, | looked out the window, and even
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Ned came to see, but there was nothing out there. Only the snow.
My mother had her accident on the service road

leading to the Interstate. The police report blamed icy road conditions and bald tires that should have
been replaced. But we were poor, did | tell you that? We couldn’t afford new tires. My mother was half
an hour late for her birthday dinner, then an hour; then her friend Betsy called the police. The next
morning when our grandmother came to tell us the news, | braided my own hair for the 2rst time, then
cut it off with apair of gardening shears. | left it behind for the bats. | didn’t care. I’ d started to wonder
if my brother had been right all along. Don’t feel anything. Don’'t even try.

After the funeral, Ned and | moved into our grand-mother’s house. We had to leave some of our things
behind: my brother his colony of ants, and | left all my toys. | was too old for them now. My
grandmother called what I’ d done to my hair a pixie cut, but could she give aname to what I’ d done to
my mother? | knew, but | wasn’t saying. My grandmother was too kind a person to know who was living
under her roof. I’ d destroyed my mother with words, so words became my enemy. | quickly learned to
keep my mouth shut.

At night | told myself a story, wordless, inside my head, one |l liked far better than those in my books.
The girl in my story was treated cruelly, by fate, by her family, even by the weather. Her feet bled from
the stony paths; her hair was plucked from her head by blackbirds. She went from house to house,
looking for refuge. Not a single neighbor answered his door, and so one day the girl gave up speaking.
She lived on the side of a mountain where every day was snowy. She stood outside without a roof,
without shelter; before long she was made of ice — her 7esh, her bones, her blood. She looked like a
diamond,; it was possible to spy her from miles away. She was so beautiful now that everyone wanted
her: people came to talk to her, but she wouldn’t answer. Birds lit on her shoulder; she didn’t bother to
chase them away. She didn’t have to. If they took a single peck, their beaks would break in two. Nothing
could hurt her anymore. After awhile, she became invisible, queen of the ice. Silence was her language,
and her heart had turned a perfect pale silver color. It was so hard nothing could shatter it. Not even
stones.

impossible,” my brother said the onetime | dared to tell him the story. such low temperatures, her heart
would actually freeze and then burst. She’d wind up melting herself with her own blood.”

| didn’t discuss such things with him again.

| knew what my role was in the world. | wasthe quiet girl at school, the best friend, the one who came in
second place. | didn’t want to draw attention to myself. | didn’t want to win anything. There were words
| couldn’t bring myself to say; words like ruin and love and lost made me sick to my stomach. In the
end, | gave them up atogether. But | was a good grandchild, quick to tasks, my grandmother’ s favorite.
The more tasks, the less timeto think. | swept, | did laundry, | stayed up late ?nishing my homework. By
thetime | wasin high school, | was everyone' s con; | knew how to listen. | was there for my friends, a
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tower of strength, ever helpful, especially when it cameto their boyfriends, several of whom slept with
mein senior year, grateful for my advice with their love lives, happy to go to bed with a girl who asked
for nothing in return.

My brother went to Harvard, then to Cornell for his graduate degree; he became a meteorologist, a
perfect choice for someone who wanted to impose logic onto an imperfect world. He was offered a
position at Orlon University, in Florida, and before long he was a full professor, married to a
mathematician, Nina, whom he idolized for her rational thought and beautiful complexion. Asfor me, |
looked for a career where silence would be an asset. | went to the state university afew towns over, then
to City College for amaster’sin library science. My brother found it especially amusing that my work
was considered a science, but | took it quite seriously. | was assigned to the reference desk, still giving
advice, as| had in high schooal, still the oneto turn to for information. | was well liked at the library, the
reliable employee who collected money for wedding presents and organized baby showers. When a co-
worker moved to Hawaii | was persuaded to adopt her cat, Giselle, even though | was allergic.

But there was another, hidden side to me. My realest self. The one who remembered how theice fell
down, piece by bitter piece. The one who dreamed of cold, silver hearts. A devotee of death. | had
become something of an expert on the many waysto die, and like any expert | had my favorites: bee
stings, poisoned punch, electric shock. There were whole categories | couldn’t get enough of : death by
misadventure or by design, death pacts, death to avoid the future, death to circumvent the past. | doubted
whether anyone elsein the library was aware that rigor mortis set in within four hours. If they knew that
when heated, arsenic had a garlic-like odor. The police captain in town, Jack Lyons, who'd been in my
brother’s class in high school, often called for information regarding poison, suicide, infectious diseases.
He trusted me, too.

Once | began researching death, | couldn’t stop. It was my calling; | suppose it was a passion. | ordered
medical texts, entomology books, the Merck manual of pharmaceuticals so as to be well versed in toxic
side effects when Jack Lyons called. My favorite reference book was A Hundred Waysto Die, aguide
for the terminally ill, those who might be in dire need of methods and procedures for their own demise.
Still, 1 always asked Jack if he hadn’t someone more quali than | to do his research, but he said, know
I'll just get the facts from you. No interpretations.”

In that regard, he was wrong. | was quiet, but | had my opinions. when asked to recommend which fairy
tales were best for an eight-year-old, for instance, Andersen’s or Grimm'’s, | always chose Grimm’s.
Bonestied in silken cloth laid to rest under ajuniper tree, boys who were foolish and brave enough to
play cards with Death, wicked sisters whose own wickedness led them to hang themselves or jump head?
rst into wells. On several occasions there had been complaints to the head librarian when irate mothers
or teachers had inadvertently scared the daylights out of a child on my recommendation. All the same, |
stood my ground. Andersen’ s world was with virtuous, respectable characters. | preferred talesin which
sel girlswho lost their way needed to hack through brambles in order to reach home, and thoughtless,
heedless brothers were turned into donkeys and swans, itching like mad under their skin, blood shining
from beneath their feathers. | didn’t believe that people got what they deserved. | didn’'t believeina
rational, benevolent world that could be ordered to suit us, an existence presumed to snugly into an

file://IK|/eMule/lncoming/Alice%20Hoffman%20-%20The%6201 ce%20Queen.html (5 of 128)6-8-2007 23:55:07



The Ice Queen

invented logic. | had no faith in pie charts or diagrams of humanity wherein the wicked were divided
from the good and the forever after was in direct opposition to the here and now.

When | walked home from the library on windy nights, with the leaves swirling, and all of New Jersey
dark and quiet, | wouldn’t have been surprised to ?nd a man with one wing sitting on the front steps of
Town Hall, or to come upon a starving wolf on the corner of Fifth Street and Main. | knew the power of
asingle wish, after al. Invisible and inevitable in its effect, like a butter?y that beats its wingsin one
corner of the globe and with that single action changes the weather halfway across the world. Chaos
theory, my brother had informed me, was based on the mathematical theorem that suggests that the
tiniest change affects everything, no matter how distant, including the weather. My brother could call it
whatever he wanted to; it was just fate to me.

Before | knew it thirteen years had passed at the library, and then . | still wore my hair the same way —
the haircut I’ d given myself at the age of eight had become my trademark. People expected certain
things of me: assistance, silence, comfort. They had no ideawho | was. | dated Jack Lyons for some of
that time, if you could call it that. He' d phone me for information, and later that same evening he'd be
waiting for mein the parking lot. We'd do it in his car. The sex was hurried and panicked and crazy, but
we did it anyway. We took chances. Times when patrons would be arriving, days when there was so
much snow, drifts three feet high built up around the car. Maybe | wanted to get caught, but we never
did. We were alone in the world. Jack knew | didn’t like to speak; true enough, but it was my own words
| mistrusted. No one else's. He could say whatever he liked. He could even blurt out that he loved me, as
long as he didn’t mean it. That was the important thing. The girl encased in ice facing the mountain. The
cold silence that was so clean it didn’t hurt. For me, there was nothing beyond those mountains. Nothing
worth going toward.

Jack always let me walk home alone and he never tried to follow me. | thought he knew me better than
most. | thought he understood | didn’t deserve kindness, or loyalty, or luck. Then one night Jack brought
me 7owers, a handful of fading daisies he'd picked up at afarm stand, but all the same. That was the
end; that was how he ruined everything. The minute Jack acted as though we were anything more than
two strangers who had a shared interest in death and sex, it was over. As soon as there was the
possibility he might actually care for me, | stopped seeing him.

Without Jack, my life was completely uneventful. When the time came, it made sense for me to be the
one to tend to my grandmother as she was dying. My brother was busy with his own lifein Floridaand |
had no life at all, only the library, only walking home by myself at night. It was my duty, after all, and
my responsibility. My grandmother loved me, truly and deeply, even though the only thing | had given
her in return for her affection was chicken soup, toast with butter, pot after pot of English breakfast tea
with honey and lemon, and an endless supply of library books. Our house was littered with books — in
the kitchen, under the beds, stuck between the couch pillows — far too many for her to ever . | suppose |
thought if my grandmother kept up her interests, she wouldn't die; she'd have to stay around to the
books she was so fond of.. I’ ve got to get to the bottom of this one, she'd say, asif abook were no
different from a pond or alake. | thought she'd go on reading forever, but it didn’t work out that way.
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should be enjoying your life,” my grandmother said to me one night while | was helping her with her
nightly cup of tea. Even drinking tea was dif ?cult for her. She took little sips, like abird. | had to hold
her head up; she smelled like lemon and dust. | felt like crying, even though that was impossible for me.
Crying wasn't like riding abicycle; giveit up and you quickly forget how it’s done. Look in the mirror
and make faces, cut up onions, watch sorrowful movies. None of that can bring back tears.

That night my grandmother’ s sudden advice took me completely by surprise. I’ d assumed that she of all
people understood I’ d been ruined long ago. | didn’t deserve to be happy. Didn’t my dear grandmother

understand that? | had already passed the age my mother had been on that icy night when she drove off

to meet her friends. Who was | to enjoy anything?

're always so negative,” my grandmother said.
got all the positive genes.” Amazing, considering her condition, considering the condition of the world.

Toward the end of her illness, even my grandmother had to face sorrow. She cried in her Sleep. |
couldn’t stand to hear her suffering. | left the cat I’ d adopted to keep watch over her, curled up on the
hospital bed I’ d rented, and | went to stand outside, where | could breathe in the brackish air. It was
spring and there was pine pollen everywhere; things had turned a sulfury yellow. That night | wished
that my whole life had been different and that | could start all over again, in Parisor London, in Italy,
even across theriver in New Y ork City, where I’d gone to school. | was still young. | wished | could
shed my skin, walk away, never look back. But starting a new life was not my expertise. Death was my
talent; before | could stop myself, | wished my grand-mother’ s pain would end. | wished that thisworld
would no longer have ahold on her.

She died that night while | was sleeping on the couch. The cat was beside her, and when | heard Giselle
mewling, | knew what had happened. My brother didn’t come up to New Jersey until several days after
our grandmother’ s passing; the funeral had to wait because it was exam week at Orlon University. Ned
realized what was happening to me as soon as he walked in the house. | was like a bird that had been let
out of its cage only to ?nd it could go no farther than the windowsill. All those years of planning my
escape from New Jersey, and now | couldn’t even leave the living room. I’ d pretty much stopped eating,
aside from corn?akes and milk, which was the only thing | could keep down. | hadn’t showered and |
gave off afaint odor of mildew, the scent of the ruined and the lost. | had called in to the library to let
them know | wouldn’t be coming back. The reference desk was too much for me. Everything was. Jack
sent me a sympathy note on police stationery; he wrote that he missed me, more than he'd ever expected
to, and was hopeful | would soon return to my desk. But that wasn’t about to happen. | could barely a
reason to get dressed, |et alone meaningless research questions or have sex with someone | didn’'t care
about in the backseat of his car. Sometimes | ssimply stayed in my bathrobe. | had lost the will to wash
my face, to look in the mirror, to step outside, to breathe the air.

My brother and | hadn’t had areal conversation in years. Too busy, livestoo far apart. But after the
funeral he sat beside me on the couch. He was dllergic to cats, just as | was, and his eyes had already
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begun to water because of Giselle.
IS not going to do you any good,” Ned told me. can’'t stay here.”

Logical till, asif it mattered. Logical then, aswell. | thought of the morning of my mother’ s death;
before my grandmother had arrived, I’ d wandered out in my pajamas and saw him in the kitchen. | think
he might have been cleaning up. He was orderly even then. It’stoo early, Ned had told me. Go back to
bed. | did exactly that. Two days later we' d sat together, side by side on folding chairs at my mother’s
funeral, held at the gravesite. A few of my mother’s friends were there, al in black dresses. Ned wore a
black suit, borrowed probably. I’d never seen it before. | had a navy blue dress with alace collar that I'd
snipped off with the same shears |’ d used to cut my hair. There was a plain pine cof, closed. Still, I'd
read enough fairy tales to know the dead were not necessarily gone. Our mother might have been asleep,
under a spell, ready to rap on the cof 7n from within and beg, Let me ouit!

It could happen at any time. The sky was gray; there was ice on the ground. And then | saw that Ned
was crying. He was quiet about it. He didn’t make a sound. | don’t think I'd ever seen him do that
before, so | quickly looked away. And then the cof looked different. Shut tight. Over and done.

At my grandmother’ s service, Ned and | were the only mourners. Same kind of plain pine box, same
graveyard. We had never gotten around to putting a marker on my mother’s grave, and | was glad of
this. | didn’t want to know exactly where she’ d been buried. Maybe she hadn’t been buried at all. Maybe
I’ d been wrong and she had indeed open the wooden box to run through the dark and the cold the
moment we' d |eft the gravesite. | looked for footprints, though it had been more than twenty years. Only
the scratch scratch of birds. And something else — the tracks of afox.

Ned had not only handled my grandmother’s affairs, he'd already done the research needed to set my
lifein order as well. He had found me a job, at the public library in Orlon, and a cottage to rent only a
few blocks from the university campus. We debated the merits of a move. Statistically, the odds weren't
on Ned's side. Had money been involved, | would

16

have bet my future consisted of twenty more years in my grandmother’ s house, wearing my bathrobe.
But my brother was a worthy opponent, methodical if nothing else, and a challenge never deterred him,
even if that challenge was me.

While | was moping about and eating corn?akes, Ned packed up the house, called the real estate agent,
had new tires put on my car. And so it was. | was leaving New Jersey. My colleagues wanted to give me
agoing-away party at the library, but without me, there was no one to organize it. | took the cat with me.
| had no choice. Giselle jJumped in the car and made herself comfortable on my brother’ s jacket,
ensuring that Ned would sneeze al the way down to Florida.
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It was an unseasonably hot day when we left. The air was sulfur-colored, gray around the edges, and the
humidity was at 98 percent.

will get you used to Florida.” Ned was oddly joyful.

There was sheet lightning ahead of us on the New Jersey Turnpike, the silent sort that is so vivid it can
light up the whole sky. My brother was delighted by the weather; his department was currently involved
in alightning study and he was one of the project advisers.

thunderstorms, the earth would lose its electrical charge in less than an hour,” Ned told me.

He kept notes on the storm as | drove. | was used to being alone, accustomed to talking to myself;
without thinking, | made another wish aloud, despite how it burned. | wished lightning would strike me.

hell you do,” my brother said. One of the tasks of the meteorology department at Orlon was to work with
a

17

team of physicians and biologists, addressing neurological injuries found in lightning-strike victims,
have no idea of the damage that can be done. None whatsoever.”

But it didn’t really matter. | had made another death wish, and | could tell what was to come from the
bitter taste in my mouth.

It was too late to take it back.
[
The cat wasn't at all happy with the move. |

couldn’t blame her. Orlon was hardly a paradise. Cats, after all, are creatures of habit, said to become
more attached to a place than to a person. Thiswas certainly true of my alleged pet, who had never
seemed to miss the original owner from whom I’ d inherited her. Not for amoment had she sat by a
window, waiting to be rescued. Why, she didn’t even seem to recognize the existence of human beings.
My prize. My pet.

Giselle, I’d call when she was out in the garden, but she'd only ignore me and her tail, as though | were
another ?y, one of the thousands that seemed to be breeding in Orlon. Even my own cat disliked me.
What had | expected? Life was no better here in Orlon, despite what my brother had promised, only
hotter, buggier, far more humid than New Jersey at itsworst. The library where | found myself
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employed was underfunded: there was one other librarian, Frances Y ork, who had worked at the same
post for forty

18

years and whose eyesight was now failing — hence my job. Untrustworthy as | might be, | wasto be her
eyes.

Thisiswhat | saw: Most of the shelves were empty. Budget cuts. Public’s lack of interest. | had more
books packed in cartons and |eft in storage in New Jersey than the Orlon Public Library had inits
entirety. There were no computers available to the patrons, only one ancient word processor at the desk,
and an old-fashioned card catalog was still in use. Asfor the reference department, there didn’t seem to
be one. After several weeks at work, there' d been only three calls of any kind: two concerning the
proper use of fertilizer, and athird from a second-grader wanting to know what medical school Dr.
Seuss had gone to. Maybe | should have lied to my young caller, but it wasn’'t in my nature to do so.
When | told her that her favorite author wasn’t adoctor, that in fact his last name wasn't even Seuss, she
hung up on me. | suppose no one had told her before that she mustn’t trust words, not even the onesin
books.

Because we were a college town, the students at Orlon had their own high-tech facility, so our little
building was al but invisible to them. And as our budget didn’t allow the purchase of any new editions,
even the local folks stayed away. The only weekly activity was the nursery-school reading club, but that
group was nearly disbanded after | read Goose Girl,” atale in which atruth-teller, abeloved, loyal horse
named Falada, continues to speak long after his severed head is mounted on the wall. Frances took back
the position of reader, even though she was nearly blind and had to hold a book right up to her face to
make out the story.

19

Frances was polite about my removal, and | understood. Death was my talent, not lively toddlers. |
gratefully relinquished the nursery group, happy enough to avoid the rush of noisy little creatures on
Thursday afternoons.

During my hours at the library | found myself longing for questions about death. New Jersey had begun
to seem like adream rather than a nightmare. | stared at the phone, missing Jack Lyons and his calls; our
longest, most intimate conversations had been about diseases that were spread by mosquitoes, especially
West Nilevirus. Asfor my brother, he and Ninawere busy with their work at the university; after they’d
hel ped me set up the house — which my brother had failed to mention was not air-conditioned, there
was only acelling fan — | rarely saw Ned and hiswife. | hadn’t expected more, and why should | have?
They had their own lives, after all.

In the evenings, | listened to the radio and busied myself with killing , using al’d bought at Acres
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Hardware Store. A bit of death at home. Something | understood. Something | was good at. I'd killed
hundreds of in no time. | kept piles of bodies on the windowsill. That’s what | was doing when it
happened. | was holding the ?yswatter when | saw something that appeared to be atennisball right in
front of me. The window was open, the ceiling fan was on, the sky was heavy with heat. | thought
perhaps some neighborhood kids had thrown the ball through my window. | didn’t care for children of
any age or size. | knew how they thought and what they were capable of. | was about to shout out for the
culpritsto get off my lawn. But then | saw that the ball was oddly bright, so shimmery | had to squint.
When my gaze shifted | noticed that the | was holding was edged in and that the was dripping down onto
the, like a sparkler on the Fourth of July.

| was paralyzed, | think, helpless to do anything but watch as the ball fell to the . | heard a huge noise: an
explosion of some sort, like a shotgun. | thought of the ice that had ricocheted off the roof when my
mother drove away. Death sound. The thud of what cannot be stopped. For a second | thought, It’sthe
end of theworld. My world, | meant. In away thiswastrue. In amatter of seconds, everything changed.
If | had turned left instead of right, perhaps it wouldn’t have happened; if the I’ d swatted had never
come in through ahole in the screen, if I'd never left New Jersey, if a butter in South America had never
unfurled its wings and with a single beat altered everything, now and forevermore.

When | awoke in the hospital | knew at least part of my wish had come true. | could taste it, the burning
of death. The wish I’d made in the car traveling down to Florida had accomplished half of its mission,
but | was till half alive. I couldn’t move my left side. Arms, legs, trunk, had all been affected. There
hadn’t been a multi-organ disruption — no kidney or lung effects. But my heart had been affected and
there had been neurological damage, the two most frequent causes of mortalitiesin lightning-strike
victims. All the same, | was informed that | was lucky to be in Orlon, where there were more lightning
strikes than anywhere else in Florida— glorious Florida, the top state for deaths and injuries caused by
lightning. Because of this, the medical care in our county was expert. | was supposed to be grateful for
that. | would need physical therapy and a serious relationship with a cardiologist, since my heart now
skipped a beat. | could fedl it inside me — torn posterior pericardium, they said. It was as though a bird
were trapped inside me, one that belonged in a place outside the cage of my aching ribs.

While | was being told about my condition, with my brother and Ninalooking on, the only thing | could
concentrate on was the clicking inside my head. That wasn’t unusual in cases such as mine, the doctor
assured me when he heard my complaint. Neither was my nausea or the pain in my neck or the swelling
in my face or the fact that my gers were numb. But look at all I'd escaped! Pulmonary edema, tympanic
membrane rupture — deafness brought on by sound and shock — thermal burns from ignited clothing,
serious vascular effects, heart attack, cataracts, lesions on the brain, the eye, the skin.

| had been unconscious for thirty-two hours, hence the IV in my arm. Naturally things were fuzzy. Of
course, my brother and Ninalooked concerned. And so | didn’t mention anything when the nurse came
inwith adinner tray. | didn’t say aword when | noticed that the Jell-O | was being offered was the color
of stones. The nurse herself, not more than twenty-, appeared to have long white hair. The my brother
and his wife had brought me seemed dusted with snow. | understood then. | had completely lost the
color red. Whatever had once been red was now cloudy and pale. All | saw wasice; al | felt wasthe
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cold of my own ruined self. Perhaps | had an ocular reaction to the heat of the strike — vitreous
hemorrhage was one of the many potential effects on the eye, along with corneal scratches and cataracts.
Why the absence of a color would affect me so deeply, | had no idea, but | suddenly felt completely
bereft. | had lost something before I’ d known its worth, and now it was too late.

| stayed in the hospital for nearly two weeks. | didn’t see much of my brother, but Nina went daily to my
house to feed Giselle. When | was allowed out, still using awalker because of the weakness on my |eft
side, Nina picked me up and drove me home. | saw that my sister-in-law had also stocked my
refrigerator. | think she may have vacuumed. | understood why my brother had been drawn to her. Nina
was logical, agreat believer in order, and like my brother, she was not afan of emotions. She stood there
and wrung her hands while | sat on the couch and wept.

,” | said to Nina. She nodded and waved me on. | kept at it, running through nearly abox of tissues. It
was my cry inalong time, and | overdid it. | sat there sobbing, shudders running through me. Suddenly,
| was overwhelmed by everything, a wreck, true enough. My hair had fallen out in clumps and there was
that dreadful clicking noise in the back of my head. | still wasn't able to hold down solid food. The
doctor had told me the symptoms were similar to someone suffering from radiation poisoning. That's
how | felt — to my bones, to my toes — poisoned. All down my af?icted side there was a wrenching
sort of feeling, asif something had been twisted. A short in my electrical system, | supposed. My very
essence, my inner self was gone. | reached for things and couldn’t feel them. It was as though everything
solid had dlipped away from me. Inside, my heart felt frozen.

The weather was still humid and sti; no outsider could be prepared for Florida. We weren’'t even close to
summer, still the heat exploded in midair, then settled; it weighed you down. All the same, when Nina
asked if I’d like anything, | asked for hot tea. | sat there shivering, colder than ever. Icein my veins. Ice
behind my eyes aswell, it seemed. While my sister-in-law ?xed the tea, | looked out the window.
Everything out there was the color of ice. | wondered if the bougainvillea was scarlet: I'd never noticed
it before. Now the vine was pale and ghostly, frostbitten and shivering in the heat. | felt as though | had
one foot in thisworld, and one in the next. | couldn’t even get the death wish right this time around. |
was like a person who'd tried to commit suicide by jumping out a third-story window, succeeding only
in breaking every bone. Still aive, still more or less intact, still trapped in the same life.

Before she left, Ninatold me a physical therapist would be coming to see me. When the therapist
appeared the next morning and rang the bell, | didn’t open the door. Maybe | didn’t want to be healed.
Maybe | deserved whatever | got. Maybe this was the fate | deserved. | sat on the couch with Giselle,
imagining | was safe from the well-meaning and the helpful. But my brother had an extra key, which
he' d handed over, and the physical therapist let herself in. She introduced herself as Peggy Travis. As
though | cared. Asthough I intended to make this personal. | suppose Peggy was wearing ared striped
dress, but it was gray to me. She went through the list of exercises we' d be doing to strengthen my |eft
side. | excused myself. Fumbling with my walker, | went to the bathroom and threw up.

'svery common to feel sick.” My unwelcome visitor had actually come up behind me and was watching
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me vomit. some peopleit lasts only a short time, for othersit’s different.”
She shut up then. But | got the drift. For othersit’s an eternity.

| was pathetic really. | couldn’t even squeeze arubber ball. More clumps of my hair fell out just from
the stress of trying. But my Peggy wasn't the type to let her charges give up. She had seenit al in
working with her clients — the lame, the frail, the screwed-up, the messed-up, the chewed-up, the burnt,
the sorrowful. She told me about them when we had tea— hers iced, mine steaming. I’ d sweated and
grunted through my workout, with my swollen face swelling even more and the clicking going on
nonstop; | hardly felt up for conversation. That’s how people like Peggy got to you; they waited till you
had no defenses, then talked you to death. | felt like atime bomb, as a matter of fact, but | drank my tea.
| had no choice but to listen. | heard about Peggy’s last client, aman who’ d been mauled by a bulldog.
By the time the attack was over, the victim had only three, total, and | should have seen how quickly
he'd improved. He was now working at Acres Hardware Store. Before that, it was awoman in a car
crash who couldn’t remember her own name and needed to be spoon-fed but was now up and about and
taking art history classes at Orlon University.

| knew exactly what Peggy was up to. So take that! See there! You can do it, too! Up by your bootstraps!
Work a little harder!

All of Peggy’s cases were success stories. Perhaps | should have warned her: her luck was about to
change. | was stubborn; | suppose | tried to fail, and yet | did improve dlightly, at least on the surface. |
never mentioned the lack of the color red, the buzzing under my skin, the clicking in my head. The one
creature | couldn’t hide my most secret effects from was the cat. Sometimes Giselle would come to sit
next to me and place her paw on my arm. Her paw would vibrate violently and after an instant, she’'d
remove it and stare at me. | thought she knew me then. The only creature in the universe that understood
how | redlly felt. No wonder she disliked me. | hadn’t fooled her one hit.

Frances Y ork had promised to keep my job open for me at the library, that bookless, underused place.
When she telephoned to tell me the news | said, Oh joy. She missed the sarcasm; she thought | meant it.

But of course | will, dear. We stick together.

| didn’t know if she meant librarians, or losers, or women who were aone, facing some sort of tragedy. |
she’' d had tragedies of her own, not that | wanted to hear about them. | wanted to tell her that at my last
job | used to have meaningless sex with someone in the library parking lot on aregular basis. Someone |
didn’t love and didn’t want to love me. That | did it even in the winter, when there was ice everywhere
and our breath steamed up the car windows. | wanted to tell her that ever since my lightning strike |
spent my nights vomiting and clicking, and that my eyes — the stand-ins for her failing vison — hurt so
badly I’ d probably never read another book again. | wanted to tell her | had managed to do away with
nearly all of the people | loved most in the world, death by proximity and idle wishes, and | still couldn’t
manage to get rid of myself. Instead, | said, Thank you, and promised I’ d advise her about my condition;
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assoon as| felt up toit, I'd come back to the library.

My life was empty and that was . It was what | was used to. Y et there was something expected of me,
likeit or not. | was to be a part of the lightning-strike study, persuaded by my brother to be among the
dozens of patients tested by ateam of biologists, neurologists, and meteorologists on the third of the
Science Center over at the university. My brother seemed to feel guilty about what had happened to me,
and yet he was avoiding me. Best not to see what disturbs you. Best to order it, examineit, and place it
inastudy. Theway | saw it, chaos theory was at the root of Ned’s guilt. On those occasions when he
phoned me, it was to discuss the probabilities of my lightning strike. If he hadn’t insisted, | wouldn’t
have moved to Florida. If | hadn’t moved, | wouldn’t have been struck, and on and on. | didn’t want to
hear any more and | certainly didn’t want to see Ned suffer. One of us doing that was enough.

So | gavein.

The experts tapped at me, charted my heartbeat, examined my skeleton. | saw a neurologist. A
cardiologist. Then a psychologist. They gave me a battery of intelligence tests and told me it wasiif |
didn’t remember the names of historical most -graders could reel off. There were psychological tests as
well; | expected as much. On those questions | answered that everything was false.

| was informed that there were many different kinds of lightning strikes — splash, contact, step voltage,
blunt trauma, and direct hit. Mine seemed to have been a splash — the ?yswatter, it seemed, had come
between me and the full force of what can be as much as 120 million volts. Ninety percent of lightning-
strike victims survived, but 25 percent suffered major effects, some of which weren’t apparent for
months or even years. My brother sent over several books, and the medical staff |oaded me down with
pamphlets. | think they were al trying not just to educate me but to let me know how lucky | was simply
to bedlive.

By the end of the month, the neurologist in charge of my case, Dr. Wyman, said | was progressing
nicely. | knew | wasn’t. Oh, | had moved on from awalker to a cane, from physical therapy every day to
twice aweek and ?nally to practicing my exercises alone. Peggy had gone on to her next patient, an
elderly man who'd fallen down the stairs and broken every single bonein hislegs. | was done asfar as
Peggy was concerned. Up and about and enjoying the Florida weather, I’ m sure she was saying to the
man with broken bones. Dr. Wyman was most likely discussing me with his colleagues. Such good
progress! Even when | admitted the ocular problem, he insisted the fading of a single color was nothing
to worry about. Perhaps to him it was nothing, but to me the loss of red was staggering; the emptiness|
was left with made me weep. In my world, a cherry was no different from a stone. Oh, how | missed
things that had never mattered to me before. An apple, acarnation, abird | knew to be a cardinal, which
to my eyeswas as gray as a dove.

There were no words for how wrong Wyman was in his assessment of my condition. In fact, I’d been
deteriorating. The crying, the coldnessinside, the fear every time | walked out the door. How could | tell
the doctor what was wrong with me? | didn’t understand it myself. | couldn’t articul ate the pain; it was
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the pain of nothingness. My fear was of the weather, the atmosphere, the very air. What good did safety
tips do me now? Avoid water, metal objects, rooftops; stay off the telephone in a storm; don’t think glass
can protect you; even if a stormis eight miles away, you're still not safe from a strike.

Avoid life, perhaps that was the answer. The number one safety tip. Stay away fromit all.

Without words, only action would do. To show my doctor what little progress I’ d made, to show him
what my world was made of, | put my hand through the window. It was a staggeringly stupid thing to
do, but maybe Peggy had been right. Maybe | wanted help; maybe | was desperate for it. | was trapped
behind glass, cold, empty, dead inside. Such was my condition, Doctor, if you really want to know:
shattered.

The Science Center was cool, crisp, temperature-controlled. It was a shock to have broiling hot air
stream through the broken window into the deeply cold room. The doctor leapt back. Glass covered the ?
oor, shimmering. In al honesty, | had stunned myself. It was as though the girl in my childhood story
had suddenly lurched forward against her casing of blueice.

Lord!” Wyman said. do you think you’ re doing?”
Blood, | suppose, was running down my arm. It looked like paste to me.
you crazy?’ my doctor asked me.

That didn’'t seem avery professional question. And frankly, | thought it was up to Wyman to tell me. He
was the diagnostician, after al; he was the one so certain | was improving.

The maintenance crews were mowing the grass, and the humming of their work mixed with the click
inside my head, so | stopped listening to the doctor. | was taken back to the hospital in an ambulance,
even though all | needed was afew stitches. | had just wanted to get my point across. What was so
wrong about that? There it was, every bit of who | was: blood, panic, sorrow. Did | have to spell it out
for him?

| was observed by internists and a psych team for forty-eight hours, during which time | made certain to
be extremely pleasant. | could do that whenever | wanted to. I’ d learned how in high school. The me you
want me to be, the girl who knows how to listen. It didn’t take long before the nurses were con in me
about their love lives, just as my friends had in high school. The dietitian took a special liking to me. Her
mother was dying; she closed the door so she could cry in front of me. | didn’t tell her about my own
history, my mother running to her car, my dear grandmother crying in her sleep.

But all thetime | was in the psych ward, | might as well have been made of ice. That crying jag I’ d had
was surely an anomaly. In the ward, | looked in the distance for mountains, but there were only meshed
windows, tall cabbage palms. The things | was most aware of were the things | was unable to see:
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geraniums in pots along the windowsill, gray and black checkers set out on drab boards, the mouths of
the nurses as they spoke to me, lips so icy white they seemed frozen.

30

When they released me — progress, again! — | took a cab home. | found Giselle pacing at the door,
ravenous. Thistime Nina had forgotten her, so | fed the poor creature tuna from the can and a saucerful
of milk. My diagnosis was panic disorder and depression, and | couldn’t agree more. Trauma-induced,
they told me. Well, yes, that was true. Only the trauma hadn’t happened here in Florida, and it had
nothing to do with lightning.

When | let the cat out in the yard | could feel the change in the atmosphere. It was the oddest thing. It
was as though | were a cloud instead of a human being. | knew it would start raining minutes before it
did. | could feel the charged atomsinthe air, and | was quick to call Gisellein before her coat got
matted and wet. While | was getting into bed there was a lightning strike nearly ve miles away. The
strike split a pine tree in two and started a that burned several houses down to ash. It was summer
lightning, the kind that appears without thunder, without asign. But | didn’'t need anyone to tell me
about it.

It was the one thing | could feel deep inside.

31

CHAPTER TWO

Light

I

hat’ s the difference between light-

W

ning and magic? is ajoke common among meteorol ogists.

Magic makes sense. Lightning does not, even to the experts. Lightning is random, unpredictable. It can
be as small as a bean or as large as a house. Noisy or silent, ashy or clear. It can be any color — red or
white, blue or smoky black — and it seems to have amind of its own. Lightning down chimneys and

enters closed

32
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windows, slipping right through the molecules that make up glass. Lightning has its own agenda, most
experts say; it can easily cause damage despite all safety efforts. Hide, but it may you. Plan, but your
plan may easily become undone.

Lightning plays favorites, picking the one out of the many, singling certain people out of groups of
hundreds, even thousands. Lightning plays pranks, and seems to enjoy them. Lightning reaches 50,000
degrees Fahrenheit, more than ve times the heat of the sun. It can be a hundred mileslong, asthinasa
man’s pinkie. Its effects are puzzling and indiscriminate. There are trees that have been hit that show no
effect and then, months later, suddenly wither. Doors are removed from their hinges; cars are set on,
and afterward only the radio isfound to be working, crooning a sad song. People safe in their houses,
chatting on the phone, have had lightning come in through the wires, entering the earpiece to strike them
deaf. In one case a dog that had been struck farted black sulfur for weeks. Hairpieces have been snatched
off bald men’ s heads, women have been stripped of their clothes, children have reported seeing objects
circling their rooms, only to be disbelieved until all the electricity goes out or the walls themselves

catch .

Some people get up after a strike and their golf games, go about their business, have quite a story to tell.
Others' lives are forever ruined.

Is that magic? Does it make any sense? Most incidents of odd weather can be logically explained. Blood
rains, once thought to be the wrath of the heavens, are actually made up of the mecondial uids released
by certain |epidoptera simultaneously emerging from their chrysalides. Black rains, those old wives
tales, are in fact stones picked up in whirlwinds and released el sewhere. Frogs falling from the sky, same
thing, no magic whatsoever; the poor creatures are ssmply swept up in one place by awindstorm, then
deposited on the shores of another land. And what if these frogs open their mouths and pearls fall out?
Even then logic prevails: the frogs have probably been air-lifted from the China Seas, home of pearls
shining in a dozen different shades no one would never expect: red, scarlet, crimson. Pearls the color of
ahuman heart.

At Orlon University, the team was working backward, trying to understand lightning by studying its
effects on human physiology. Our group of survivors met in the cafeteria of the Science Center in the
evenings. Summer school wasn't yet in session; for now the campus was quiet. | didn’'t believein
support groups; why should I go? Nothing could save me. All the same, my brother insisted the group
was part of the study | had committed to. It was for the greater good, something | rarely considered. Ned
called repeatedly to suggest that for once | something I’ d started. He had a point, | suppose. But | had no
desire to walk across the Orlon campus, however deserted it might be, with my hair falling out, still in
need of a cane to steady my limp. | pronounced it imp, and it felt that way. An imp in my nervous
system, pinching at this and that. Reminding me of who | was and who I’ d never be.

| might have backed out at the last minute, unintentionally forgotten the time, the day, the location of the
meeting,
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but Ned sent me areport he knew would intrigue me. It was afolder titled The Naked Man. How could |
resist?

The Naked Man had been aroofer — a dangerous occupation, | knew from reading my safety tips. He
was working after hours on his mother-in-law’ s house on the occasion of his strike. He was forty-four
years old, six foot two, 240 pounds. He was balding and wore a beard. He' d had two beers at the time of
the incident, but he certainly wasn’t drunk. He worked alone. He' d never won the lottery, never owned a
dog, never made a promise he hadn’t kept. Until recently.

That evening he was singing Johnny’s Cash’s of Fire.” Later, he realized this particular song was on his
mind because he was having an affair with awoman who worked at the Smith Mall. Johnny Cash’swife
had written of Fire” when they fell in love and were married to other people. There was desire in that
song, big-time. That was probably why the roofer was his mother-in-law’ s roof on such adismal night.
Guilt and desire, a bad combination. Storms were predicted, but he he had time. He a good deed might
make up for hisfailings.

He was mistaken.

Halfway through his work, he heard a hissing sound, and he found himself thinking of hell and whether
or not he might end up there, if such a place existed. His ?ngers started to tingle. And then he saw what
he thought was the moon falling from the sky. But the moon had atail, and that was surely a bad sign. It
was ball lightning; it fell on the roof and rolled down toward him. It looked like a comet headed

35

straight for him, a blue-black thing that was as solid and real as atruck or aboot or aliving, breathing
man. The roofer thought he might be face-to-face with the devil himself, that fallen angel. He thought
about everything he hadn’t yet done in hislife. All of a sudden owning a dog seemed like the most
important thing in the world.

The hissing got louder and the next thing the roofer knew, he was standing on the grass, completely
naked except for hiswork boots. His clothes were a pile of ashes and his beard was gone. In the
photographsin his e, the Naked Man is standing against a white screen; he looks like a baby, wide-
eyed, just welcomed to the world. My brother knew I’ d have to see him in person. | was alibrarian, after
al; I’d want to know how the story ended. Had he gotten his dog? Had he ended his affair? Had he
found another line of work, one that wasn’t so close to the sky?

| spied the Naked Man as soon as | entered the cafeteria. He seemed to have lost weight since he' d been
struck. He used acane, as| did. Surely the imp was in his system, denite neurological damage, but he
was the silent type. He stared straight ahead, and | had the notion that he’ d been coerced into coming,
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the way 1’ d been. Someone had insisted it would be good for him, cathartic, as if anything could be.

Most peoplein the group were more than happy to talk about their effects — that’s what they called
their symptoms. The Naked Man kept silent, but the others were studying themselves, asif each one was
asingular chemical experiment gone awry. After what they’ d been through, who could blame them
really? They didn’t whine or complain; they were matter-of-fact. Most, like me, had headaches and
nausea and disorientation. Some had effects that kept them from working, from sleeping, from thinking
straight, from having sex. There were myths that lightning-strike victims became hypersexual, electri?
ed, in amanner of speaking, but most often there was the opposite effect — impotence and depression.
Some in the group shook with muscle spasms, and some stuttered; some looked perfectly normal, and
maybe they were. There were plenty of memory glitches, lost thoughts, forgotten identities. One fellow
couldn’t remember where he’' d been born. A girl couldn’t recall her middle name. For most, the
moments before their strikes were the clearest time of their lives. Just as they would have remembered
the stars falling from the sky, the memory of that bright instant was something they couldn’t get rid of,
no matter how hard they might try.

| noticed the man next to me, aboy readlly, in his early twenties. Tall, gawky, hazel eyes. Oddly enough,
wearing gloves. When he caught me looking, he leaned over, close.

to see?’

The clicking in my head was bad; | may have nodded. | suppose he took that as a yes and thought |
wanted to out what was under those gloves. Asif | cared. The boy’ s name was Renny, and he was a
sophomore at Orlon about to attend summer classes, trying to make up for the semester he’'d lost when
he was hit. When he took off his gloves | could see that he had been wearing a ring on one hand when
he' d been struck by lightning, a watch on the other. Both pieces of jewelry had left deep indentations in
his skin, as though he' d been branded by the heated metal. He didn’t have to say his hands caused him
great pain; that much was evident from the depth of the ridges, from the way he moved, so tentatively.

bad the watch doesn't tell time,” Renny joked. On with his gloves. He winced. was on a golf course. Did
you know that percent of strikes take place on golf courses?’

?" These people couldn’t talk enough about their experiences.

was with all the guysin my fraternity, nearly of us; it was a party, kind of afund-raiser to up our house.
We were having a great time and then kerblam. | was the only one who got hit. Went right through my
head and out my foot. Direct hit. | still have a hole here somewhere.” He gered the top of hishead till he
found it. it.”

The entire interchange was getting much too personal. Next he'd want to know if | slept without a
nightgown. If my lightning strike was in my dreams. If | panicked and locked the door at the sign of
rain.
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Still, he was grinning at me. | supposed | had to give him something.

was in my living room. The | was holding caught .”

That seemed to please him. Almost as though | was con in him.

. I’ll bet that was a surprise.”

He was so concerned and friendly, | decided to give him a bit more information.

was a plastic ?yswatter, so it actually started to melt. | bought it at Acres’ Hardware Store. It was a
splash event.” | hoped that sounded professional.

38
thing you weren’'t using arolled-up newspaper. Y ou probably would have ignited.”
| liked his habit of understatement. Now when he smiled, | might have smiled back at him.

There were eight of us there that night — old and young, male and female, with nothing to de us,
nothing in common. Watching over us, guiding us, | suppose, were a nurse, a neurologist — clearly
junior to Dr. Wyman — and atherapist. | was soon to learn that out of all the documented cases of
lightning strikes in the state, two-thirds had occurred in Orlon County. Lucky us. We were in the center
of all the bad weather in Florida. No wonder my brother was delighted to live here.

We were forced to go around in acircle, introducing ourselves — names only, of course — with the
opportunity to discuss how we were feeling. Now everyone clammed up. Physical ailments were one
thing, but this was something else entirely. What has your strike done to your soul? Your sex life? Now
that ?ames have shot through you, is your ego intact? Or isit busy clicking, shaking, shuddering?

No one spoke up. The Naked Man made himself busy adjusting his boots. A teenaged girl with beautiful
curly hair and mismatched socks closed her eyes and hummed. Her face was scarred with what | later
learned had been raindrops vaporizing on her skin during her strike, turning to steam and burning her
perfect complexion.

We weren’t about to talk about our emotional state. No one wanted to get that personal. We eyed one
another and laughed self-consciously.

39

topic,” a chicken farmer named Marv called out; he was roundly applauded.
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We moved on to what folks really wanted to talk about. Lightning gossip was extremely popular with
this group. than,” than,” you ever hear of” kind of stories. | listened to the tale of a man who'd been
killed by a strike, then carried forty feet and deposited in a haystack. Another of awoman who had every
other plate in her china cabinet shatter when lightning came sweeping through her condominium. |
learned that open ?elds were dangerous, that some lightning left rooms with smoke, that cows were often
victims of a strike, and those who survived gave curdled, yellow milk. But the subject people were most
interested in and the stories most often told were about folks who' d been killed and came back to life.

There was atheory, unproven, but accepted by many in the room: the theory of suspended animation.
Because lightning was capable of shutting off the systemic and cerebral metabolisms of a victim, much
like a short circuit, a person could be” — be of and medically dead — for an extreme amount of time,
past what might seem logically salvageable, and then brought back. Why it was possible to resuscitate
such people was unknown. All the same, it happened.

There was an old man near Jacksonville, for example, known as the Dragon, who had allegedly been
killed twice by lightning, not that anyone had ever seen him in person. And even closer, a man they
called Lazarus Jones, right here in Orlon County. He was de real, his existence documented at the
morgue and the hospital. Seth Jones, that had been his name before he revived.

| felt something go through my body. A current. It was the mention of an individual who could face
down death. All at once, | was interested in something.

That hadn’t happened to me for avery long time.

So, what could he do, this man who' d been dead? How big? How bad? | leaned in, the better to hear,
dragged my chair closer to theinner circle. Well, for one thing, it was said Lazarus could make an egg
on atabletop spin in acircle. His presence caused el ectromagnetic disruptions; elevators went up instead
of down, lightbulbs burned out, clocks stopped. He' d been ?ve foot ten when struck, six foot afterward.
The lightning had stretched him, rearranged whoever he' d been before, altering him almost beyond
recognition. He now radiated so much heat, he could eat only cold food; anything raw became cooked as
he swallowed. He' d been gone for forty minutes, no heartbeat, no pulse. Impossible, of course, and yet it
was true, documented by the EMTs. When Lazarus arose, his eyes were so black it was impossible to

tell whether his pupils were dilated. Not that he would let anyone test him. Not eyes nor heart nor lungs.

did he manage to come back to life?’ | asked Renny. 't he be brain-damaged after all that time?”’
if the theory of suspended animation holds true.”

We were whispering, knee against knee. | could feel Renny had atremor. If | wasn't careful, I’ d start
feeling sorry for him.
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"ve been trying to study this guy Jones, but he won't talk to the folks at Orlon. | guess he' s super-
paranoid. | heard he chased Dr. Wyman off his property with agun.”

Wyman, the neurologist who'd wanted to know if | was crazy when | put my hand through the window.
he's got the right idea,” | ventured. ’s my doctor, too. Maybe we shouldn’t be such guinea pigs.”
, | don’t mind. At least they give us snacks. And not just carrots.”

Renny grinned, then got up and headed to the refreshment table. | saw that he, too, limped. The foot the
lightning had gone through had shriveled and was misshapen and the leg seemed to have nerve damage.
Hence the tremor, the wobbling when he walked. | looked away. | didn’t want to think about Renny
lining up his putt on the green, out for a great day, nothing more.

| wanted things cold, the way they’d always been. And yet, | felt moved by these people in some way |
didn’t understand. Perhaps it was because each one was ruined so uniquely, every undoing so against all
probability. | turned and saw that the Naked Man was sitting with his head in his hands, eyes closed. He
was sleeping. A woman next to me, struck while pruning her hedges, held ato her lips.

thing,” she whispered.

| noticed that the Naked Man wasn’t wearing a wedding band, that there was dog hair on his pant leg,
short black hair, probably a Labrador retriever. Maybe he' d gotten what he' d wanted, or what he'd
imagined he' d wanted. But he moaned in his sleep, and we all turned to him, startled by the sound.
Thereit was, like atoad let out in a garden. Sorrow.

The Naked Man didn’t open his eyes until the group was breaking up. Then he told us this sleep disorder
was happening to him more and more; he couldn’t stay awake. He would be having a conversation with
someone, and the next thing he knew, he’' d be fast asleep, snoring. He couldn’t tell the difference
between his life and a dream. That was his problem. He'd talk to his girlfriend, Marie, about what they’d
done the day before, and she’' d look blank. Then he’ d understand — it hadn’t been real. The canoe on
the river, the car on the road, the storm or the clear sky he'd been so certain of, all of it disappeared as
soon as he opened his eyes.

want to be awake,” the Naked Man said. 'sall I'm asking for.”
We all looked away when he started to cry. I, for one, hoped he would remember this as adream. A hazy
room of stunned and silent people who were decent enough to give him his privacy. Before he knew it,

he' d be out walking his dog and he wouldn’t even remember us, the strangers who wished the best for
him, who wished he would indeed wake up.

We all had our photographs taken that night. It was part of the study. Quite necessary, we were told. One
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by one, we went into the examining room. We took off our clothes and stood in front of a white screen.
As | stood there shivering, | recalled afairy tale, Boy Who Went Forth to Learn What Fear Was.” It was
ataleI’d disliked as a child about a boy who is so brave he can play cards with corpses and subdue
ghouls without ever once . When my brother read to me, | always insisted he skip right over to the next
one. | didn’t like stories in which Death was a mgjor character. Even for me, this tale seemed too
illogical. Who on earth could look at death and be unafraid?

When my time came to be photographed | got into position and did as | was told. | turned left and then
right. | kept my spine against the white paper. My photographs would go in my , the same as everyone
else’'s. My expression would resemble the Naked Man’s — blinking in the cold brightness. Maybe that
was what kept Lazarus Jones away. He who had no fear, who had wrestled with death and returned far
stronger than he’ d been before. He wanted his privacy; some people believed a man who told his secrets
was a man who lost his strength, and maybe L azarus Jones was such a man.

| got dressed slowly. | wasthelast to go. | had just started driving again, which was probably foolish. |
wasn't yet well. Sometimes | felt so nauseated | had to pull over to the side of the road to vomit. Once, |
had found myself on the highway out of town and | wondered how I’ d gotten there, and how I'd ever my
way back.

Coming home from the survivors meeting, | circled round my block twice before | recognized my own
front yard. There it was. the worst lawn on the block, weedy and in need of watering. | pulled into the
driveway, hurried inside, went into my bedroom. | took off my clothes and looked in the mirror. I’d
closed my eyes when I’ d been photographed, as though that could keep who | was and what | looked
like from my own consciousness. Now | saw. There was a splotch above my heart, the spot where the
lightning had made contact before it sputtered and fell to the ?oor. | touched that place; inside it was
hard, asif alittle stone had been implanted beneath the skin.

The windows were open and | could feel the weather outside through the screens. For once, | had good
luck.

Unlike the mythical Dragon people spoke of, Lazarus Jones was said to be only miles outside of Orlon. |
thought about how the Boy with No Fear had played cards with the dead, how he' d grinned and thrown
an ace on the table, how he' d walked through graveyards without a single shiver, how he knew death
from the inside out. | wanted a man like that, one it was impossible to kill, who wouldn’t if you wished
him dead, who' d already been there and back.

| had brought a suitcase of clothes with meto Flor

ida, woolen clothes, New Jersey clothes, mittens, scarves, and sweaters. | needed something new for this
occasion. | hadn’t been shopping for years, not since my grandmother had 7rst taken ill. My clothes were
serviceable, suitable for someone ten years older than |. | didn’t even have a decent pair of shoes, only -
and sneakers and a pair of snow boots I’ d surely never need again. But looking for something to wear in
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Orlon wasn’t so easy. | had to drive to the Smith Mall, three exits away on the Interstate.

I’d left my cane at home, and just getting across the parking lot in ninety-eight-degree heat took most of
my energy. Still I went on, avoiding the Kmart — which | quickly judged astoo large and
unmanageable. | found asmall dress shop and went in. | let the salesgirls bring me out?swhile | stayed
in the dressing room. It was dark and cold and | think everyone in the shop pitied me. | let them think |
Wwas a cancer survivor; it was easier to accept than the truth: the living room, the , the burning ?yswatter,
the way fate had singled me out.

One of the salesgirls happened to bring in an armful of potential out while | was undressed. She took one
look at me and sat down on the stool in the corner.

" 1 was apologizing for my own body. | grabbed the dress on the pile and pulled it on.

strike,” the salesgirl said. She' d noticed the mark above my heart. know it when | seeit. Good Lord, I'm
living with it every day.”

7" | asked.
," she told me. boyfriend. And he’sjust about driving me crazy with al of his goddamn effects.”

The salesgirl’ s nametag said Marie. And then | knew who she was. The Naked Man's true love. The one
he’ d been thinking about up on the roof. | knew too much about her beloved. It might have been
embarrassing if | wasn't so used to being in that position.

world isacruel place,” Marie told me. think you’ re getting what you want, and you wind up with a plate
full of crap.” She nodded to my re. one looks real good,” she said of the dress| had on. ’ll give you aten
percent discount for all you’ ve been through.”

| turned to the mirror. It was simple, awhite shift. Not bad. | thought about the Naked Man’s desires,
what he' d wanted most at the moment when it seemed death was coming for him.

you have adog?’ | asked Marie.

dog? Do you think I’'m going to have something shed all over my house? Not likely.” She got back to
the business at hand. She was like that, concentrated on what was right in front of her. | was starting to
think the Naked Man had a secret life, one Marie knew nothing about. don’t think you’ re going to look
much better than this,” Marie told me as she considered my image in the mirror.

| shewasright. | bought the dress, along with a pair of sandals, and wore them out of the store. | tore off
the tags in the car and then | sat there recuperating from my efforts, air-conditioning turned on full blast.
| had that tingling feeling in my that the neurologists said was perfectly normal, given that I’ d been hit
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by so much voltage.

| pulled myself together and got back on the Interstate. The only thing | knew for certain was that my
tireswere safe. Even if my brother seemed to be avoiding me lately, at least he'd spent a great deal of
time looking through a con-sumer’ s handbook before buying my new tiresin New Jersey. | wasn’'t about
to skid, so | drove fast.

Everything looked the same on the road. There were white egrets picking at trash. The grass had turned
brown in the heat. We were moving into summer, the season people in Orlon referred to as hell on earth.
They laughed about it, though, and none of them seemed intent on moving anyplace cooler. | kept the
air-conditioning on in the car, but | opened al the windows. Fresh air in these parts was like a blast from
afurnace. My dress blew up and | couldn’t hear the clicking in my head so badly with al that wind.

One of my ” wasthat | had to pee all the time. Again, perfectly normal, | was assured. | stopped at agas
station where there were a couple of guys hanging out, drinking sodas, passing the time. They whistled
at me. They did, and | really had to laugh. | waved at them. | | must have entered the land where there
were no women if a pathetic specimen like me drew whistles. | didn’t look at myself in the restroom
mirror. | just peed and got out of there.

| had looked up Seth Jones's address in the phone book, then gotten myself alocal map of Orlon
County. All the same, my destination was farther out in the country than I’ d thought. Florida was bigger
than New Jersey, and people drove more. It didn’t seem to bother them one bit, just like the heat, like
lightning, like the anole lizards you’ d skittering around your trash cans. When people told you a place
was close by, it could be a hundred miles away. | just made up my mind to forget about the time. What
had time ever done for me? When | got off the Interstate there were groves of fruit trees on either side of
the road. The road got smaller, the groves got bigger. Lemons, oranges, and then the signpost for Jones's
property. Thiswas where it had happened. In afew daysit would be the one-year anniversary of his
strike. | had found the article in an old issue of the Orlon Journal stacked down in the basement of the
library, just a brief report in the Metro section. Severa people on the Interstate who saw the said it
appeared to be going straight, east to west, as though arocket had been ?red. A huge rainstorm followed,
leaving an inch of rain in less than an hour. Someone driving past the Jones property saw a deep holein
the ground and steaming black smoke rising.

An ambulance was dispatched and the EMTs who ?rst arrived declared the victim dead at 4:16 p.m.
There was no heartbeat, no pulse, no breath. They tried to get his heart started, but no luck. The dead
man was delivered to the morgue in the basement, and forty minutes after the lightning struck, the
technician on duty turned to see the victim’'s chest rise and fall beneath the plastic sheet. He was rushed
to intensive care. His and toes were black with soot and he was sizzling, hot to the touch. His heartbeat
was still sluggish, so they put him in atub of ice, hoping to shock his system into starting up. 1t worked.
The victim groaned, shivered, and lifted himself out of the tub, demanding his clothes and his boots. Mr.
Jones |eft the hospital an hour later, having refused all services, walking away toward a bus stop.
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Another man would have been brain-damaged, if he managed to come back at all. But Lazarus Jones got
on the bus and went home. Some people it was the ice that had kept his organsintact; others said his
return was a miracle. Or maybe it was a sham. Maybe he' d never even been dead at all but was like
some of those magicians or yogis you heard about; maybe he had the ability to lower his heart rate and
stop his breathing as he hovered in between worlds without a gulp or a gasp.

Forty minutes, that was how long he was gone. From here to there and back again. It had taken me
longer to drive from Orlon out here to the country.

Thething | noticed after I’d turned into the long dirt driveway was the hole in the ground. Not only was
it still there, it was much larger than the newspaper had reported — maybe three feet wide. Several trees
had been uprooted by the crumbling earth and had recently fallen. Those that were still standing next to
the strike spot were odd; the fruit appeared white, like snowballs. | suppose to anyone without my loss
of vision, they were a brilliant orangey red. | stopped the car, got out, and took a piece of fruit that had
fallen onto the ground. | half expected it to be cold, but it was warm, fragrant. | tore it open and tasted it.
| felt like a person without sight who suddenly touched the face of someone she’ d been to bed with but
had never actually seen. The total surprise of knowing something utterly and completely, the familiar
taste of an orange. | ate every hit.

| wiped my hands on my new dress and got back into the car. | drove alittle farther, then stopped when |
could see the house. It was nothing special. An old farmhouse with atin roof. The rain, when it came,
surely sounded like shotgun pellets; hail, when it fell, surely hammered away. | sat in my car for forty
minutes, the exact amount of time he’d been dead. | wanted to get afeel for how long it had been, if that
was possible. Could forty minutes be an eternity? Could you walk into fear as one person and come back
as someone else entirely? | thought about the morning when | woke up and my mother was gone. The
ice on the window glass. The slant of the sunlight. My brother cleaning the kitchen, his back to me. Go
back to bed, he'd said. It'stoo early. And so | had. I’d dreamed of snow and ice until | heard my
grandmother calling my name.

Now | wasin a place where there were white oranges in a. Where there were thin wisps of high clouds.
| still felt the wish | had made so long ago. It had been there al along, settled in my chest, in the place
where my heart should have been, just below my strike mark.

All | wanted was to be somebody else. Was that asking too much? Was that asking for everything?
That’swhy | was here. It was already happening, just by driving miles. The person I’ d been would have
never approached a stranger’ s front door and knocked, not once but three times. Once for ice. Twice for
snow. Three for the tires on the road.

Everything smelled hot; dust rose up and burned my nose each time | breathed in. | was someplace
where there had never been ice. Where a January day was the same as July. Like the roofer who'd cried,
| needed to know the difference between what was real and what was a dream. | pinched myself to see if
it hurt. By thetime | let go there was araised mark on my skin. | it was red. That was a good sign.
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| was ready to get what | deserved.
I
In chaos theory, does it matter what color the

butter is? Would something entirely different have happened next if | hadn’t been color-blind? Would
Lazarus Jones have opened the door if the dress I’ d worn was white, as | thought it was, rather than red,
asit wasin anyone else’'s eyes?

Thisiswhat he told me he saw from the upstairs window that ?rst time | went to see him: A woman in a
red dress standing on the porch. Out of place, out of time, steadily knocking on the door. Somebody who
seemed intent on getting inside. He usually kept the shades drawn when people came looking for him.
He had chased Dr. Wyman off with a gun, true enough. He wasn't interested in visitors. He didn’t even
talk to his own -workers. But the red dress caught his eye. That’s what he told me later. Maybe |
reminded him of the fruit in his orchard on the day lightning struck. Something he hadn’t expected and
couldn’t quite stop.

Asfor me, | wasready for anything. | thought I might explode, the way | had when | shoved my hand
through the window. | told myself if he didn’t come out of the house in minutes, | would leave. Maybe |
was indeed getting exactly what | deserved: nothing. A few minutes more and | probably would have
been grateful for the opportunity to turn and run, the way | always had before. But | hadn’t planned what
I’d do next. Leave and do what? Drive off the Interstate into a canal? Jump from a cliff? Go home, lie
down on the couch, look at the ceiling fan? All | knew isthat | wanted to away. | wanted to be
something brand-new. | felt like those human beingsin fairy tales who suddenly themselves in another
creature’ s skin, trapped in sealskin, horsehide, feathers.

Lazarus Jones came out to the porch. | looked down at the ground. If he saw the expression on my face,
I’d scare him off. Had | looked into amirror, | would have frightened myself. | was desperate, you
know. | was mired in death and wishes, trapped in the wrong skin. | was the donkey, ugly and braying,
the goose girl asking for mercy, the beggarman in need of a crust of bread. The straps of my dress were
falling off my shoulders. | didn’'t care. Dust was on my face and on my . He'd had forty minutes of
knowing everything; al | wanted was a little piece of what he’ d learned on the other side. | didn’t want
to dissect him or photograph him or

52

measure the radioactivity under his skin. | just wanted to be in the presence of aman it was impossible
to kill.

There were birds overhead and | saw their shadows ?oat by on the porch . It hurt to breathe. | should

file:///K |[/eMule/l ncoming/Alice%20Hoff man%20-%20T he%20l ce%20Queen.html (27 of 128)6-8-2007 23:55:07



The Ice Queen

have apologized for intruding, or told him that I’d come afar distance only to ask how afraid | should be
of death. | should have told him that the worst thing in the world is awish that comes true. But |
remained silent, the way | had so many times before.

told you to come here?’ he said.

What was | supposed to say? Fate? A butter on the other side of the world? The donkeyskin | wore, so
itchy, so ill-? An eight-year-old girl who breathed out one wish and changed everything?

you trying to interview me, or something?’ he wanted to know. He came over and took my arm. Did he
test for liesthisway? Could he feel abetraya as easily as he could stop clocks?

His touch was so hot | almost fainted. But that might not have been about lightning.

"m just alibrarian, not areporter. From Orlon. | just wanted to see you for myself. They talked about
you in my lightning group. They said you died and came back and now you’ re not afraid of anything. So
why would you care whether or not | was here? Y ou're not afraid, are you?’

Those were more words all strung together than I'd said in years. It was exhausting to talk. | felt as
though I’ d had to pull each word out of my throat, like stones I’ d swallowed, with sharp edges.

53

Jones looked at me more carefully now that he understood I’ d been struck. | wasn’t just anyone, some
busybody who had no idea of what he’ d been through. He let go of my arm.

they say that about me, they’reidiots. And if | wasn't afraid of anything I’ d be one, too.”

He was studying me, up and down. | felt too hot. | remembered | wasin Florida. | remembered it would
never snow here. | could be honest. To a point.

strike affected my left side,” | said. damage. Some cardiac damage aswell. And | can’'t see the color
red.”

He laughed out loud; for a moment, his whole face changed.
that funny?’ | asked.
He stopped laughing. Stared at me. .”

"re not going to pull agun on melike you did to Dr. Wyman?’
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wasn't loaded,” Lazarustold me. ran before ing that out.”

What no one had mentioned about Lazarus Jones was that he was beautiful. Y ounger than | was; twenty-
or thirty, | couldn’t tell. His eyes were dark, darker than mine. | wondered if whatever he'd learned in
those forty minutes had turned him to ash. He wore along-sleeved white shirt and old jeans, work boots.
His hair was dark and he hadn’t had it cut in some time; it was longer than mine. When he stared there
was something hot in his gaze, as though he could burn you aive if he wanted to. If you gave him a
reason.

, you're here,” Lazarus said. do you want?’
54

This sounded like atrick question to me. If | answered incorrectly, perhaps | would turn into ash myself.
Burned dlive.

We stared at each other. Putting my hand through glass was nothing compared with this. | wasin this
moment, no other time. Now when | thought about New Jersey it was like remembering a mythological
country.

Y ou had to do the thing you were most afraid of, didn’t you? In every fairy tale the right way was the dif
path, the one that led over boulders, through brambles, across a of ?re. | took a step forward and looped
my arms around Lazarus Jones' s neck so | could be near him. Every person had a secret, this was mine:

| couldn’t begin anything that remotely resembled a life until | understood death.

Lazarus Jones smelled like sulfur. People with sense run away from , but not me.
that you' ve done it once, are you afraid to do it again?’

In response, he pulled me closer, just for an instant. For that time | didn’t hear the clicking in my head,
not one snap. | didn’'t smell oranges or fed the gritty dust.

'sfor me to know. I’'m not sure you want to out.”

He let go and started walking away. Then he stopped and turned around. | was still there. He hadn’t
imagined me or gotten rid of me. Y et.

want to know what I'm afraid of 7’

He cast a shadow along the yardspace between us. A dark shade. The sun was no longer blinding me. |
could seeright into hisface. Maybe | nodded. | must have, because he spoke.
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55
'sthe living that scares me most of all,” Lazarus Jones said.

He went on then, inside his house. After he'd closed the door, | heard the lock click into place. | felt lost,
standing there. Sweltering in the sun. It was so hot out no birds were in the sky. They were all perched in
the shadows.

A group of men were sitting in the shade as well, taking a break from picking oranges. One of them
approached me as | walked back to my car. He was young, high-school age, tall and rangy. He had a
curious, friendly expression and his hair was buzzed off. He reminded me of Renny, but he was healthy
and strong; his hands were rough, covered with blisters. | wondered if the blisters caused him great pain.
If he rubbed them with Vaseline. If some girl who loved him put hisin her mouth, healed him with a
kiss.

that Jones you were talking to?’ the boy asked me.
aminute,” | said.

never talksto any of us. He leaves what we're owed out on the porch. Then the fruit distributor sends
trucks out, and those guys have nothing to do with him, either. | never even saw him before today. You
were up close. Was he all deformed, or something?’

Deformed, no. Merely beautiful. But | didn’t think it was my place to comment if Jones wanted to keep
himself locked away.

couldn’t redly tell.”

'swhat we al . He got hit by lightning and he' s all scarred up.”
didn’t see anything.”

56

us know if you out. Maybe we're all working for afucking monster.” The boy laughed at that notion.
he' s a bloodsucking creature from beyond the grave.”

wasn't,” | said. Just beautiful, with ashes, shutting the door in my face. Only that.

you couldn’t really tell,” the boy challenged me. you?’ The other guys were whistling for him, calling
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his name, so he headed back to them. ya,” he called as he ambled back into the shade.

| got into my car and took off, but | was rattled. | pulled onto the Interstate going the wrong way and
didn’t realize my mistake until 1’d driven north for three exits. Orlon was to the south. Finaly, | turned
around and pulled off at arest stop. | used the toilet and bought a bottle of water. The cashier
complimented me on my red dress and then | realized why Lazarus Jones had laughed at my color
blindness. | understood why the men in the gas station where I’ d stopped before had whistled. They
thought they knew who | was because of my red dress. | felt hot and confused; where he’ d grabbed my
arm heat blisters had risen. Where he' d whispered to me, my ear was burning.

| went home, took off my dress, and hung it in the back of the closet. The next morning, when | went out
to my car, | noticed that the odometer had stopped. | wondered if the malfunction had been brought on
by proximity to Lazarus Jones. There was something wrong with me as well. De?nitely caused by
Lazarus. Wherever he had touched me | had little raised burn marks. | went to the Orlon University
Health Center, to see the nurse who' d examined me for the

Y4

lightning-strike study. He name was June Malone and she

was ayear or two younger than .

"ve missed a couple of meetings,” she said.

|7’ Like | was ever going again. things actually hurt.” | showed her my arm.

June gave me an ointment for my skin, but she seemed suspicious. Maybe it looked as though I'd
mutilated myself, held a hot match to my .

"m sensitive,” | told her.

| see.”

, the slightest thing affects me,” | assured her.

need to report thisto the study. Any new effect can be meaningful.”

, I’'m not the type to be in a study. And don'’t these studies bene the clinicians and the scientists, not the
patients?’

| did agree to revisit the cardiologist, afellow named Craven, who was in charge of my case but never
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seemed to recognize me. Thankfully, though, he recognized my heart. | suppose that was the important
thing. I'd had a new electrocardiogram and Craven studied the results. He asked if my heart was racing.
| admitted it was. | was given a prescription for nitroglycerin and told that when my heart started hurting
| should dlip atablet under my tongue. | might occasionally experience angina brought on by the
neurological and cardiac shock of the strike. Very common. | limped out of there with my ointment and
my nitro, a commonplace wreck.

| spied Renny as | was walking across the campus. It was the week of summer school and he was taking
Modern Architecture; that was his major. In all honesty | wanted to avoid him; | didn’t want afriend.
But he spotted me and shouted out for me to wait, so | did.

to sneak away?’ Renny was wearing khaki shorts, sneakers, an Orlon University T-shirt, and his heavy
|eather gloves.

was being treated for adisgusting little skin condition.” | showed him my arm. We sat down on a bench
under a cabbage palm.

to trade?’ he said. When he saw the look on my face he added, 'm kidding. Just alittle levity. No guilt if
my effects are worse than yours. We're beyond that. Fellow survivorsand all.”

| suppose as friends we suited each other in some strange way. He told me a little about hislife — his
parents were doctors in Miami, his younger sister was still in high school. The only thing he’ d ever been
interested in was building things,; he' d been obsessed with architecture since the time he played with
blocks. Now with his hands af, he worried that architecture might no longer be an option.

Renny was only twenty-one, but he seemed older once he got to talking. He gazed at the other students
passing by. | saw what wasin his eyes. The others had no idea of what he’ d been through. They were
moving through aworld in which people didn’t l[imp or have holesin their heads. In their universe no
one wore gloves when the temperature climbed toward a hundred degrees. No one woke in the middle of
the night, in pain, alone. A stranger in hisown life.

you think every person has one de secret?” Renny asked.

| laughed, nursing my own most current secret, Lazarus Jones. 't you think we' re more complex than
that? Don’t we all have endless secrets?’

, bullshit ones. Sure. | don’t mean those. Who do you love? Who did you fuck? Everyone has them. |
mean one de secret. The essence of a person. If you that out, you ?gure out the riddle of that particular
human being.”

this your way of getting me to con in you?”
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. Just give me one of your bullshit secrets. But be careful. That might make us friends.”

| was surprised. Though he was a stranger to me, I’ d thought he had assumed we were friends. Renny, it
turned out, wasn't easy to fool. | suppose he was used to people shrugging him off. The sun wasin his
face, blurring hisfeatures. All in all, Renny wasn’t a bad-looking guy, but not asingle girl walking by
had glanced at him. The limp, the withered foot, the hole in his head, the gloves. That’s what they saw.

Would it hurt me to give him something? Just atiny bit?
went to see Lazarus Jones.”

Renny stared at me, then threw his head back and laughed. He might have even chortled. that is
bullshit.”

.1 did.”

and crap. Times two.”

. Don't believe me.”

, well then, tell me. Did he really chase Wyman off with agun?’
60

. Hedidn't want to be their lab rat.”

. Sympathy for the devil. Maybe you really did meet him.”

s not the devil. And I’'m hardly sympathetic.” Now that was bullshit. owns an orange grove.” Enough of
this. , so now give me one of your secrets.”

'sone,” Renny said mournfully.

| followed his gaze. Several young women were on their way to the dorms. Frankly, | couldn’t tell one
from the other. They were all pretty and young.

one on the left.”
The blonde.
McGinnis. Shewasin my art history classin the spring. She doesn’t know I’'m alive. I’m insanely crazy
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about her.”

Isn’t your de secret, isit?’

Instead of answering, Renny said, at her. No one will ever bein love with me.”

're not the only one in the world with aterrible lovelife. I'm right there with you.”

There was no need for him to know about the policeman in the parking lot or my friends' boyfriendsin
high school or the fact that | liked the way the burns on my arms felt, what they reminded me of. Sitting
there with Renny, | wondered if choosing the red dress had been an accident. Was there a part of my
brain that could still sensered, just asit sensed desire?

When Renny went to class | walked to my car and headed for the library. | had decided to get the library
recordsin

61

order. It wastheleast | could do to make up for all my absences. | was taking Frances s handwritten
notations and entering them into the word processor. On each patron’s card Frances had painstakingly
recorded every book he or she had checked out. There was one woman, for instance, who had withdrawn
every book on architecture that we had, then had ordered more. | wondered if she’d be a possibility for
Renny until | came to her birth date and discovered this particular patron was nearly eighty yearsold. No
match, | supposed, for the beautiful Iris McGinnis.

It was a Thursday afternoon, and as | worked | couldn’t help but overhear the preschool reading group.
Frances was reading Andersen’sin Its Right Place,” in which the pious heroine is nothing like the Goose
Girl inthe Grimms' tale. There were no heads nailed to the wall in this story. No cases of mistaken
identity that weren't easily recti?ed. A few of the mothers eyed me. | suppose there might be toddlers
who continued to have nightmares from my time in command of story hour. No wonder their mothers
wanted me kept at adistance. If | spoke, anything at al might drop from my lips. blood, frogs, death
wishes, desire.

| kept tomy . | wasin the A’s all afternoon. Before long my brother’ s name came up. | hadn’t seen him
in weeks; now it was as though | had stumbled upon him, face-to-face. | was surprised Ned had ever
been to this library, when the university facility was so superior. The science library in the north quad

ranked alongside the University of Miami’s collection, the result of amajor donation by an Orlon alum
who had invented a plastic attachment for fail

62

ing kidneys. But my brother indeed had alibrary card here, and asit turned out, he had used it. | dlipped
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his card into my backpack to look at later on.

When | went home, the wind had risen. A hot wind. | parked and got out. | had the sense of being lost
that | often had here, as though I’ d been transported to Florida by means | didn’t understand. I’ d blinked
and my life had disappeared. There was Giselle, sitting in the weeds, her tail back and forth. My
familiar. She followed me in the door, and when | sat down on the couch, she leapt up and stared at me.
The wind came through the screens and made the ceiling fan spin, though it was turned off. | took out
my brother’ s library card and Giselle tapped at it with her paw.

Knock, knock. Who' s there?

| couldn’t imagine my brother reading anything but scienti journals and texts. Y et he had withdrawn the
complete Grimm’ s fairy tales not once, but twice. He' d actually had to pay an overdue . What would he
have done with such stories? Why on earth had he wanted them? I’ d had to force him to read them to me
when we were children. Please, this one. That one. Not one about Death. He' d always had some
comment to make: Genetically impossible for men to turn into beasts. Ridiculous to imagine that a
woman could sleep for a hundred years. Absurd to think the dead could speak in rhymes and the living
could make wishes that came true. But the logic of fairy tales was that there was no logic: bad things
happened to the innocent, children were set out in the woods by their parents, fear walked hand in hand
with experience, awish spoken aloud could make it so.

63

| fed the cat, then took a cold bath. The blisters were still on my skin. To me they looked like of snow. |
shivered in my tub of water and watched the light fade. | had gone to Lazarus Jones because | thought he
could help me understand what had happened on that January day when | was a child. Her very last
moments, that’ swhat | was interested in. Did a person’slife before her eyes, al she’d had and all she'd
lost? Or was it the last few instants that mattered most of all? Did the immediate past last forever, atape
that kept playing somewhere in the universe? Was the last thing my mother saw a sheet of ice? Was she
listening to the radio, singing along? | suppose what | really wanted to know was if she despised me for
the wish I'd made, whether it was possible in any way, in any world, for her to ever forgive me.

| let the water in the bath drain, and after | dressed | went outside. It was still hot. Too hot to breathe.
The wind rattled, knocked things about. The palm fronds smacked against one another. Giselle followed
me out and went to sit beside the hedge, waiting for the moles that sometimes wandered onto our lawn. |
wondered if thiswould ever feel like home. If anything ever would. | wondered if this book was my
brother’s de secret, or just a small part of who he truly was.

Far away, there was thunder, acommon enough occurrence in Florida, something most people ignored. |
thought of Ned surrounded by awhirlwind, like the nucleus of an atom, trapped within itself. | thought
of him walking into the Orlon Public Library looking for answers, still trying to understand what we did
wrong. | wanted to telephone my
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brother and say, Tell me the truth. Do you believe a wish can kill? Do you believe we could have
changed something that night, stopped the ice from falling, stopped our mother from getting in her car?
If we'd run along the road till she turned around, woken from sleep and called the police with a

premonition, would she still be alive? Tell me, brother, could we have done anything differently, you and
|?

CHAPTER
THREE

Fire

hat is the difference between love and
W

obsession? Didn’'t both make you stay up all night, wandering the streets, avictim of your own
imagination, your own heartbeat? Didn’t you fall into both, head into quicksand? Wasn't every man in
love afool and every woman a slave?

Lovewaslikerain: it turned to ice, or it disappeared. Now you saw it, now you couldn’t it no matter
how hard you might search. Love

66

evaporated; obsession was realer; it hurt, like apin in your bottom, a stone in your shoe. It didn’t go
away in the blink of an eye. A morning phone call with regret. A letter that said, Dear you, good-bye
from me. Obsession tasted like something familiar. Something you’ d known your whole life. It settled
and lurked; it stayed with you.

| tried to de?ne what was happening to me. | had decided never again to drive out to the Jones orchard,
and yet | could see the map that led there ssimply by closing my eyes. | often had lunch with Renny in the
school cafeteria, but despite the salad in front of me, al | could taste was an orange, the sweet kind with
the reddish rind, the sort that to me looked like ice. My mouth puckered. My heart raced. | thought of all
those silly lovelorn girls I’ d known in high school, and for once felt abit of compassion. Foolish
creatures. Foolish me. At night | dreamed of things that were dangerous: snakes, stepladders, horses
heads nailed to the wall. When it rained | stood by the window, looking for lightning. There were music
students who lived down the street and when they practiced in the evenings, the sound of the oboe made
me weep, the piano forced me to cover my ears. | suppose | had begun to feel something, just an itch.
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Just a sting. That was the problem. | was such anovice | didn’t understand what it meant when |
couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, when my racing thoughts were too often of Lazarus Jones.

Since |l didn’t believein love, | soon enough de my state as a delusionary preoccupation. Obsession. An
emotion that should be tied up and taken out with the trash, replaced by more serious, less affecting
thoughts. | turned to work, or what little there was of it at the library. But even there my obsessive nature
took over. | pretended to be cheerfully busy, entering information into the computer, dusting and
ordering the shelves, but in fact my new, rather prurient interest was looking up peopl€' s reading habits.
It was disgusting, really. Aninvasion of privacy, a petty crime of the soul. I’ d begun by looking up my
brother’s card; now | couldn’t seem to stop. That was my nature, to take something bad and make it
worse.

| looked up which novels my physical therapist most enjoyed, thick nineteenth-century tomes in which
problems weren't easily solved with exercise and diet. | saw that Matt Acres, owner of the hardware
store, preferred biographies of adventurers, men who left behind their safe and settled lives. Dr.
Wyman'’ s teenaged daughter, who was home for the summer from private school in New England, had
read all of D. H. Lawrence. People in the Orlon Home for the Aged most often requested travel books
for places they would surely never see: Egypt, Paris, Venice, Mexico. My mailman was reading poetry;
no wonder what little mail | received was crumpled and stained. The griddle cook at the diner, who
made a terrible omelet and even worse blueberry pancakes, read Kafka, in German.

If Frances Y ork had known what | was doing, | would have been on the spot. What people read reveaed
so much about them that she considered our card catalog a treasure house of privileged secrets; each
card contained the map of an individual’s soul. | knew Frances' s philosophy. It was not our job to
monitor the books our patrons withdrew any more than it was our duty to alter their reading habits. |
liked Frances and respected her, but | wondered if she would have hired mein the ?rst place had she
known who | really was. | was poison long before I’ d started snooping around. Would she have felt safe
with a person who knew more about the effects of arsenic than she did about the Dewey decimal
system? A death addict and athief who didn’t know wrong from right, white from red? At least now I'd
had Peggy come by to help color-code my clothes; | knew enough to wear white blouses and black skirts
to work and to leave my red clothes at home. But | was still me, hidden by sensible shoes, by skirts past
my knee and button-down blouses.

Thankfully, Frances had no reason to suspect any of this. | was a model employee: polite to our patrons,
cheerfully running books out to those who were housebound or in the hospital. | even made a weekly
trip to the home for the aged with a box of travel books. Could anyone have discerned | was not to be
trusted? Not for a second. Well, maybe those mothers from the nursery group, they seemed to know, but
| wasn't counting them. | avoided the children’s section as a matter of fact. The bright illustrations, the
rhymes, the high hopes, all made me nervous. Child patrons always wanted something: directions to the
bathroom, a drink of water, a sequel to a book that doesn’t have one.

The children’ s section was where the tall windows were, and the sunlight through in pale streams
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revealed how the shelves were. There were dust motes everywhere. | ventured into that section one
morning with a mop and a sponge. At least it was a school day, and there were no children around. Only
me.

By accident, | found the book my brother had taken out.

Or perhaps there were no accidents; perhaps | saw the book out of the corner of my eye, and my brain
processed the discovery in some deep place | couldn’t reach. However it happened, | turned and there it
was, not put back properly, askew on the shelf. It was an old edition of Grimm’s, black with silver
lettering. The pages smelled watery; when | held the book up to my nose | sneezed. Tearsin my eyes. SO
what? | just happened to pick it up. | just happened to sit on the cross-legged and thumb through the

One story in particular had clearly been afavorite, perhaps of my brother, with dog-eared pages and a
coffee stain or two. It was Death,” one of the stories I’ d hated and had always passed by. In thistale,
whenever Death stands at the feet of an ill person, that person belongs to him. To trick Death, a good
doctor, the kind hero, turnstheill person around so that Death is at the head and therefore cannot take
him. Fairy-tale logic can be intractable or , and the hero never knowswhich it is. Especially if the hero is
arational man. Thisoneis.

One moretime and I'll take you instead, Death says, but the doctor is a scientist through to his soul, a
believer in order and in the rightness of things; he cannot accept thisis the way the game of life and
death is played. There have to be rules, and heis convinced that all he needsisto reverse Death’'s
direction. But when the doctor saves the girl he loves by turning her around to avoid her fate, Death
scoops him up instead. Then and there. No explanations, just asingle act. A lifefor alife.

Is this the way the story ends? Not in Andersen’ stales surely, where right and might win out, but thisis
Grimm.

Thereisasingle, simple rule to the game played between the doctor and Death, one the doctor-hero has
ignored: When it comes to death, heads or tails matters not. There is no escape in the end.

It'sasad tale, one that de?es logic and thumbs its nose at any reasonable man’ s attempt to impose order
on the natural world. That my brother, of all people, would choose this obscure, dark story to read and
reread was in itself a puzzle. | thought about the way he'd called to me when I’ d stood out on the porch,
watching our mother drive away. Turn around, that’s what he’ d wanted me to do. If | had, would Death
have passed us by?

Just when | thought my brother was determined to avoid me — I’d hardly seen him since my strike —
he and Ninainvited meto their house for a party. I’ d been so taken aback when Ned called that I'd said
yeswhen in fact I’d meant no. | couldn’t remember the last time I’ d been to a party outside of events at
the library in New Jersey, and I’ d arranged all of them. I'd come to realize that | was comfortable
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speaking only to people who' d experienced disaster, at least in a secondhand way, like my physical
therapist, Peggy, whom | occasionally met for coffee. And of course Renny, not that he was a friend, not
even close. Now I'd gone and committed myself to a party of mathematicians and scientists.

It turned out to be an annual event, with professors and graduate students from both Nina'sand Ned's
departments. Getting there was atrial for me; | took one wrong turn after another on those curlicue roads
that cut through the campus and all looked alike. | realized then, | hadn’t once been invited over to my
brother’s house since my arrival in Florida, and | thought this strange. | wondered if my sister-in-law
held something against me. Or maybe it was Ned.

The house my brother and Nina owned was modern, glass and stucco, set on a cul-de-sac on the far side
of the Orlon campus — faculty housing of the highest quality. No wonder some of the best minds chose
to teach at Orlon; life here was pleasant, a fact that rubbed me the wrong way. | could feel the numbness
inmy , the clicking in my head when | pulled up to park. In times of stress, my symptomsintensi. | got
out of my car and walked up the neat path. Nice lawn. Nice . | was thinking about Lazarus Jones. |
shouldn’t have been, but after aweek | was still burning. | could see happy graduate students through
the bay window of Ninaand Ned’s house. | felt asthough | had arrived from an alternate universe. Call
it New Jersey, call it desperation, call it whatever you like.

| went immediately to the bar set up in the den. | poured alarge glass of red wine for myself, probably
the good stuff. It looked like mud to me. While | was getting myself a drink, and then another, | could
tell how devoted my brother’ s students were to him; | overheard one say that Ned would be the head of
the department when Dr. Miller, the current chair, retired. Severa voiced their disappointment that Ned
would be taking the next semester off from teaching, something | didn’t know, in order to concentrate on
his research.

Nina s students were more reserved, until they started in on the wine; then they were wild. They had a
slew of drinking games with mathematical rules | couldn’t understand. They also seemed devoted, only
more quietly so; | could see into the kitchen, where they had gathered around Nina as she dished out
bouillabaisse, homemade, | was told, which shocked me. | had assumed someone as theoretical and
removed as Ninawouldn’t know how to cook. But, of course, cuisine was probably just another equation
to her: clams to tomato sauce, basil to pepper, rum to lemonade. My previous apathy toward my sister-in-
law had turned into hostility. Why hadn’t she invited me here before, made her bouillabaisse for me?
Perhaps she saw me as another project of my brother’s, one of many that took up time and energy with
little or no return for his efforts.

| stayed out of the kitchen and close to the bar. One graduate student in meteorology took afancy to me.
He introduced himself and followed me around for awhile. | was wearing the red dress again, that must
have been it. The graduate student, Paul, had heard about my lightning strike and wanted to talk about
my effects. Was | dizzy? Weak in the knees? Did | have migraine headaches? L asting psychol ogical
effects? Would | like abowl of bouillabaisse, aglass of punch? How was sex affected, this was what he
yearned to know. Hotter? Colder? There was the myth of hypersexuality, duly noted, half believed.
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Would the rearrangement of my electrical impulses take my partner’ s breath away, bring him closer to
the brink of the world we knew?

Thiswas alittle too personal. | thought we' d speak of the weather, the heat, perhaps the student’s
classwork, not the edge of the known world. | spied my brother across the room. | aimost didn’t
recognize him. He looked older, unkempt, thinner. Had | not noticed that he'd lost most of his hair, that
his shoulders sslumped? Y et he seemed to be enjoying himself. He was talking with several other
professors, laughing at someone’s joke. | wondered if he’ d found happinessin logic, in this well-ordered
world created from scratch in aland where there was no ice. Perhaps Death stood outside the windows
in Orlon. Perhaps he couldn’t get through the glass.

| excused myself and left the graduate student to his own kind. The bar had only beer and wine, and |
needed something stronger to get through the evening. | went into the kitchen, found the liquor cabinet,
and poured myself awhiskey. My grandmother had liked whiskey now and then, and | had sometimes
joined her in adrink. Tea and whiskey, our cocktail of choice. We liked to sit in the parlor and watch
snow fall; we played spy with my little eye” long after her vision was failing and | was far too old for
such games. Now | raised my glass and drank to my grand-mother’ s memory. Someone who had loved
me in spite of everything, no matter who and what | was.

It was because of the way | missed my grandmother that | drank the whiskey so fast, then turned to the
window when | did. It was because | was afailure in each and every thing | undertook, including being a
guest at adinner party, that | happened to spy someone standing in the grass. Was that chaos theory, or
simply chaos? If an ice age could be triggered by trivial shiftsin the earth’s orbit, what might be
wrought by awoman in tears? It was dark in the yard, and at st | thought | was seeing a statue. She
was wearing a white dress, and she wasn’t moving. But it was Nina, my brother’s wife, the
mathematician, weeping.

After amoment, Nina saw me through the glass. | think she opened her mouth. She was gulping down
air, inapanic. | thought of Death, unable to take those who were turned from him. | did exactly that. |
quickly turned my back to her. Perhaps | could pretend | hadn’t seen her. Perhaps she could pretend as
well. Wasn't that the way most people went about their lives? Put it in abox, tie it up tight, walk away.
Please, oh please, let’s do.

In the living room the students were devouring the refreshments. Who would have expected them to be
so hungry? French bread, cheeses, white snowy berries that were most likely strawberries, punch,
champagne, plenty of beer. The guests were cheerful — not gloomy and serious, as | had expected.
Weren't they all researching the end of the known universe, the end of the numerical continuum,
continually trying to make sense out of columns of ?gures that refused to cooperate? Shouldn’t these
students be glum, desperate? Shouldn’t they realize what little sense there was to be made of this world?

brother always gives the best parties,” someone said to me. | suppose that was a compliment. | found it
surreal. | had never seen my brother speak at length to another person besides Nina and the funeral
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director in New Jersey when we were planning my grandmother’ s funeral. Pine box, small gathering,
white ?owers that looked like a snowbank. | hadn’t known this part of him, just as| hadn’t know of his
interest in fairy tales.

"releaving?’ Ned caught up to me as | headed for the front door.

Perhaps I’ d never known him, and only thought | had. party, but | don’t belong here. Look at them all.
| barely speak their language. Math and science. | do not

in.”

science,” my brother reminded me.

We both laughed. Had we ever done that before?

, you seem much improved.” Ned sounded hopeful. | hated when he did that.
that way.”

My brother looked at me carefully. 7

| wanted to say, meaning Death is not standing at my feet, not at the moment at any rate, not right now. |
was thinking about the volume of fairy tales on the shelf. | wanted to ask Ned what else there was |
didn’t know about him. Instead, | said, yes. Sure. I'm improved. But you look like crap.”

My brother ran a hand through what was left of his hair.
agift from our father. Baldness.”

think you inherit that gene from your mother. Y ou look skinny, too. Maybe you’ re the one who should
go to the doctor.”

have to say, I'm glad you came to the party.” My brother seemed genuinely happy | was there. know
you don’'t like these kinds of gatherings.”

didn’t want to be rude.”
? That never stopped you before.”

| could see through the crowd into the kitchen. Ninawas back. She had shaken off whatever had
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possessed her in the garden and was now serving punch to the students.
Ninafor me, will you?’
do.” My brother looked behind him. Nina waved to him across the room. me,” he said, and waved back.

| drove home, if that’s what my rented cottage could be called. | let the cat out and drank atall glass of
whiskey and fell asleep on the couch. The quiet was overwhelming. | liked to be alone, or so I'd aways
thought. | fell adleep quickly; | was drunk, | suppose, exhausted in some deep way. | dreamed that my
sister-in-law was a butter. | dreamed my grandmother was sweeping the ?oor. | dreamed | reached into a
dark bucket of water and felt swim through my ; the coldness of that water turned to heat and rose up my
arms, through my bloodstream, up to my chest.

There was a knock on my door, and in my dreams | turned from the bucket too quickly and tipped it
over. Water spilled on the, one drop at atime. Clear and then white and then red. That’ s the way truth
aways surfacesin fairy tales, written in glass, in snow, in blood. As| cameto consciousness | had a
feeling of dread, the way | had on the morning after my mother’ s accident. Y ou can be betrayed in your
sleep. The whole world can tilt while you' re dreaming of butter.

| was still in the con of my dreamworld as | went to the door. Rats, cats, bats, any of them might their
way up the path. | felt true panic. It was afeeling | remembered wholly. Go back to bed, it’ s too dark,
it'stooicy, it’stoo late.

| was relieved to that my caller was only a delivery-man, bringing me a cardboard box of . | laughed and
had him wait while | went to my purse. | tipped him ten dollars, extravagant for me.

Giselle came running in, something in her mouth.
"ve got alittle hunter,” the deliveryman declared.
, lovely.”

Two little paws hung out of the cat’s jaws.

A murderess. The perfect pet for me.

A trail of blood dripped onto the as the cat trotted by. | couldn’t see the color, but | remembered it. | had
hoped to see the feathers of some nasty crow or the whiskers of arat, but instead Giselle dropped one of
the moles she was always waiting for beside the hedges. Blind, and soft as a glove, helpless. Caught at
last.
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Before | went over to deal with the mess, | lifted the cover of the box of . Roses. Right away, | called to
the deliveryman to ask what color they were.

He laughed, then saw | was serious.
-blind,” | explained.
The deliveryman was young and apologetic. , | thought you were kidding. They’rered.”

But they were white to me, as my admirer knew they would be. The duality of the gift amused me, but it
aso frightened me. One visit and Lazarus Jones thought he knew me. Fairy tales are riddles, and people
areriddles, too. Figure one out and he' s yours forever, whether he likes it or not.

Giselle was hovering over her prey in a corner; | shooed her away with a newspaper.
on! Leaveit aone!”

The cat had played her part, but the game seemed all wrong. The mole was curled up like aleaf. | sat
down and when the poor little thing didn’t move, | picked it up with a bit of newspaper. The mole was
lifeless. All the same, | held it up to my ear, the way some people do with shellsto hear a far-off sea.

After awhile | got a shoebox from the closet, it with tissues, and lay the mole s body inside. When | had
time | would bury it next to the hedge, where it belonged. Now | was busy cleaning the blood off the ?
oor, atrail that looked like snow to me.

Giselle had ?gured out the riddle of the mole: stay beside the hedge long enough, it will appear and be
yours. Blind and gentle, plodding through the dark, unable to see stars or teeth, it assumes what is safe
one day will be safe again the next. That was how you caught somebody, easy as pie, in one bite. That
was how I'd been caught, too. | put the roses in the freezer overnight. Cold storage for a cold heart. |
didn’t know if | wanted them or not. In the morning, when | took them out from between the ice cubes
and the cans of frozen juice, the roses shimmered. That’s all someone in the grip of an obsession needs:
the single possibility that desire might be real, atiny shred of evidence to show you're not al alonein
the dark. | thought of poor Jack Lyons, offering me ?owersin the parking lot in New Jersey. | thought of
Jack far too often as a matter of fact. All the same, he hadn’t aclue asto who | was. But these roses sent
by Lazarus Jones were so sharp a person could cut herself and draw blood. That was the key to my
riddle. For al I'd done, for all I’d wished, arose made of ice was exactly what | deserved.

| drove out in the morning, when the sky was il
dark and the rising heat pressed down on the earth. There was rain in the forecast, and | could feel the

change in the atmosphere inside my body. In the night I'd dreamed | had long dark hair. There wasice
al over my body. | was so cold in my dream that | woke up shivering. Now in the brutal temperature of
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the hazy morning | stopped at a service station, bought a diet Coke and gassed up my car. | crunched on
ice. There was the smell of oil and oranges and hesat. I’ d been more careful about my clothesthistime: A
black T-shirt, jeans, sandals, nothing that would make anyone stare. It took me close to an hour to get to
the orchard on this occasion, time enough to change my mind. | wasn'’t thinking much. | wasn't
seriously hoping for anything. | had the radio on and before | knew it | was listening to Johnny Cash. |
thought of the roofer who' d been struck while doing penance for the affair he' d been having; he should
have known he was done for when he heard of Fire.” And here it was again, playing on the AM station |
was tuned to. People played that song alot around Orlon. They listened to the warning, then walked
right into the burning ring, clearheaded and stupid at the same time.

| had all the windows open and the sky was getting light. If | were to have an accident now, the last
thing I’ d hear would be Johnny Cash’s voice. Would | hear it forever, the deep dark sound of it, all that
pain bundled up inside? | was eight years older than my mother had been at the time when it happened,
her age and mine combined. Now when | thought of her she seemed so young, almost as though she
were the daughter, gone off to a celebration on a January night, her pale hair freshly washed, her hopeful
blue scarf, ready for life. | wasthe little old lady left on the porch, the witch stomping her feet on theice.

80

When | got to the orchard | parked and got out, then reached into the backseat. I’ d brought the frozen
bouquet of with me, packed with ice in aplastic bag. It was atest, of course. | was anxious to see how
he'd do. Did he really know me, or had the choice of red roses been pure chance?

It was still early but Lazarus Jones was awake. He' d heard the car, peered out the window, opened the
door, and now stood looking out. The door was half open, half shut. The paint was peeling off the porch
railings. Out in the ?eld there were half a dozen men working. A few looked over in our direction, but |
doubted they could see anything. The sunlight, after all, was blinding. It made sunspots appear in front
of your eyes.

Lazarus was wearing old jeans and a button-down blue shirt; his hair was wet from a shower. It was
broiling hot aready. | thought | had never seen such a beautiful manin all my life. Everything seemed
unreal — the white oranges, the sound of trucksin the, the way he was|ooking at me.

guess | have avisitor,” he said.

must have wanted one. | thiswas an invitation.” | held out the , ice covering the petals, stems black with
cold. never got roses from anyone.”

He opened the screen door wider. guess | passed the test,” he said. knew what you wanted.”

He wasn't the kind of man | would ever end up with. He was the sort some gorgeous woman snagged for
her own; perhaps they’ d been high school sweethearts, they’ d been true to each other since the day
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they’d met. Two beautiful
81

people, meant for each other. My left side was crooked, my hair patchy, my skin blotchy; | was ten years
too old for him. But | was here at the door. | was the one he' d sent roses to.

We went into the house and stood in the front hall. There was an umbrella stand and a rack laden with
jackets and hats. There was a wooden bench where a person could sit and pull on his boots. The hallway
was dark, dusty. Everything was. The windows hadn’t been cleaned in along time. Once you werein the
house you couldn’t tell what the weather was outside. It had its own atmosphere, apart from the rest of
the world. There was a dull thrumming, an evenness, almost a deadness to the air, which | guessed might
have been caused by Lazarus. The survivorsin my group swore he could affect almost anything.

Why did | stay? Because for once there was something louder than the continuous clicking in my head.
Because he' d opened the door. | was startled by how consumed with desire | was. | was thinking the
kind of thoughts | hadn’t had before. So thiswas it. The thing that made people do stupid, ridiculous
things, this was everything, herein the dark hall.

We went on into the kitchen. His breakfast was on the table: a glass of ice water, abowl of cold cereal, a
napkin, a spoon. | realized the were melting, so | put them in the sink.

worst of my effectsis my inability to seered. | missit and | never even liked it. Just my luck.”

have bad luck? I’ll bet there’s more wrong with me than there iswith you.” Lazarus held his hand over
the spoon on the table. It lurched forward. Spun in acircle. When it stopped there was a clanging noise.

'satrick,” | said.
“ Electromagnetic something or other. Let'sjust say it'sa

disorder.” else can you do?’ My stomach was lurching around. | was falling into

something. Hard. If | stayed, my bones would shatter; I'd break into pieces at his feet. Stupid girl. Stupid
me. | hadn’t turned to ice for nothing, for this, a stranger who wasn't right for me in any way. It would
take minutes to run down the hall and get into my car; driving over the speed limit, | could be back in
Orlon in under an hour. But | already knew | wasn’t going anywhere.

think I'm amagician?’ He said it with contempt. As though he was used to having people look down on
him, ready and waiting for that.

| tilted my chin up. Faced him straight on. .”
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have some children you want me to entertain at a birthday party — isthat it? Me and a pony and some
rabbits. Y ou’d have to pay and I’m not cheap.”

don’t like children,” | said.

He laughed, surprised.

| don’t have anyone.”

He understood. There was no onein my life.

I'll just entertain you.”

He went to the table and picked up a napkin. For anin

stant | thought he was about to show me a party trick. Just to get back at me. Out of pride. A rabbit made
out of paper; atoy bird that would spin and in the air. Instead, he held the paper to his mouth and
breathed out.

The faucet in the sink dripped; the sound overpowered the clicking in my head. | watched as the paper
ignited. The was so hot it was blue. When it rose too high and his ?ngers were being singed, Lazarus let
the burning paper fall into the bowl of cereal, where it burned to ash. I’d never known had a sound, like
agasp, asigh, something alive.

you have anything that can beat that?’ he said.

| could make awish and turn it into blood and bones. What was that worth? | had icein my veins; | was
colder and more distant than a dark, sunless planet. If that’s what he wanted, then | might just be the
perfect woman for him. | went to the table and took the glass of ice water. | my mouth withice. A
woman who stood in one place, who forever looked at the sky, motionless, frozen solid. If that’s what he
wanted, that’ s what he' d get. | kissed him, mouth open. | could feel the heat from inside him melting
through, but | kept at it. It waswhy | was here, | knew that now. | couldn’t stop kissing him. | heard
myself, my desire, and | couldn’t believe it was me. | was moaning. | sounded like the had, agasp, a
sigh. Theriddle inside me: How do you melt ice? How can you move when you’ re frozen inside?

When the ice cubes inside my mouth had turned to water, and the water was nearly boiling, | pulled
away. | went to the sink to spit out before | burned myself. Quite suddenly | knew what the myth of
people struck by lightning becoming more sexual was made of. It was simply this: We knew we could
be gone at any time. Standing by the window, up on the roof, playing golf, on the phone. The possibility
of being blown out like a match made us burn.

" Lazarus looked surprised at what he’ d wound up with. do have some tricks.”

| was drawn to him, a sparrow to a hawk, a hawk to a sparrow. There was no logic when | followed him
down the hall to the bathroom. There was no reason for me to do the things | did. Except that | felt
something. | didn’t think that was possible for me anymore. Not now, not ever. That | did seemed
enough to excuse ailmost anything.
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He the tub with water. All | could hear was the sound of the tap. | understood that it was the only way
we could be together — the elements most drawn to each other are the ones that destroy each other. |
leaned down and put one hand in the tub, splashed back and forth. The water felt likeice. | could fed it
down my spine. Lazarus said it was nothing compared with the bath of ice they’d put him in at the
hospital, when he was burning up alive and they needed to lower his temperature, keep his heart going.
It had probably kept him alive. Pure ice. Now he craved it. A cold woman like me. | think he’'d been
dreaming of me and then | was there, in my red dress.

The day was humid and now it started to rain. We could hear the rain hitting against the roof. There was
thunder. | could be anywhere. | couldn’t leave.

need it to be dark,” Lazarus told me.

| didn’t care. | wanted whatever he did. He drew the blinds over the window, shut off the light above the
sink. We could barely see each other. Then the last light. That one out, too. We were in the dark,
groping, following our hands, hearts, skin. In truth, | was grateful for the dark. | wasn’t beautiful. |
couldn’t forget that | was ten years older than he. | dlipped off my clothes, stepped into the tub,
shuddered in the cold water. He got in right after me, desperate, | think, wanting me; it must have been
that. | could feel the edges of heat in the water. | held on to the smooth sides of the bathtub. | thought of
in a bucket. Death standing at the foot of a bed. When he pulled himself on top of me, | imagined |
might drown. Maybe | was supposed to. For all | knew, this was the other half of my death wish — half ,
half water. He drew me under and kissed me, deep, underwater, unending. By the time we came up for
air, | was burning. | turned on the cold tap and let it run. Over my shoulders, over my chest, in the dark
that | was grateful for. | could have been anywhere, but | was there. | could have driven west or east, but
| had driven hereto him. | closed my eyes. Burn me. Drown me. Do anything. When he moved inside, |
pulled him deeper.

When | got out of the bathtub my legs were shaking. Water had spilled onto the . Every step was
slippery, dangerous, cold. have to do something,” | said.

| wrapped atowel around me, then went to the kitchen to open the freezer. My hands were shaking. This
was really crazy. | got a piece of ice and pushed it up inside me, where | was burning. | didn’'t care. It
wasworth it. | wasn’'t sure | had ever felt anything before.

hurt you,” Lazarus said.

He had pulled on his clothes and come up behind me. Nothing had hurt me since that night on the porch;
nothing had even come close. | was shaking, still wet, so he put his arms around me. | could fedl the heat
through his clothes. | could hear his heart beating, the strong heart that had de”ed death, that had stopped
and come back to life. Nothing could have made me want him more.
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| wasn’'t much different than that greedy, sal girl I’d been years ago. Only now | didn’t want the
universe, not the whole wide world. Just this and nothing more: Make me feel something, anything, in
cold water, on a bed of ice, on a night so dark it’s impossible to tell the difference between the earth and
the sky. Let it happen again and again, time after time. Hurt me so | know I'm still alive.

[
Are people drawn to each other because of the

storiesthey carry inside? At thelibrary | couldn’t help but notice which patrons checked out the same
books. They appeared to have nothing in common, but who could tell what a person was truly made of ?
The unknown, the riddle, the deepest truth. | noticed them all: the ones who'd lost their way, the ones
who'd lived their lives in ashes, the ones who had to prove themselves, the ones who, like me, had lost
the ability to feel.

| kept going out to the orange grove. It didn’'t make sense, and it didn’t have to. It was as though | had
one map inside my head and it led to the man who was waiting for me. Someone who was as alone —
maybe even more alone — than | was; someone whose story dovetailed with mine — burned alive,
trapped inice. | thought about Jack Lyons — | might have learned how to be human with him, but what
good would that have done? There was so much more to learn from Lazarus. After the ?rst few times we
were together, | had gotten up the courage to ask what it had been like to be dead. I’ d pleaded to know,
but he wouldn’t tell me. All the same, | wouldn’t let it go. | nagged and begged. Did it hurt, was it
heavenly, was there white light or the darkest agony? Lazarus refused to say. He had a beautiful smile,
one that made me want him even more. Want, | had discovered, was a country of its own. Everything
else drops off the map: oceans, continents, friends, family, the before, the after — all of it gone.

Throughout the summer the only thing | could think about was the road to Lazarus's. I’d dream about it:
the stop signs, the white line, the turnoff, the front porch, the door. My brother phoned and left afew
messages, but | didn’t bother calling back.

you alive?’ Ned's familiar voice asked one day when | played my phone-message tape.

Actually, yes, | wanted to tell him. Amazingly, incredibly enough, | seemed to be. But he wouldn't
understand. How could | explain that on rainy nights Lazarus and | sat out on his porch in the dark,
drawn there by whatever was inside us, some external weather trapped and mirrored inside our blood
and bones. | felt addicted, to the danger, the rush of being alive, taking chances. We had sex outside, in
the dark, with the rain coming down. We went down to the pond, turned away from each other, took off
our clothes. We didn’t have to see each other to know what we wanted. It was a story that no one else
knew.

Now when | went to the survivor group | felt nothing, no kinship. | wanted to run away from their
sorrowful tales of lives gone wrong. | came late, |eft early, avoided the girl with the mismatched socks
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when | saw her on the street. We were nearing hurricane season, atime when lightning-strike survivors
feel more stress than usual. Anything can happen at any time. In group, we were told safety tips. Stay
away from windows; have a hurricane cellar. And there | was on the porch on nights when the wind
nearly carried us away. | wasn’t thinking of safety at al.

"ve you been?’ Renny asked me at the snack table after one survivor meeting. There were oatmeal
cookies and cream cheese brownies and some gray thing | supposed was red velvet cake, allegedly a
specialty around here,

Lately, I’d been more sel than ever. | had a secret dark world and it suited me. In my greed, | had
forgotten about Renny. | was that sort of friend, | suppose, the bad sort, and | was embarrassed by my
own self-involvement. Renny looked nervous and underfed. Not that he was my responsibility.

and there,” | said.

"re fucking him?” Renny said. Just like that. As though he could read my mind. Did it show? Surely, |
had no expression on my face. | never did.

Lord, you are suspicious.” | took a cookie, though | hated oatmeal. nasty.”
Renny wasn't so easily fooled. mean smart.”

actually did mean that.”

We both laughed.

, on the other hand,” he said. stupid.”

your romantic life is something to boast about?’

IrisMcGinnis. The girl who didn’t know he was alive.

one,” Renny said. got me.”

The basis for my friendship with Renny was our shared chapter on pain. It was an inclusive chapter, the
guiding principle of all that was to follow: Careful what you feel. Better yet, feel nothing at all. With his
gloves, Renny could not feel enough and had dif?culty picking up astraw or a stone. Barehanded, there
was too much sensation, dizzying, al-encompassing. Because I’ d seen him less once | began to go out to
the orchard, | didn’t understand how bad his pain had become until that night at group. He looked more
anxious than usual; the summer semester was ending and Renny had very little faith in himself.
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| was at the library the next day when Renny called on me. | had to show up for work occasionaly, but |
took my time, slowly, lazily replacing books on their proper shelves, in the dream state | entered
whenever | thought about Lazarus. | was the |ce Queen who wanted to be burned alive. | wanted to take
the path full of stonesthat led through the forest of ashes. At the end of that path | would ?nd what every
fairy-tale creature yearned for. Not pearls, not kingdoms, not gold. | was looking for something better
than that. Real treasure. Real truth.

"ve got to help me,” Renny pleaded.

thisabout Irisagain?’ Iris McGinnis, nymph of sorrow, so far away she might as well have been living
on the moon. Renny loved to talk about her. | usually just tuned him out and et him drone on, but my
patience was wearing thin.

Iris. Not thistime.”

He was failing his architecture course; his end-of-the-summer term project was due and he couldn’t
work on it himself because of the pain in his hands. He was taking Demerol, along with Tegretol for the
tremors. | could feel guilt rise up inside me like aliving being. | wanted to tell him no. After work |
planned to get in my car and drive to the secret country where oranges were white. | wanted to walk into
the cold pond where Lazarus and | went swimming on clear nights, after all the workers had |eft, after
the trucks had been loaded up and driven away, after it was dark. The mud between my toes under a
black and starless sky. I’ d been thinking about it all day as | shelved books. | wanted to be dragged
under, forget there was anything else in the universe.

But how could | deny Renny, my friend, Renny the sorrowful? How could | tell him what | really
wanted? Go away, go away. I’ min a different country now, one where no one can me, one where there’'s
no difference between and water.

| should have advised him to pick a new major. But no. Always the volunteer, | offered to do the work if
he would instruct me. Renny came over that night. | could tell he was desperate. We were that much
alike. His tremor was worse. His hair was long, knotted. He hadn’t bathed. All the signs of despair. It
was my clicking that kicked in when | felt that way. Sometimes | couldn’t hear the TV over the sounds
in my own head.

'resureyou’'re up for this?’ | asked.
Had he been drinking, smoking weed? His eyes were red. And then | thought, Oh, no. He' d been crying.

Renny gazed at his gloves; from his expression he might have been looking down at cloven hooves or a
lion’s paws. it’stime for me to give up architecture.”

Like drawn to like, story to story. | should have said, Yes, give it up; study literature or art history —
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any discipline he might have a chance at rather than a ?eld of study that would surely lead to failure. But
that wasn’'t the way it was going to happen. Jump down the well, sleep for a hundred years, tie yourself
to atree at the base of the mountain, the one where snow falls every day and the ice isten feet thick.

't besilly.” Here | went, pushing him down the well. don’t actually do the building. They inspire and
create. Carpenters do all the work.”

should give it all up. Architecture and Iris. Ridiculous dreams.”
up and it will never happen.”

| sounded like a character out of an Andersen story, on the side of reason and goodness. | was his
cheerleader, hisfriend, his familiar, hisliar. Step up and make the leap. Don’t bother with a helmet or a
life preserver. You can do it if you redly try! Walk on glass, pull the sliver of ice from your heart, face
up to it. Overcome.

| sounded so false to myself, but Renny grinned, won over. | suppose people needed stories like
Andersen’ s sometimes. The should-be story, the could-be tale. Renny ran a gloved hand through his
messy hair. don’t have a chance,” he said, but | could hear it in his voice — he was being coerced into
believing.

'sdoit.” | dwaysgot intoo deep. | didn’t even want to be here, now | was committing to a major
project. the temple, then Iris. Inspire me. Boss me around. Treat me like a carpenter.”

Renny had brought over glue, sticks, balsawood, bamboo, Plexiglas, paper. He unfurled the blueprints
on the countertop. Truthfully, now that it was before me, the task terri me. | had never built anything.
Destruction was my game. Renny took note of my expression.

ital,” hesad. I’'m supposed to fail.”

| cleared off my kitchen table and set out alarge sheet of clear plastic Renny had brought along for the
base of the project. We were to construct a Doric temple, if we could ever get the cat out of the room,
something we managed by setting an opened can of tuna on the porch. | was directed to begin with thin
sticks of bamboo. Renny instructed me, but the anxiety of ruining the project made me sweat. | never did
anything right, why had | assumed | could help him?

" Renny kept telling me whenever | was able to connect the bamboo with thin wire. .”

All the same, it looked like atemple of bones when I’ d what was supposed to be the framework. you
surethisisright?’ | peered at the blueprints. Sixty percent of Renny’s grade would be based on this
project.
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'sjust the skeleton,” he assured me. 'l do the rest next time.”

We ordered a pizza delivered, then locked the kitchen to keep Giselle from knocking over the temple. |
had the fan on, but with it or without it, the clicking inside my head had grown quieter.

it'sdone, I'm giving the templeto Iris,” Renny told me. planned it out at the beginning of the summer.”
;" 1 said. | had the shivers; this could lead someplace dark. Did Iris even know he existed?

Renny opened his wallet and shook out a small gold charm imprinted with the shape of Iris's namesake.
It was sad and beautiful and tiny in his huge gloved hand.

had this made up by the jeweler at the Smith Mall. We'll hang it over the doorway. I’ [l bet no one ever
made something like this for her.”

" Obsession or love, or both? He could read my pity and my doubt.
think I’'m anidiot. You think | have no chance at all.”
"m not sure | think anyone has a chance,” | admitted.

When the pizzawas delivered, Renny paid, treating me to dinner as athank-you for all my handiwork.
When he handed over the cash, the delivery guy stared at Renny’ s gloves — wary, | suppose, that Renny
had some communicable disease.

'sanidiot,” | said of the deliveryman when he had gone. no attention.”

Renny put the gold charm back into his wallet; it took him along time to do so, he was clumsy and
careful both. Usually, | didn’'t notice Renny’s gloves any more than | noticed Giselle' s paws. | noticed
now. | thought of Iris McGinnis, without a care, leading the life of a college student, not thinking of dark
love, gold tokens, Doric temples.

| could feel achangein the air pressure; | leaned out the door and called for the cat. Giselle raced inside
and trotted to a corner. She ignored our dinner on the coffee table. Not typical. She had caught
something again. Little feet. Gray shadow.

that thing alive?’ Renny asked.
kills whatever she can get her fangsinto.” | apologized for Giselle. ' s her nature.”

Renny went to the corner and battled the cat for this second mole. She sank her teeth into his glove. ,
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she’svicious. Drop it!” he commanded.

The cat wasn't about to take orders, so Renny grabbed her by the neck and gave her alittle shake. |
suppose Giselle was morti — | treated her like an equal — she growled and let go, then stalked away,
hissing. “Murderess,” | called after her. My pet, my dear. | was getting attached to her. | worried when
shewouldn’t come in at night; | waited anxiously in the yard until she sauntered up in her own good
time. She'd stare me down. Then rub herself against my legs. I’ d begun to buy cream for her. Bad sign.
No attachments, that was my motto. None at all.

's got teeth marksin him.” Renny had picked up the mole.

he dead?’

Our pizza was getting cold, but | came to examine the mole. It wasn’t moving.

've got another one out on the porch.”

? Another mole?’

| brought Renny out to where I’ d left the shoebox. | lifted the cover. one’s de dead.”
you collecting them?’

We laughed, but it wasn't funny. There in the shoebox was the little fallen-leaf mole, curled up, not
much more than skin and bones. Could it be that I’ d even become attached to this poor little thing? It
smelled like dust and earth, a sad, bitter scent.

, thisone'salive,” Renny said of today’s mole. He put it in his jacket pocket. '1l bet that one was alive,
too. Just playing dead. It's dif to tell, you know.”

| was still the death-wish girl. Touch you once and you turn to ice. Twice and you might disappear.
you check to make sure before you threw him away?’ Renny asked.

After al I’d done for him tonight Renny seemed to be accusing me of murder, or, if not that,
thoughtlessness. Same difference. | had glue on my hands and my numb ?ngertips were raw from
attaching those damned bamboo sticks. It was never going to work, not my life or his. | was annoyed
and | couldn’t hideit.

we' d better call it quits on the project,” | said. | do everything wrong, how am | going to construct a
temple?’
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, you' re done with me now? Isthat it? Why not? Everyone else wants to get rid of me.”

He was so sensitive asingle drop of poison could affect him, aword, alook, one sliver of ice. He had his
head down. He was checking on the mole. | saw what | didn’t want to see: Renny was brokenhearted.
Like and like. | knew how he felt.

don’t mean it that way, Renny.” | came up beside him, close. My only friend. | could see that the mole
was breathing softly. Now | noticed that one of its ears had been torn in half.

| told Renny about Lazarus, not everything, of course, not the way | felt inside, just how | arose from
bed at odd hours, compelled to drive out there; | revealed the corners of what was happening. Yet | said
too much. Be careful whom you tell your story to. Aswe sat on my porch, both of us feeling the change
in the weather, knees touching knees, | made the mistake of mentioning that Lazarus and | were always
together in the dark. | suppose it was something that nagged at me. Assoon asl’d said it | knew that |
should have kept my mouth shut.

that doesn’t worry you? Y ou’ re suspicious about everything else, but not that? Clearly, there's
something this Lazarus doesn’t want you to see. Hell, | wish | could do the same with Iris. But evenin
the dark, | wouldn’t be able to trick her. What's wrong with me would be even more obvious. The dark
makes it worse for me.”

Renny decided he would show me this effect of his strike. The one he kept from everyone. | had the
feeling this might be the deep secret, the riddle of who he was. | wasn’t certain | wanted to know. But
there was no stopping him.

The whole thing was much too personal. | wanted out. | wanted solitude. | wanted to tell him not to
show me. | wanted to say | only appeared to be someone who was interested and concerned. But | just
sat there next to him. Frozen.

Renny took off his gloves. | could hear him doing it; he grunted with the pain, the rub of the leather
against his ruined skin. And then | saw. Amazing. Bits of yellow and green glowed on his skin. It was so
strange, and in some way quite beautiful. Y ou could seeit only in the dark, the gold in his skin had been
woven into him, as though he were atapestry. The gold went beyond the area where his watch and ring
had branded him, as though the metal had been splattered over his hands. But | understood why he
feared love as much as he wanted it: he didn’t look quite human.

did abiopsy to seeif it could be extracted, but the gold is mixed in with the fat and tissue under the skin.
I’ll never get rid of it.”

| gently took his handsin mine. | felt like crying. | wondered if damaged people ever got over what had
damaged them.
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you’' re made out of gold. It’s better than plain .”

, right. I’'m afreak.” Renny went to put the porch light on. He kept his back to me and pulled his gloves
on. soishe, I'll bet. Your friend Lazarus.”

Like understands like. | believed that. Renny turned back to me.
's hiding something,” my friend said.

| never should have told him. Never talked to him. Never gotten involved. , then, | hope it’ s something
as beautiful as your hands.”

Renny looked at me as though | were atotal fool. 't you get it? Y ou don’t hide what you think is
beautiful. Y ou hide what’ s broken. Y ou hide when you're a monster.”

We dropped the subject, but it was too late. Certain ideas, once they’ re planted, grow in spite of you. |
had begun to think about broken things.

do you think moles eat?” Renny asked when | drove him back to the university.

Of course he was going to keep the mole, turn this blind, wounded creature into a pet. What then?
Would the mole speak to him? Would he grant Renny three wishes? Take the gold from my skin, the ring
from my ?ngers, the watch from my wrist?

98

?" | guessed. brother would know, but he’ stoo busy to talk to me.”

stew.” Renny grinned. cakes.”

probably sell mole food in the pet store. Or try Acres Hardware. They seem to have everything.”

| was thinking of how Ned used to leave out food for the bats that nested in our roof. He' d set a mixture
of suet and honey and fruit in the rain gutters. I’ d hide my head under my pillow, but he'd watch from
the window.

They can it without seeing where they’ re going, my brother told me. That’s how de their senses are.
They ?y blind through the dark.

At night the quad at Orlon University was quiet. | felt as though | were delivering Renny to the wrong
place, though. It was his brokenness. The campus was so groomed, so perfect, and he was falling apart.
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A true friend would have been able to weave gloves out of reeds and moleskin for Renny; when he wore
gloves such asthose for three daysin arow, he'd be cured. The st girl who passed by him in the
cafeteriawould fall in love with him, and it would be Iris. Iris McGinnis would truly look at him, she'd
look inside him, and when she saw the way he loved her, she'd be so moved she’ d begin to weep.

Renny reached into his pocket for the mole. He was right about me. | probably would have assumed it
was beyond help and tossed it into the shoebox with its predecessor to become skin and bones, another
curled-up leaf. | wouldn’'t have even checked for a heartbeat.

alive,” Renny said.

99

't ask for more than that. Can we?’

what | said about Lazarus. Maybe | was jealous that you’ ve found someone.”

Asif | could forget. If there was anegative point, | clung to it. A life raft of doubt and fear.

. Don’'t worry about it.” | wastrying for cheerful ease. it’s not like we' re running off to the chapel
anytime soon. It’s not love, Renny. It’ s nothing like that.”

"m happy for you. Whatever itis. | meanit.”
He was. He could be brokenhearted and still be happy for someone else.

"m going to forget about Iris. It was a stupid idea to give her the temple. Or to ever think she would want
me. What would she want with a monster?’

"re not amonster.”
| could feel something hot behind my eyes. It was compassion. Something | didn’t want to feel.

, Renny, even if it’s not Iris, someone will think you're perfect the way you are.” He looked at me and |
could tell, no matter what he might say, he still had hope. He wanted to believe. me,” | said.

you'reright,” he said.
know it.”

| had almost convinced myself. Renny got out of the car and walked backward so he could wave to me.
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of theworld, unite.” He raised hisgloved in the air.
study, or something,” | called to him.

He walked into his dorm. He was gone, but not completely. For there it was, still with me: Renny’ sidea,
replaying itself, getting bigger. What if Lazarus was hiding something? What if he was indeed a
monster? The man | thought | knew could easily be a ?gment of my imagination, a bear, a snake, a spiny
toad. The more | thought about it, the more | wondered. Was it possible to know anyone, truly? Could
knowledge hurt, pierce your heart, break your bones?

Instead of going home, | drove to thelibrary. To hell with human beings. I’d aways felt safer with
stories than with and blood. | let myself in the back entranceway with my key, then locked the door
behind me. It was hot and damp in the library; no wonder the pages of the older editions were turning
brown. | switched on the desk lamp. A small circle of yellow light. Frances left the desk tidy and well
organized, so | was careful not to displace anything. There was a peculiar heaviness in the room; during
the day we kept the old air conditioner on, now the dust had settled. | coughed and the sound echoed.

Frances had photographs of nieces and nephews displayed, of a black dog called Harry, of the canals of
Venice, where she' d vacationed last year. Beside my desk, nothing. Nothing obvious, at least. Just the
invisible picture | always brought with me, the one of myself, the girl who stomped her feet on the
porch, breath billowing out like smoke, little beast, long dark hair falling down her back, the starsin the
black sky forever set in place, theice forever shining, brighter than the stars.

| could hear beetles hitting against the screensin the windows. | heard a sigh, as though the books were
breathing. | felt that this was where | belonged. Thiswas where | lived. Everything else that had
happened or would happen was a dream of some sort. Then | heard athud. | took in my breath. A real
live noise. That woke me up. Maybe | wanted to be alive, after al. Maybe | wanted to be in the world. |
was afraid that athief was trying to enter the library. Everything was free here; there was nothing to
steal. Whoever was crazy enough to break in might also be crazy enough to do more.

| shrank back into the dark. There was a clanging then, and | breathed easier. Not a break-in, areturn. |
realized that someone had slipped a book through the night drop. Nothing more. | pinched myself for
being an idiot and went to the door. Nothing to be afraid of. | could see someone dressed in white
walking down the path. She was barefoot on the concrete. Her hair was pale and she was in a hurry.
There was a car parked in the street, left running. The night was dark, black as beetles. | couldn’t make
out any features until the car door opened and there was a of light. The woman was my sister-in-law.

| stood watching until the car disappeared. My heart was pounding. Too fast. Too hard. | had spent my
life feeling as though | were an accomplice to a crime. It was nothing new to me. Death-wisher,
betrayer, liar, secret-keeper. | was death’ s assistant, with no great skill of my own. A lackey, afool, the
hel pmate whose every move had resulted in tragedy. One step, one wish, one mistake, oneicy night.
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And now | had seen my sister-in-law, Nina, rushing to her car, driving off into the dark. | realized the
white thing she was wearing was her nightgown.

The book she' d left was in the night-drop bin; when | picked it up it was still warm from her touch. |
took the book with me, out the back door, where my car was parked in the shadows. | drove back
through the campus, and it was probably no accident that | wound up on my brother’s street. Maybe |
wanted to be reassured that it hadn’t been Ninaat the library, only someone who looked like her. | could
see into some of the houses, with yellow light, with life. My brother’ s house, however, was dark.
Everyone asleep. Everyone safe inside. The car I’d seen at the library was parked in the driveway.
Maybe she hadn’t driven it tonight; all the same, | wasn’'t sure | wanted to know. | didn’t dare get out
and touch the hood of the car to seeif it was still warm.

There was a streetlight above me; when | over the book that had been returned | saw the title: A Hundred
Ways to Die. It was the instruction manual for suicide I’ d often referred to in New Jersey when Jack
Lyons phoned me for information. | felt something close up in my throat. I’ d thought that like always
recognized like, but it seemed I’ d been completely mistaken about Nina.

| watched the beetles through the dark above their lawn. | wondered if Nina had reached home and had
crawled into bed beside my brother, if he hadn’t even noticed she' d been gone, noticed her pale feet
were cold. Now | remembered that the day before my mother died, my brother had spent all day making
her a present. It was a book made of construction paper, bound with shoelaces. When I’ d asked him
what it was, he'd said it was the story of hislife. That’s stupid, I'd said. | didn’t look at his face to seeif
I"d hurt him. Who cares about that? | was jealous. | knew a book could make something real. In this
case, it was hislove right there on that paper, tied with laces, given over freely to our mother. That’s
why I’ d been so mean to Ned. | had nothing. | hadn’t even thought to give her a present. | hadn’t thought
at all.

The house we' d lived in in New Jersey could have easily into the living room of the house where my
brother lived now. It was a beautiful structure, even in the dark. Before tonight | had imagined that Ned
and Nina slept well at night, logical sleep, dreamless and sweet. Now | looked through the shadows to
see there was a woman on the lawn. My brother’ swife. In her nightgown she was almost invisible. But
shewasthere. It was Nina. She didn’t move at all. | tried to get away quickly, before she could see me. |
began to drive away, headlights switched off. Maybe this had never happened, maybe I’ d been all
wrong, but when | turned to look out the rear window | saw that she had spied me, not that she seemed
to care. She looked right through me, as if this world no longer concerned her, asif everything that
mattered could no longer be seen with the naked eye.

CHAPTER
FOUR

True
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eople hide their truest natures. | un-
P

derstood that; | even applauded it. What sort of world would it be if people bled al over the sidewalks, if
they wept under trees, smacked whomever they despised, kissed strangers, revealed themselves? Keep a
cloak, that was , the thing to do; present a disguise, the outside you, the one you want people to believe.
My sister-in-law was a perfect example: the sunny, near-perfect mathematician who drove through

the quiet streetsin her nightgown when most good people were in bed, who studied the hundred ways to
die. | had already decided | wouldn’'t mention the fact that I’ d seen her at the book deposit. A liar like all
the rest, ready to pretend | didn’t know about the crack in the reality of her life, the dark hour, the library
door, the book of sorrow in her hands.

Absinthe, that’ s how it began — ingested, of course. Anemia caused by refusing all food, anonymity,
arsenic, asphyxiation, barbiturates (crumbled into puddings or applesauce to make for speedy digestion),
bee stings (see wasps, see nests, see allergies), belladonna, black hellebore (brewed into atea), cars
(accident, asphyxiation), crucial arteries (knives, razors, ballpoint pens), death by drowning, falls from
open windows (eighth or above), , gas ovens, gunshot wounds, hanging, heroin, death by ice, ivy
(pulverized and made into soup or tea), jimsonweed, OxyContin, pennyroyal, plastic bag over the head
(see double death, see ensuring overdose), poison hemlock, the root of pokeweed, ponds and lakes,
death by provoked police incident (see car chase, public drunkenness, public nuisance), public
restrooms, renting motel rooms, sedatives, standing in the wrong place at the wrong time, stimulants,
death by wishes.

| had seen Ninain passing since that night at the library, once at the market, another time in the cafeteria
while Renny and | ate lunch; both times she’ d waved cheerfully to me. | smply waved back, then went
about my business as though | hadn’t skimmed through A Hundred Ways to Die before returning it to the
shelf, as though my sister-in-law hadn’t been standing on the library stepsin her nightgown. Self-help,
that’ s the section where it belonged.

Thetruth was, | didn’t want to interfere. Why should it be up to me to touch anyone' s life, guide
someone right rather than left, off the road instead of on? Get involved and you made mistakes.
Inevitable. Who knows where your advice, interest, love, might lead? Start and it might be impossible to
stop. That was what was happening with Lazarus. | had taken the one bead of doubt Renny had tossed
out and strung a necklace, red pearls, invisible to my eye, but tight around my throat, pulling at me.

Who was he really? That was the question. What did it mean to have alover who would embrace you
only in the dark? Who wanted to conceal not only his deepest self but everything on the surface?
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Nothing good, that was certain; nothing you could trust. Something unexpected that was sure to bite you
and bring you down. How easy it was to be undone by some things. By these things. Red pearls. Truth.
What you don’t want to know, need to know, have to keep in the palm of your hand. Grab it, the stinging
nettle, the wasp, the shard of glass. Do it. Then live with the consequences.

Whenever | asked Lazarus what it had been like to be dead, he would laugh. | told you, we're not talking
about that. He had his rules: this, but not that. In the dark, all night long, but never in the light. But |
wouldn’t let it go. When did | ever? | whispered and prodded like a nagging wife, a child who wouldn’t
give up. Stomp your feet, little girl. Hack off your hair for spite. Get what you want. Don’'t give up.
Needle, beg, cry.

Wer e there wel coming family members? A black hole? Did time stretch out into in, or wasit a single
slam, poof, over, like a magician passing a kerchief over a rabbit, and then gone, gone, gone?

He laughed at me. It was a hundred degrees at the time and we were in the kitchen, shades drawn.
Lazarus was wearing along-sleeved white shirt. Now | noticed: every button was buttoned.

don’t you think about right here, right now?”

Lazarus put his arms around me, pulled me close into his burning chest, had his mouth to my ear. His
voice itself was hot, melting me. | felt him against me, thigh to thigh, and at that moment | believed |
knew him. In away. Hot, night, fuck, kiss, skin, muscles, heat. The way his armsfelt in the dark. Each
rib. Ladder, cage, his, mine. The size and heat of him inside me. The words he said that weren’'t words at
al. The way he wanted me. Wasn't that enough? Couldn’t that be love? The very science of it was all
there: heart racing, the mind willing to believe almost anything; she longs for the dark, wants him when
she' s not with him, getsin the car at all hours, drives down dark roads. More symptoms? An elevated
pulse rate, the center of the self moves lower, into the abdomen, sex, thighs, the unthinking, the undoing,
the you not alone, the you disappeared, the no difference between inside and outside. All the signs. Proof
enough of an attachment.

And yet there it was. The power of asingleideain my head. What was hidden, what was not. It was a
tape inside me, one | couldn’t rewind. It was abird’' s voice, amole s whisper: Find out.

Isn’t that the center of every story? The search for the truth. The need to know. Tear off the sealskin, the
donkeyskin, the feathers, the shackles. In moonlight, starlight, lanternlight, bluelight. Wasn't that what
everyone wanted: to see and hear. Take the veil from my eyes. The stones from within my ears. Turn me
around twice. Tell me. No matter the consequence. No matter the price. At least until it has to be paid.
At least until the price blinds you, deafens you, burns you alive.

When | next went to see Lazarus, | sneaked alook at the bookshelvesin the living room while he was
working in the study. Paying bills. Having the iced tea I’ d made him. Busy. Trusting me. Of al people.
The bookshelves were dusty. The whole room was. Bluelight, lanternlight. None of the books had been
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touched for sometime. Asalibrarian | could gauge such things, what was in use, what wasted away.
The layer of dust, the way the book sat on the shelf, unwanted and unused. | went from one bookcase to
another. More travel. Guidebooks to France. Museumsin New Y ork. Peruvian villages. An entire shelf
of Italy. All of it aphabetized, so orderly, so dusty. A museum of books.

L azarus came into the room and caught me on my hands and knees.
ready for me?’ he said.
Helaughed. So did I.

| should have been embarrassed; there was so much about sex between us. | wondered how it would be
if wedidn’'t need ice, water, all that cold. If given half the chance, we would never stop; maybewe'd
grind each other into ashes, into dust, burning hot, bloodred.

"m looking at the books.” | turned away. | always did that when | didn’t trust something or someone.
don’t see enough of them at the library? Isthat it?’
He was closer, his hands on the waistband of my jeans, dipping close enough to burn my skin.

you' re going to be reading to me, make it a bedtime story.” He grinned, dly. | liked that grin. | liked
what he meant. | suppose | ?ushed. My face was probably red. Rose. Blush. Not embarrassment. Ardor.
All of the wanting | had, that much | couldn’t hide. We spent most of our time in the bathtub; we had
sex the way must, in waves, in the cold, skins shivering into scales. When we were in the bed, we were
on top of ablanket of crushed ice. My turned blue; | didn’t care. They were numb anyway, unless | was
touching him.

| waved abook in front of him. It smelled like green , red wine, sunlight. The subtle scent of printer’'s
Ink. 'reinterested in ltaly?”’

"m interested in you.”
He probably thought that was the answer | wanted.
It could have been. It might have been. Except it wasn't.

. You' ve got so many travel books. Y ou’ re not about to disappear on me, are you? Go off to Rome or
Florence? Y ou could yourself another woman, someone pretty.”

He took the book out of my hand. Could anyone be looking at me that way?
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'retheonel want.”

| believed him. | should have stopped. But it had already begun, the plan | had, the need | had, the
direction we were stumbling into, the middle of our story, the most dangerous part, when anything at all
can happen.

Lazarus blew the dust off the book and returned it to the shelf. The books were in order, city by city,
country by country. He stuck the book into the South American section. He didn’t care about order. All
at once | had the sense that he’' d never seen this book before. This or any other on the shelf.

we should go somewhere.” | wanted areaction. The way children poke at dead things with sticks. Alive
or not? Vicious or tame? ' m serious. Someplace we' ve never been before.”

He looked at me. Ten years younger. The sort of man who should have never bothered with me.
Beautiful. Didn’t he know that? Hadn't he ever looked in amirror? Or was it me he couldn’t see? Wasiit
situational blindness— | couldn’t see red; he couldn’t see ugliness or deceit.

But he felt something was wrong. It wasin the air, like dust motes or gnats. There was a ridge between
his eyes. Asthough he was trying to out why I’ d be talking about going away when everything we
wanted should have been right here.

, come into the kitchen,” he said. you lunch.”
Just like that. Not interested. Next subject. The here and now. Lunch on the table. Like normal folks.

| followed him down the hall. | had a blank feeling, asif somebody had taken what little there was inside
me and blown it away. Now | was sure — he' d never read the books on his shelf.

For lunch he’ d me hot tomato soup. He liked it cold himself, with ice mixed in. He poured himself a
glass of fresh orange juice.

D,” he said.

He needed to think about such things. His complexion was pale; he was never in the sun. | thought he
might be fading in front of my eyes. | thought about the ?eld-worker who had half believed he was
working for amonster. | sat at the table. We didn’t have much to say. Outside the oncoming dusk was
undulating, moving between the clouds in waves of blue light. | felt heartbroken and | hadn’t even
known | had a heart to break.

That' s the danger when you come to the middle of the story. Y ou may out more than you ever wanted to
know.
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We stayed in the kitchen and watched the light fading in the orchard. All that blue, all that light. If |
stayed, | would rinse the dishes and he would rest his hands on the ice in the freezer, then come up
behind me and touch me until 1 was burning. I'd let the tap water run. I’d put my cold, wet arms around
him. But that’ s not what happened that day. We were moving into the after; the then and the now and the
soon will be were becoming separate realms.

This had been happiness and we didn’t know it. We walked right past. Had no idea. Step after step.

| felt a stinging somewhere, a sharpness. We were waking from the dream of the kitchen, the afternoon,
the way we wanted each other. When it grew dark we usually went into the bedroom, the bath. We were
happy for the night. Now | wastired. It had been along day. And we still weren't done. | told him |
didn’'t feel well. | needed my sleep. | wasn't ready to out anything, | suppose. Not yet. | knew the truth
would turn things around.

" | said when he walked me out to the porch.

for what?’

For nothing. For everything. For all | was about to do.

being tired.”

He grabbed me and | kissed him until my mouth was burning. No ice. Not thistime. He let me go,
looked at me.

don’t want to hurt you,” Lazarus said.
That’'s what they all said, and then they went ahead and did anyway. When | drove home, | felt bereft.

I’d lost something; | felt it as surely as| had when | lost the color red, acolor I'd never even liked, onel
avoided. Now every shade was faded without it, drained, not just scarlet and crimson and vermilion but
even rust seemed gray; coppers and bronzes were without their red tones. Without red, the dawn was
milk, rubies were worthless.

| didn’t trust him. That was the loss. Dropped like a stone into a pool. Not aword he said, not a book
he'd read, not afuck or akiss or alook. Not a bowl of soup. Nothing.

| went home and there was my cat, tail waving back and forth, crouched by the hedge. Every was as
white as chalk. She ignored me when | walked up the path, but came running when | opened the door to
the screen porch. Foul-weather friend. She was due to be fed. She knew what she wanted; | was the one
who couldn’t tell if she was purring or if her stomach was merely rumbling as she rubbed against my
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legs.

My porch. My key. My home. My nothing.

There was the shoebox, atop the carton with old newspapers, grocery bags, odds and ends. | couldn’t
bring myself to bury the mole, and | couldn’t toss it out with the trash. | thought about Renny. We had
been working on the Doric temple, and it was nearly done. He had to , and he’ d been calling me, trying
to set up atime when we could get together. But | was busy, too preoccupied to hear about his classes or
how the mole he' d saved was thriving, getting fat on cream and grubs. | did agree to work with him on
the coming Sunday, but he’ d have to wait till then. | had my own problems to think about.

| peeked inside the box where the dead mole was kept. Some ants had gotten into the mess. There was a
smell of damp skin, earth, rot. Nothing pretty. Nothing to keep. Looking at the box, | realized | couldn’t
let go; not even of this. I’d been that way all my life, holding on tight. | couldn’t let go of anything.

Except for the things that mattered most.
| had an appointment with my cardiologist soon

after. Craven. The man who insisted | had a heart. I d stupidly complained of painin my chest the last
time I’ d been to see him, and now he me with a heart monitor that | was to wear for twenty-four hours.

have arrhythmia— and even though that’ s not unusual for people who'’ ve experienced a strike, we want
to be careful.”

there some congenital defect that hadn’t been detected before?’ | was thinking of that dreadful Andersen
character whose heart is pierced by a shard of ice.

're as normal as possible, given the circumstances,” Craven said. just like to keep watch. In case.”

I’d been calling in sick to the library in order to spend more time at the orchard with Lazarus. I’ d pretty
much used every excuse. Nausea, ears ringing, pain in my arm, my side, my everything. My ailments
were half true at least, so my guilt didn’t sting asit might have, should have. Obsession did that, |
presumed. The wanting of someone, something. The chances a person was suddenly willing to take, the
lies so easy to tell. Frances Y ork had never once questioned me or complained. Her generosity should
have made it more dif 2cult for me to be sel, but it didn’t. After the doctor, | headed over to work. Once
I’d parked and went in, | found | was looking forward to returning. I’d missed it, in fact. All those
untrustworthy words were unspoken here, safely printed and bound up tight.

you feeling better?’ Frances asked when | arrived straight from my doctor’ s appointment. It was late,
hours past the time | should have shown up had | been working regularly. The weather was muggy and
not even the old air-conditioning system could do much about that.
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"m okay.”

Oh, sure. Only sex sick, love sick, lie sick.

Frances studied me. She might be losing her vision, but she was sharp. 7’

| pulled up my shirt and showed Frances the contraption strapped across my chest.
they said it was all right to come to work?’

WEell, here was my chance, so | took it. not. | have an arrhythmia. They can track my heartbeat this way.
But | feel likeahorsein aharness. Or amule.”

should de go home and rest,” Frances said.

| thought about Falada, that loyal horse who couldn’t help but speak the truth to the Goose Girl, even
when his head had been cut off. | suppose | had a moment of remorse, a ?ash of honesty. It came over
me as | stood behind the card catal og.

want to be the way | used to be.”

It was a stupid thing to say aloud. | didn’t even know what it meant. The me | used to be in what place
and time? Y esterday? The day before my mother drove away from us? The minute before Renny
suggested that Lazarus was hiding his truest self from me?

Frances was concerned. recuperation takes time. Don’t rush yourself.”

She was making matters worse, being so thoughtful. No wonder | stayed away from kindness; in some
ways it was worse than ill treatment. Y ou could against cruelty, tooth and claw, but sympathy engulfed
you, took you over, made you aware of all you'd done wrong. | realized | knew absolutely nothing about
Frances, except the information I’ d garnered from the photographs on her desk. Perhaps she also thought
she knew me. | suppose she saw my empty cubicle and made her own assumptions. Poor thing, no
photos whatsoever, no personal items, no personal life. And now that harness to chart her heart — why,
it only adds to the already pitiful facts: the ridiculous pixie cut on a grown woman, the way she kneels
down in the stacks, as though she had a penance to pay, and her dreadful pale skin. Poor creature. Poor
me.

| kept thinking about those strange books on Lazarus's shelves. I’ d been so sure that our stories were the
same, and now | wasn't sure of anything. | didn’t begin to sneak about until Frances went to get some
takeout. She was picking up a salad for me as well. Something complicated, | made certain of that, so it
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would surely take awhile for the coffee shop to prepare it for me. Feta and onions and fancy lettuce and
olives. Not the kind with pimentos, the dark purple ones.

you sure they have that, dear?’

Not at all. But | was sure my order would give me the time alone | needed. | wasready to dig; | was
looking for blood and bones. | watched Frances drive away, then quickly looked up Lazarus's card. Seth
Jones had indeed taken out guidebooks. His interests were deserts, South America, Florence, Rome, and
Venice. | held the card in my hand and stared at the titles. A normal enough card, except for a printed
mark at the very top. continued.Thiswasn’t hisonly card on .

| returned it to the catalog. As| did | noticed a card made out for Iris McGinnis; this must be Renny’s
Iris, the girl of his dreams. What could she here that wouldn’t be in the university library? Perhaps she' d
only wanted to take her time — we allowed books to be taken out for a month, and the university had a
cutoff of two weeks. She'd borrowed the Odyssey and the Iliad. A classicsmajor? A slow reader? A
woman who preferred mythological creatures?

Maybe | should have jotted down Iris' s phone number for Renny, but | was rushed. Frances would be
back soon. It was nearing suppertime. | grabbed a and went down to the basement, to the storeroom.
There were boxes of waterlogged books, from the time when the pipes had burst and Frances had
enlisted people in town to help save what they could. In the back of the room, , | found the old cards. |
opened the box and sifted through the jumble.

Many of the names referenced residents at the home for the aged. Dozens of yellowing cards, lists of
withdrawn books belonging to nearly everyone over the age of sixty- who'd lived in the town of Orlon.
And then, Seth Jones. | held his card up to the light that in through the single rectangular window. More
travel books, Africa, Hawaii, copies of National Geographic. Once again, impossibly so, continued.

| went on to the next box, the oldest records of all. Most of these cards belonged to people who had
already passed on; deceased was marked on many in Frances's neat script, then there was some
handwriting | didn’t recognize, which | assumed belonged to the librarian before Frances. | 1ooked
through it all; at last, | found Seth Jones. The very day he' d taken out his library book had been marked
in blue ink, nearly forty-?ve years earlier. Surely, thiswas Lazarus' s grandfather. Seth Jones would be
seventy years or older now, not a beautiful young man who rarely left his house, someone ten years
younger than |, a man who was burning hot with eyes made of ashes, someone hiding something,
everything, including who he was.

By the time Frances came back with our food, I’ d tidied the boxes, piled them back one on top of
another, then washed the dust off my hands. Seth Jones's library card was hidden in my desk drawer.
Frances had waited for twenty minutes while Renee Platt ran out to the Quickmart to pick up kalamata
olives. Now, after all that effort, | couldn’t eat. | told Frances there was something wrong with my
stomach. Maybe it was the heart monitor pressing down on me. Maybe it was that | was more confused
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by Lazarus than ever. Why did | still have the sense he was keeping something from me? Wives, bodies,
donkeyskin, rooms that should never be entered, stairs that lead to a storeroom of diamonds and bones.

| thought of the mole blindly puttering around the roots of the hedge until there was a sudden rush of
teeth and a sharp twist of its neck. | thought about the way I’ d knocked at Lazarus Jones's door. |
thought of of Fire,” the song people in Orlon listened to against their better judgment. | was starting to
have compassion for people who did stupid things. If Iris McGinnis had walked into the library, | would
have gone right up to her, had | been able to recognize her, and slapped her. Don’t you know how
miserable you' re making someone who loves you? That’swhat I’ d have said to her. Who do you think
you are?

home,” Francestold me. The library had evening hours, but she clearly felt I’d be of no help. | must
have looked dazed; clearly | was overwhelmed. | hoped that I’ d taped up the boxes in the storeroom
correctly, put each in its proper place. | hoped Frances never found out how untrustworthy | was, or if
shedid, that it was long after I'd gone.

| drove home and stood in my yard. | didn’t want to think, really. The possibilities were too terrible. |
thought of all those fairy-tale husbands who hadn’t known their true loves in the dark. Fools who' d slept
with evil queens or murderous sisters while their real wives were chained to tower walls or thrown to the
wild beasts in the woods to be torn apart and forgotten. Asachild, | hadn’t believed such stories.
Impossible to be duped in such away. The lover would always know his beloved, certainly, certainly,
without a doubt. | hadn’t understood what a mystery a human being was, how many forms love could
take.

The Seth Jones on record had had alibrary card for nearly twice aslong as my Seth Jones had been
alive. No wonder he' d been taking out an old man’s books. No wonder his house was dust-?lled, his
bookshelves untouched. Either the original Seth Jones was an old man or Lazarus was pretending to be
someone he wasn't.

Now | wanted to know whom I’ d been sleeping with.

I’d left Giselle out for the day and now she came to rub herself against my legs. Who would ever think
that September could be too hot? | watched the cat poke around in the weeds. | wasn't expecting my
brother, but he pulled up and honked the horn. Same car as Nina had been driving the other night. It took
all my effort to lift my arm and wave.

heard you were at the cardiologist today,” Ned said as he cameto join me. Craven gave me acall.”
" 1 said. of you.”

"m just making sure al the docs in the study treat you right.”

file://IK |[/eMule/Incoming/Alice%20Hoffman%20-%20The%20l ce%20Queen.html (67 of 128)6-8-2007 23:55:07



The Ice Queen

Ned had atall Styrofoam cup in one hand; he went to fetch some lawn chairs from the porch, which he
brought down to the scruffy yard, the worst one on the block. Probably the worst for miles around. ,”
Ned said as he set the chairs down. weigh aton. Wearing your harness?’

-four hours. Then I’m ripping it off.”

My brother had stopped at the student union on his way over and picked up alarge iced green tea. |
supposed the research project he was at work on was taxing; he looked exhausted. He took a sip of his
drink.

don’t like green tea,” | reminded him.

Was | supposed to tell him what | knew? Warn him? Protect him? Tell him all about L azarus Jones?
Reveal my secret life, his secret wife? Should | have said, Your wife isn’'t who you think sheis. She's
wandering around in the night, searching for ways to die. Not just one or two, you understand. That’s
not enough for her. A hundred different ways. Even more than | know, the expert, the death-wisher.

" my brother said. says we should all drink three cups of green teaaday. Oh, and tofu and miso, she'sa
big fan of those aswell.” Ned looked happy, as he had at his party. Just the idea of her. Just the thought.
He was brightened somehow. Uplifted. He leaned his head against the lawn chair and gazed at the sky.
Maybe the moon was red, maybe it was gray; | had no idea. “Did you know you had bats?’ Ned asked.

funny.”

My brother appeared older now that he' d begun to lose his hair, but when | looked more closely, he was
still the same.

. Fruit bats. Over by the hibiscus.”
The tall hedge covered with large colorless.

that what that is? Hibiscus?’ | leaned my head back, too. A black cloud acrossthe sky. Bats. . You're
right.”

don’t have to worry. Y ou don’'t have hair anymore. Long hair,” he corrected when | glared.
about you?’ | said. Charming me. have less.”

Ned ignored the remark. He aways did that, left you hanging with your own nastiness. you'’ re not
wearing red or yellow. That’s what they’ re attracted to.”
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" | clapped my hands. My grandmother always told me that would keep bats away. The noise echoed
and they left you alone. But the bats in my yard actually came closer.

think you’re calling to them,” my brother said. hear it as alove song. That’s why they smack into the
engines of planes. They think they’re being seduced by some huge horny bat made out of metal and then
— kaboom — crushed, mashed, and decimated.”

Proof of my theory: Love destroyed you.

| couldn’t help but think of Nina, that book in her hands, her nightgown, her bare feet, the way she
looked right through me.

| knew a secret,” | asked Ned, you want meto tell you?’
riddle, right?’ He grinned. He liked games. The more mathematical the better.
. | really want to know, Ned. Would you?’

My brother thought this over. He was wearing a sport shirt and chinos. | hadn’t made it to hisand Nina's
wedding. My grandmother had already been ailing, and | hadn’t wanted to |eave her, but now | wished
I’d managed to attend.

Ned had thought enough. are only knowledge that hasn’t yet been uncovered,” hetold me. , they’re not
in fact secrets, but only unrealized truth.”

. | snorted and looked up at the bats.
this about your health?’ Ned asked. if that’swhat it is, maybe | should know.”

We looked at each other. We were both extremely cautious people. We' d learned the lessons of our
childhood. Ask

122
guestions, only not too many. Look before you leap. Buy new tires. Be careful whom you love.

"m just wearing the heart monitor for my cardiologist’ s peace of mind. I'm . | skip a beat. Who cares? |
get to take this contraption off in the morning.”

Ned looked relieved. | suppose he still felt responsible. He didn’t need to, but he did.

file://IK |[/eMule/Incoming/Alice%20Hoff man%20-%20The%20l ce%20Queen.html (69 of 128)6-8-2007 23:55:07



The Ice Queen

that | know you're all right,” he said, just want to look at the sky.”

Sitting there with my brother, | realized how little we knew about each other; we were like strangers
who’ d been forced into the same ditch during some vicious, bloody war, and as soon as it was over,

we' d gone our separate ways. For an instant | felt like crying. Whenever our mother went out with her
friends, Ned would read to me. | always begged for fairy tales, which he’d claimed to despise. I'd
thought he read to me only to keep me from whining, to shut me up so I’d go to sleep. Now | wondered
if he'd felt responsible back then, if he'd needed comfort aswell. | wondered if he'd also wanted to hear
those stories.

she came back, would we recognize her?” my brother asked.
A funny question from him. | didn’t think he wondered about such things.

"d know her anywhere.” | sounded convinced. But in fact | wondered about that myself. If our mother
wandered out from behind the hedge right now, she’d still be thirty, her long blue scarf wrapped around
her, her high-heeled boots, her pale hair.

123

Why are you sitting in the dark? You aren’t reading, are you? You'll ruin your eyes. You'll never get to
sleep that way.

| stretched out my legs in the prickly grass. My lawn was the sort of disaster no one could . 'd know
her,” | said. think.”

suppose we would,” my brother agreed.

, are you sure you don’t want to know any secrets?’ Did | mean whether or not we' d truly know our own
mother, lost so long ago, or who | was deep inside, or what his wife was reading when al the lights were
out?

you?’

have secrets?’ | was surprised. Ned had always seemed clear to me in some way, perfectly knowable,
logical, a piece of emotional glass.

truths,” my brother joked. least to you. Known to me, of course. At least in theory. What | know and
what | don’t know, I’m not sure | can be the judge of that.”

, forget it.” | was annoyed, the way I’ d been with him when we were children and he seemed more
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interested in bats, ants, stars, blow, theorems, than in human beings. | got up and folded my lawn chair.
“Thanks for stopping by. My cardiologist, the worrywart, told me to get a good night’s sleep. Maybe |
should listen to him for once.”

was thinking about the Dragon today,” my brother said. never got the chance to interview him.”
old man in Jacksonville? The one who died twice?’

| felt guilty about my current secret life with a dead man. But then, my brother didn’t want to know any
secrets, so he wouldn’t have wanted to know about L azarus Jones.

would have been fascinating — just as an incident. I’ ve tried to contact him three times for our study. He
doesn’'t have aphone. | guess | should give up, the way we did with that Jones character. Chased Sam
Wyman off his property with agun.”

| wanted to get the conversation back around to the Dragon.
, 9o see the Dragon. Y ou' re not the one who gives up. Y ou never do. That's me.”
, right,” my brother said. Chickenshit.”

. Bullshit,” | said right back. It was the way we used to talk to each other, and it was far more
comfortable than being polite. It made me miss my childhood. Of all things. | started up toward the
porch. | didn’t especially want to discuss men who'd died and come back to life. Not with Ned.

"d better run.” My brother grinned and pointed to the bats in a cloud up above. -hoo! They might come
after you.”

are so mean.” | started to trot, the lawn chair over my shoulder hitting against my ribs. So, | was till
nervous about bats, big deal. My brother got up and closed his lawn chair, then followed me to the
porch, where we deposited the chairsinto a pile of lawn furniture. The porch was a mess, like the rest of
my life. Garbage pails. Tools left behind by the previous tenant. Umbrellas. An old orange crate on its
sidein which Giselle liked to sleep. My brother spied the shoebox. He would.

'sthis?’ He opened the box; there was the little leaf of amole. Dry and ashy now. Bone and fur. tried to
save something,” Ned said.

| laughed. How mistaken my poor brother was. . Can’'t you see? | killed it.”

Ned went into the kitchen and came back with a serving spoon. | traipsed after him to the hedge, where
he intended to dig alittle grave. There were beetles ?ying about. There was the scent of oranges, even
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here, miles away from any of the orchards. The circle of bats was high in the sky. They looked as though
they could reach the moon.

My brother’s knees creaked when he knelt down on the ground. He was thirteen years older than my
mother had been on the night she died. He digging the grave in no time. He was ef. Always had been.

Ned took the mole out of the shoebox and placed it in the earth, then covered the body with several
hibiscus leaves. | realized | was crying, something | hadn’t done at my own mother’s funeral. When |
deposited my heart monitor at the cardiologist’s of in the morning, my doctor would most likely a spike
at exactly this hour. The hour when my brother and | buried something together while the bats overhead.
The time when | felt something.

| wished my mother would step out from between the hedges. | wished | could take back everything I’ d
ever done or said or wished. | would throw myself at her feet and ask her to forgive me. She’'d be kind, |
knew that. She was that way, and would be still. She'd tell me to stand up, to forgive and forget; she'd
tell me she wasn’t one to hold a grudge. That her heart was open and always had been; that she was the
same as she was, not a day older; that love didn’t change like the moon or tides, that it was the single
constant in the universe.

But here was the thing — even if | did know her, | wasn’'t certain she would recognize me. A strange
woman in the dark, all grown up, standing in the grass, under the moon, beneath a cloud of bats, crying
at afuneral for aleaf, amole, alost love, an idea.

, that’ s done,” my brother said.

He clapped the dirt from his hands and the bats came closer. 'd | tell you. Poor schmucks. They're
drawn to sound.”

He knew | was crying, but was too polite to mention it. Just as | was too polite to suggest that hiswife
was someone he didn’t really know.

, thanks,” | said. would have kept it forever.”

We laughed at the way | held on to things. | didn’'t even like to throw out my garbage; | had a month’s
worth of old newspapers stacked in the hall.

go,” my brother told me.

Exactly what we used to say when we both wanted the same thing — the last cookie in the box, the last
sodain the fridge.
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We looked at the moon.
it red?’ | wanted to know.

color you seeis refracted by the water moleculesin the air. It's stone-colored, however it appears, kiddo.
It's gray.”

Regardless, it was certainly the most beautiful full moon of the year. In New Jersey it would berising
over birch trees, marshes turning brown, papers blowing down the sidewalks.

It was probably the color of a human heart.
"d be able to if you were walking up there,” my brother told me.

| thought about that after Ned left to go home. | thought about how he'd called me in from the porch
when my mother drove away and how | wouldn't listen. Eventually, of course, I’d had no choice. My
feet were freezing; they hurt. At last, | went inside. We were weightless that night. We had both stood at
the window together, just for a second, side by side, seeing the very same thing for oncein our lives: the
long road away from our house, the dark horizon, the future, and everything it could bring.

[
| brought a candle with me when | next went

to the orchard. How many women in how many stories had done this before? Mistrusted a lover, longed
for an answer to a question that was not yet fully formed. If a secret was only unrealized knowledge, as
my brother had said, what harm could it do? How dangerous could atiny shred of truth be? It had no
thorns, no talons, no teeth nor tail nor sting. Truth, sleeping on the other side of what | knew. Of course,
there were a hundred versions of the same story: awoman who has to learn what she already knows,
somehow, somewhere inside.

I’d brought matches as well. In my pocket, snug against my hip bone. It was a plan, not an accident.
There was no chance involved, no circumstance. It was what | thought | wanted, needed, had to have. |
had spent the day waiting for the dark, looking forward to it, the way bats must pine for the last bits of
sunlight, green, gold, disappearing from sight. I’ d dropped off my heart monitor, then stopped at Acres
Hardware for the candles; | was in the notions aisle when | saw the man who'’ d been attacked by the
bulldog, the patient my physical therapist had told me about. Bitten, torn apart, he was now shelving
cans of paint. Even from adistance | could see the marks on his face, tooth and nail.

"ve got the Mandarin Orange,” he called to a customer, just as though he were unscarred. And maybe he
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was. He had managed to be the reverse of most people. In his case he showed the deep, dark riddie;
inside, he might be as clear and pure as water.

| went home and waited for the end of the day. My stomach was jumpy. | couldn’t eat supper. Renny’s
project was still in my kitchen. He phoned to check in and | swore we would ?nish the temple on
Sunday; the due date of the project was Monday and without the temple Renny would surely fail. Well,
failure was something | knew about. So | promised him, my one and only friend. | assured him we had
time. It was Friday now. | had all night. All day tomorrow. Plenty of time to prove my doubts right or
wrong.

The sky was even darker than usual, cloudy, no moon in sight. | drove out, my foot heavy on the gas
pedal. Floridawhirred past me, adizzying globe. Heat and darkness, beetles hitting against the
windshield. | used to walk home from the library in New Jersey feeling lost even though | knew my
way. Now | felt found. | passed exits with names | didn’t know, towns |’ d never been to, but | knew
exactly where | was going. Gold and green and black, like a bat drawn to clapping hands in the darkness,
against al logic, alove song it was impossible to understand.

He was waiting for me. That surprised me. | couldn’t imagine myself mattering to anyone. There was
something suspicious in his desire for me. | saw him when | got out of my car, sslammed the door shut,
smelled oranges. There were moths in the night along with the beetles, and little gnats and mosquitoes.
Something bit me and it hurt. | ran to the porch. | wanted to get this over with.

, you.” He rose from the old wooden bench left on the porch for years or more. He was wearing a long-
sleeved white shirt, jeans, old boots. | saw him shining there, like a star.

, you,” | said back.

'relate. | was going to make you some dinner.”

Just like normal people. He seemed to want that.

| went to him, reached my arms around him, stood on my toes, started to burn.

He backed away from me, looked into my face. It was just me. | leaned up and kissed him. Once, twice,
then | had to stop.

missed you,” he said.
He kissed me again, hard.

Every fairy tale had abloody lining. Every one had teeth and claws.
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" | said. | called him that. He was so beautiful, his hands, his ashy eyes, his throat, his everything.

could still make soup.” He' d opened the screen door for me. | thought | would probably always
remember how it sounded. It was the opening into the after. It sounded like wind on a quiet night.

"m not hungry,” | said, the way a starving woman might, so as not to give herself away.

Into the dark hallway, past the coatrack, the jackets, the rain boots, all of it belonging to Seth Jones,
whoever he was; Lazarus stopped, ran his hands over me, let me feel how he’ d been missing me. It was
all so strong, the way the before awaysis. The ice click-clacking on the plastic porch roof. The way
your feet hurt after you stomp them and you’ re barefoot.

know what | want,” | said. Said it to hisface. He had no idea, of course, but he thought he did. Hoped he
did. Kissed meto proveit. need aminute,” | told him.

| went into the bathroom. My breathing was off. The huff and the puff of all liars, even those in search
of the truth.

| ran the cold water in the tub and took off my clothes. | was standing there, looking in the mirror. My
pixie hair had grown in. My skin was pale. | turned off the lights, turned off the tap. | didn’t want
anything to scare him off, not awash of light under the door, not any empty tub. | had the marks of the
heart monitor on my skin. My heart skipped a beat, but the cardiologist had told me that was now its
normal rhythm, abnormal.

| called, in.” | said it theway | usually did, like | wanted him, no matter who he was or what he was
hiding. By now we had sex perfected, at least for us. Hot but not burning, or burning just enough. | knew
to put vinegar on my fever blisters, knew how cold the water had to be for me to take him in my mouth
without a scalding, knew him in the dark, the pieces that together, the whole man who'd walked with
death and had come back to me, for me, with all his secrets.

Thisiswhat | knew about him: the cage of hisribs, the rope of his veins, the hardness of his stomach,
the hardness of him inside me, the way our mouths together, the burning, the heat of the words he said,
the rhythm of the sex we had, watery, over, don’t ever stop, it’s not enough and then it’s everything.
Was there more to know? | faltered for a moment. | thought of all those women who had sex with
monsters in the dark. Men without names who were bears or ogres, men who were enchanted or
enslaved. Men covered with sealskin or deerskin, men with claws, men who could not tell alie, men
who could tell nothing but the truth, though it might damn them. Angels disguised, angels exposed; men
who had been dead and came back forever changed, forever atered, hiding what they knew. Who they
were. The deep inside. The ever of the after.

He came in the room, already naked. | couldn’t see him; | could feel his presence. His, burning. His step
on the ?oor. | was standing with my back against the tile wall. Ready. | suppose he trusted me, as amole
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trusts a cat, seeing what awaits only as a shadow, not as a predator who wants what she wants, needs
what she needs, has to have it. He got into the tub. | could hear the water; | could hear him settle against
the porcelain. Cool against his burning back. Soothing him, probably, like rain on the night when it
happened, pouring soaking rain.

The water around him sloshed back and forth. The tiles under my bare feet were cold. So dark | had to
feel my way.

Wasn't that part of the story? It is not what you feel or see but what you know in your heart? But my
heart was abnormal, the rhythm was off. It thumped against me like arock against bone. Cold thing,
stone thing, thing that would not be red if | ripped it out of my own chest. A piece of ice. Clear. See-
through.

| took the candle and put it on the ledge, where there were shampoo bottles, soap. | could feel the bottles
with my long clumsy . My bitten nails. The bottles knocked against one another. Time was slow. It was
the before that | wasin, that | was leaving. | could feel myself making my own future, a spider at work
on her web. There was awoven pattern, one | thought | knew.

When | lit the match, the gleam was so bright | couldn’t see anything for a moment. | thought it would
be easier this way, less harsh than switching on the light, but | waswrong. | lit the candle and it ?ared.
Blue. Yellow. | was nearly blinded.

are you doing?”
| could hear his panic before my eyes adjusted to the light. He was angry. He was shocked. | knew | had
to look. Wasn't that the plan? | saw him as he stood, dripping water, lunging forward to grab the candle.

Wax fell onto his chest; he didn’t seem to notice. He grabbed at the , extinguishing it between his. |
could smell him burning.

" hesaid. ishow it is.”
The burning man, cold now. | heard the betrayal. There it was. What had | expected? What had | done?

Now that | had seen what he' d been hiding, | continued to see it through the dark. Branded, is that what
they say?

Memory that is stronger than the present, that stays imprinted behind your eyes, layering itself over
everything you see in the present, in the here and now. | still saw it in the dark.

Lazarus was marked by the moment of his strike, covered by what were called lightning . I'd read about
them in abook my brother gave me. Usually they were treelike images imprinted on the body of
someone struck by lightning. No one was certain if the images were actually trees or if instead they were
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some interior path of the veins and arteries. Some experts felt that these designs were shadows caused by
extreme bright light; similar images could be produced on glass by large charges of electricity.
Handprints appeared on trees, or the perfect shadow of a horse might be captured on the side of abarn;
the last image a person had seen as he’ d been struck by lightning was cast onto his skin, his soul. All that
remained.

a better look? Y ou wanted to see. Look! Go on!”

He was out of the tub, dripping water. He on the light. | blinked, a cold, untrustworthy . | could see
myself aswell. My re?ection in the mirror, a pale woman who was quite capable of repeatedly
destroying her own life. | grabbed atowel, covered myself. | felt like crying. Y ou do something and you
can't go back, can’t rewind. | knew that, didn’t I”? Ice on the porch, tires on the road, make awish, light
acandle, ruin your life.

There were the marks of trees, shadow branches up and down Lazarus'sarms. Thearms| knew. The
rope of veins.

On one arm there was a blackbird, startled, ready to take . And all over there were the wheeling
branches, as though Lazarus was part human and partly made of bark

and leaves.
"msorry,” | said.

Barely enough. Barely anything. Disloyal, untrustworthy bitch, shivering now, shuddering with the very
thought of what I’d done to us. | could never get anything right.

, redly. Finish it! Look at me.”

He grabbed me then. But that wasn’t the worst of it, the angry grasp, the hot hands. Far worse was atone
of voice that | hadn’t heard before, except in our darkest, deepest moments. No bullshit, no pleasing me,
for himself. Just for himself. Whoever that was. Whoever he was.

atitall.”

It sounded like athreat. It sounded like the end. And something more. Maybe it was arelief to show
someone at last. To turn around and let me see. | did the worst thing when he showed me his back, |
made a sound, a gasping, despite my vow to myself to have no reaction. His degpest self, isn’t that what
| wanted? True sdlf, real self, self you're hiding from the rest of the world.

There was a shadowgraph of aface on his back. Gray and black, the impression of an older man, mouth
half open, eyes frightened.
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| knew it for what it was right away, expert that | was. There were a hundred ways, and this was one of
them. The shadowgraph was of the moment of a man’s death.

?" Lazarus asked me.

| had been — how much so, | had no idea. The before, of course. Thetime | didn’t know was the before,
when |’ d had something worthwhile, something | had wanted, something that could be turned to cinders
with a single match. How many fairy tales had warned me of this? Keep the light out, have faith, trust in
what you feel, not in what you see. L eave the matches at home. Leave it be.

| thought how the meteorol ogists would love to get their hands on Lazarus. How thrilled they’d be to
pose him up against their white screen and photograph him, right, left, naked, one of akind, piece of art,
piece of work, shadow man, death man, my Lazarus, or the Lazarus who had been mine. Terrible time to
know the truth, not the truth of him, oh no. The truth of me. But here it was. On the ?o00r. A splash of
cold water, aleftover, a strand of red thread that was invisible to me: | didn’t know it was love until the
moment of bright light. | didn’t know what | felt until | went one step beyond it.

you haveit,” Lazarus said. real me.”

He walked out of the bathroom, slammed the door. | heard the water in the tub, the wind outside. | heard
the sound of my own raspy breathing.

| got dressed. | was still shivering. | followed him. | wasn’t thinking anymore. That hadn’t worked for
me. It was hot outside on the porch where he was standing. Too humid to see stars. The odor of red
oranges. Do they make perfume out of it? They should. | would buy it and | don’t even like cologne. A
bottle of oranges, and one of blueice, and one of tears, and one 2led with a potion that was so burning
hot when you poured it over your skin you came close to dying. But not really, just hovering above all
that was burning, all that was alive.

should go and never come back,” Lazarus said.

them if that’s what you want to do. Phone the newspaper. | can’t stop you. Tell everyone about this
damned mark on me.”

's ashadowgraph. I’ ve read about them. It’s probably caused by a brilliant of light.”
that what it is?’ Lazarus aimost laughed. But not quite. , | thought it was my punishment.”

I’m your punishment,” | said.
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, well, | blame the red dress for everything.”

Everything, asin over? Everything, asin just beginning? He didn’t sound as angry. Only sad. Lost. |
knew what that was like. The black trees, the path that can’t be found. Theice, faling like stones from
above.

The beetles were clicking, and so was my brain. Always my task: undo what has been done. | wanted to
whirl time backward, clothes off, lights cut, door open, car on the road.

feel him there every minute of every day,” Lazarus said. know what it is. Whatever you want to call it.
It's my punishment al right.”

In the story of the fearless boy, the foolish hero played cards with the dead and walked through
graveyards without fear, but not even he carried a dead man on his back. The burden of that was an
impossible weight. | knew what that was like, too.

Lazarus turned to me. He was barefoot and we were standing on the porch. That alone terri me. The then
and the now slammed together. His white shirt was wet from his soaking wet skin.

"t you going to ask? Y ou wanted to know, so go ahead. Ask me.”

All things happened thisway, didn’'t they? Every story, every life, every coincidence. A left turn instead
of aright turn. A stomp of the feet. A wish said aloud. A branch falling from atree. A storm sweeping in
from the east. A butter?y. A candle. A match.

When | didn’t ask, he decided to tell me anyway.

you shouldn’t,” | said.

Asit turned out, | wasn’t so different from my brother when it came to the truth. | felt as though | were
about to fall, head, down into the tunnel from which there was no return. | know | asked, but tell me
later, tell me tomorrow or never. That's soon enough.

Lazarus sat on the top step of the porch. Out in the orchard something was around the tops of the trees.
There were bats here, too. There was my car, unwashed, dusty, the mileage piling on since I’d begun
driving here and back. If | was going to stay, he was going to tell me.

| sat down next to him. | got a splinter — just my luck — but | kept my mouth shut.

Seth Jones, the real Seth Jones, the one with the library cards, had worked on this orchard all hislife.
He' d been born here and this had been his father’ s business before him. He was a good son who did as
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he was told, even after his father had died, even after he himself had gone through middie age. He was

so cautious that hislife had nearly passed before him and he’ d barely noticed. What had he to show for
all those years? The oranges he grew were delicious, the land mortgage-free, the workers he hired were
honest, and he himself awoke in the mornings, shoulders

138

and legs aching, but alive and well all the same. Maybe that
should have been enough.

It wasn't.

Seth Jones, the real one, the true one, wished more than anything that he could change places with
someone. He wanted not to be himself. He wanted to travel to countries he’ d read about, dreamed of all
hislife.

One year, and he'd give up half of what he owned.

And then it happened, the way things do, when it’s |east expected: atemporary worker from the
hardware store, a young man of twenty-, strong, healthy, alost soul who'd been running hiswhole life.
A foster child, always temporary, always on the move. The young man’s shoes were worn down; he had
never saved more than a hundred dollars, enough to get to the next town. Twenty- and he was exhausted.
Too many states, too many roads, too many women. He was fed up with life. He dreamed about
permanence, stability, trees with roots, land that didn’t turn to sand under hisfeet and dlip away.

One afternoon, on aday like any other, he delivered a truckload of mulch, one job of many. Temporary,
of course, aready fading. But thistime he didn’t get back in the feed-store truck and drive away. He
walked through the orchard, drawn by the scent of oranges and water. He stood at the edge of the pond.
He thought about drowning himself, but he knew at the last instant the human spirit always fought to
live. He' d spent hiswhole life traveling, doing as little as possible, getting by. Still, he had his youth, his
beautiful face, his strength. Surely this should have been enough.
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It wasn't.

Seth Jones saw the stranger fall to his knees. The young man looked as though he was praying, when
really he was cursing thisworld. He was a good man, Seth Jones, perhaps sent from above. Surely this
was a sign, a man praying for guidance. Seth Jones went right up to the stranger and offered him a
bargain no man with just a hundred dollarsin his pockets could refuse. One year, not aday more, and in
return, half of everything. They shook on it then and there.
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The stranger quit hisjob. He packed up his motel room. He didn’t have much, so it didn’t take long. On
the arranged day, he took ataxi out to the orchard. Everything was set in place: Where to call to hire the
farmworkers. Where the checkbook was kept and how to manage Seth Jones' s signature. What was a
reasonable price for abushel of oranges, a crate, atruckload. No one would have to see the stranger; he
would be Seth Jones while the true Jones was in Italy. That was where his travels would begin. Asfor
the stranger, he felt like someone’ s son. Maybe that was his dream: a son who had inherited half of
everything, asfar as the eye could see.

It was a humid day and there were storm clouds. The earth was damp. The air barely moved. So much
the better to leave for one man. So much the better to stay for the other.

They were walking through the orchard when it happened. There were blackbirds calling. The air was
fragrant. Each man felt as though he' d been given ayear to do with as he pleased, the opposite of his
own life. The 7nal step of this exchange: they traded shoes. The new man put on the old
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work boots worn for ?fteen years, so comfortable he could wear them from dawn till midnight. Seth
Jones put on the younger man’s walking shoes, light on his feet, shoes that would carry him far away.

The bad weather must have been a hundred miles off. West. North. Nowhere nearby. Or so it seemed.
Then it happened the way things do, when it’ s least expected. Lightning hit. It tore a hole in the ground.
It struck the stranger so hard that his heart stopped. He was ?0ating above himself, and he stayed there,
hovering, until he came to himself in the hospital morgue. When he tried to speak, to ask about the other
man, smoke came out of his mouth. It was amazing he hadn’t been burned alive, that’s what he heard the
nurses saying. No matter what the experts said about rubber soles, he the traded boots were what saved
him. But he couldn’t much beyond that. He was still hovering in some way.

In the hospital he saw the dark, branchlike splotches on his arms. All he could think was that he had to
get away. When he stood up from the bath, dripping with ice, he heard them gasp at the marking on his
back. It was a burn shaped like a face, someone guessed. A wound shaped like a man. But that wasn't
what it was. He knew exactly who he carried: the man to whom he owed a year.

He got dressed and refused any further medical care; he heard those same nurses refer to him as Lazarus.
Since he barely remembered his own name, he decided to call himself that as well. What was death like?
For him it was a cloud, and he awoke from it clouded still. Where had he been? He
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had lost himself, and then he was back. If he thought hard, there may have been a battle. He could
halfway remember charging through the bath of ice in some way, to come back, slamming down and
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then arising.

He left the hospital as soon as he could — they had no authority to hold him, he didn’t appear to be a
danger to himself or others, and he had a bargain to keep. As soon as he returned to the orchard he found
the exact spot where he' d been hit. The hole in the ground. The oranges turned red. And then he noticed
it, what he was looking for. A pile of ashes. Lazarus got down on his hands and knees and breathed it in.
Sulfur and ?esh. His partner had been struck and had burst into . Thiswas al that was left, apile of ash
and minerals, this and the face imprinted on his back.

Lazarus swept the ashes into a dustpan, then funneled it all into a wooden box he’d found on the
bookshelf. He didn’t once think of leaving; he kept his part of the bargain. Seth Jones had outlived most
of hisfriends, and Lazarus avoided those Jones had known through his business, hiring workers over the
phone, doing his banking by mail and phone. Every night he walked through the orchard to the place
where the oranges had turned red. He had made a deal for ayear; now he was forced to carry his partner
forever more. When the anniversary of that day came, he could feel himself wanting to move on. It was
in his blood, that’s what he’ d discovered. He was never meant to be a settled man. But now he was
living another man’s life, trapped by circumstance. When did a promise end? With the sort of guilt
Lazarus had, the answer seemed to be never.
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Lazarus took me back inside; | followed him to the bookshelves. There was the wooden box, carved in
Morocco, a death box, a burden.

you think | killed him?’ Lazarus said.

It could have been anyone who delivered the mulch that day, but it was him. Anyone who stomped her
feet on the porch, but it was me.

| held the wooden box; it was surprisingly heavy, amazingly so. We carried it out through the orchard; it
seemed only right that we take Seth Jones with us now. The darkness was sifting through the trees. We
went out to the pond, where Jones had seen Lazarus, the moment when he thought his wish had come
true. We left the wooden box and our clothes in a pile and went wading into the water. It was cool and
deep. Nightsin Florida weren’t any more comfortable than the days, only wetter, more humid, closing
in, throwing you together. | held Lazarusin my arms. It didn’t matter what his name had been; he was
Lazarus now. | could feel everywhere he'd been, all those towns, those women, that life. | could feel that
he' d made a wish he now regretted, that he’ d give anything to have his own shoes back, his own life.

For oncein my lifel didn’t consider the what had happened or the what would be. None of that. The
nowness, the darkness, engulfed us. Two drowning people who loved the feel of water. Kiss me
underwater. Kiss me until I’'mgone. | could feel a shudder go through Lazarus. How odd to have the
truth there with us, right there in the black water, drifting. Hot night, beetles low, lightning in the
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distance.
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| was far above myself. Floating in the dark. No fear for once in my life. It was not at all what I'd
expected. That fearless moment. Salvation where it didn’t belong.

| could feel Lazarus shivering in my arms. ’s not your fault,” | told him.

And here' sthe thing | would have never believed about words, my own words, spoken aloud, the ones |
said to give him comfort, hope, al those things I’ d never believed in: They rescued me.

CHAPTER
FIVE

Gold

"d stayed away all weekend and on the
I

way home | worried about Giselle. It was Monday, late in the afternoon, nearing suppertime. The cat
would be waiting at the door, desperate to go out; perhaps she’' d already ignored her litter box, choosing
to defecate in one of my shoes instead, as she often did to vent her anger. I’ d left out a huge bow! of
food, but my guilt grew by the mile. As| was driving home | thought | heard her mewling, which was
impossible.
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When | reached the town line, the blue welcome to orlon sign decorated with oranges and palm trees, |
thought | heard Giselle screaming. She' d done that once or twice, when she’ d spied another cat through
the window, some supposed enemy or |over.

It was only asiren | was hearing — | saw the ambulance in my rearview mirror — but the sound had
doneitswork. My irregular heart was pounding against my ribs. | pulled up in front of my house and got
out. It was fairly good weather for Florida, almost crisp, no humidity. No storms. None in sight. All the
same, the hair stood up on my arms. | could feel something wrong up and down my spine. | waslike a
human weather vane, only for tragedy. | had that sour taste in my mouth and | hadn’t even made awish.

file://IK|/eMule/Incoming/Alice%20Hoffman%20-%20T he%20l ce%20Queen.html (83 of 128)6-8-2007 23:55:07



The Ice Queen
| ran up to the door and let Giselle out. She was angry with me, had her haughty expression on, her tail
up; she went past me and jumped around in the weeds. She turned her back to me to pee. Shewas a
private creature and | respected that. She held a grudge; | respected that, too.
| wanted to go inside, take a shower, put on some clean clothes, reconsider my life. | thought perhaps|1’d
discovered the difference between love and obsession. Only one of them puts you in jeopardy. | felt like
agambler who had only just realized how much there was to lose. Everything seemed different. The
steps | took, the scratchy weeds against the bare skin of my leg, my cat mewing.
Giselle trotted past me to the door. She had something in her mouth. | hoped it was a bird, not another
poor mole. | chased after her. She shook her prey back and forth. It was brown, whatever she’ d caught:
feathers or fur, | couldn’t tell.
Giselle rubbed back and forth against my legs, then deposited her catch at my feet. No longer angry that
I’ d been gone so long, proud of herself. She had given me a gift. | suppose she was my pet — and I, her
what? Surely not her keeper. Perhaps | was her pet in return. Her little murderess. Her darling dear.
| bent down, cautious. The thing at my feet didn’t seem familiar. And then, it was.

It was a leather glove. When | peered inside | saw of gold.

| ran back across the lawn. | found the other glove under the hedge. It was curled up like something
broken, aleaf, abird, amole, a heart.

Monday. The day after | was supposed to have met Renny to his architecture project. I’ d forgotten.

| went into my house, through the living room, into the kitchen. The Doric temple, un. The gloves on the
lawn. My irregular heart. My greedy self. My wish that he would disappear.

| heard someone call my name. The voice was unfamiliar. | charged back through the house and saw a
young woman on my front porch.

" she called.
| peered through the screen door.

had a message from Renny Mills,” the woman said. She was young, blond, wearing jeans and a T-shirt.
She looked somewhat familiar.

have a message for me?’
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. For me. Renny left me a note to meet him here. We werein art history class together in the spring.”
IrisMcGinnis.

She laughed, nervous. She was thin and pale, with a sweet expression. said he had a present for me. |
don’t know why he'd want to give me anything.”

Because he’ s madly in love with you, idiot, | wanted to say. | opened the screen door. She was very
young. Nineteen, perhaps. | had aterrible sinking feeling.

's been making you something,” | said.

?" Irislaughed, and the sound was like water. Maybe that was what he' d fallen in love with, that sound.
he’ s not here.”

, well, can you have him call me?’

Iris wrote down her phone number on the back of a piece of notepaper.

"Il be home all day. Studying. I’m not as smart as Renny is. He got an A in the class we took together
and | waslucky to get aC. I'll just wait for hiscall.”

;| said.

can’t believe he has a present for me.” She had green eyes, | noticed. She was pretty in apale, sweet
way.

When Irisleft | phoned Renny’s dorm. Someone answered and, when | asked for him, said, haven't
heard?’

| felt panic-stricken. | had the gloves on my bureau. My hair was sticking up as though I’ d been
shocked.

did he do?’ | asked. | knew it was something bad, something desperate, a monster’ s attempt to tear off
his skin, an angel’ s attempt to rise.

| pieced it together from that initial call and then a call to my brother. Everyone in the Science Center
knew. Renny had walked into Acres’ Hardware Store and taken a hatchet from the wall. He' d been calm
and cheerful; no one had even noticed him. Now there was so much blood on the of the hardware store
that new oak planks would have to be installed. Renny would have surely bled to death if the manager of
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the paint department, the man who’ d been attacked by the bulldog, hadn’t taken a lifesaving course. The
manager was aquick thinker; he' d been so ever since his own attack. He jumped over the counter and
made a tourniquet out of the strings of his Acres Hardware apron.

Because of the incident, and the university’ s liability, the lightning-strike study was to be disbanded.
There hadn’t been enough psychological supervision, that’s what Renny’ s parents were saying, and it
was rumored that alawsuit loomed. Orlon University had no vested interest in the study. Twelve years
of research was to be poured down the drain; al those photographs of us, the charts of our poor health,
would be shredded now.

Everyone | spoke to wondered why on earth someone would commit such a horrible act, right therein
the hardware store on a perfectly ordinary day. But | understood why Renny had tried to cut off his
hand. | was sure that when he walked past the girls at the checkout counter and smiled at them, they
hadn’t bothered to smile back; like all those students at Orlon who walked right past him, they most
likely hadn’t even seen him. Renny walked through the store, the invisible man, with one thought in
mind. | knew him well enough to know that. A single desire, his de secret: he wanted to be human.

| went immediately to the hospital, found the intensive care unit, and talked myself into the waiting area.
| knew afew of the nurses, and | was clearly upset and involved. | wasn’t family, and therefore couldn’t
see the patient, but they would allow me to wait. For what, | wasn't certain. | sat down on one of the
hard plastic chairs.

| suppose | was easy to pick out if someone had heard about me: lightning-strike victim, distraught
friend, fellow monster in disguise. A teenaged girl came to sit next to me. 're Renny’sfriend,” she said.
She introduced herself as his sister, Marina.

he recover?’ | asked.

'snot as bad as it sounds.” Marina had a soft voice, like Renny’s. She wore a black velvet headband that
pushed back her hair. | suppose she was a redhead, but her hair looked white to me. A little old woman,
concerned about her brother. He' d told me she was the smart one. The favorite. “They had to sew the
hand back on, reattach al the nerves. He may not feel anything. Or maybe he'll just fedl less. But mostly
he lost alot of blood.”

was supposed to help him with a project. That’s why this happened. | forgot all about it.”

| felt that | should get down on my knees and beg Ma-rina s forgiveness. | should cut out my heart and
placeit on the vinyl tiles of the.

Doric temple? It wasn’t for class. He was already failing when he asked you for help. He wanted to
create something to give to some girl he'sin love with.”
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| said.
she worth it?" Marina asked.
don’t know. | only met her today.”

Renny’ s parents had gone to collect his personal belongings from his dorm room. They were meeting
with their lawyer as soon as they got back to Miami. They might not have appreciated someone from the
lightning-strike study visiting Renny, but Marina took me to see him.

's not that my parents wouldn’t like you, it’ sjust that they’ re protecting him from the world. Parents.”
Marina shrugged. want the best and do the worst. I'm just holding my breath till I'm on my own.”

When we reached Renny’sroom, | peered in from the doorway. There he was. Under the sheets. Eyes
closed. There was some machine that made a sound like snow falling.

, knock,” Marinacalled. No reply. ,” she whispered to me. ’s been out for awhile.”

She led me in to see him. The room was darkened and we could see the of gold in his hands. He had no
idea of how beautiful he was, none at all.

We went to stand by the bed.

'sokay,” Marinasaid. can talk to him.”

" My voice sounded faint. It echoed as though | were far away when | was right there. ’s me.”

Renny opened his eyes. He didn’t turn away from me the way | thought he would. That was something.

| saw aline of red along his left arm — the line where they’ d sewed him together. | saw it — that
amazing, sharp, and painful red. It had been so long since | had seen the color that | was nearly blinded.
| had forgotten its intensity.

wanted to be normal,” Renny said. wanted to feel things.”
"ve got afunny way of being normal,” | said.

His parents would take him home, and Marina would bring him cups of tea and bowls of broth until he
recovered. One day someone would see him for who he really was and fall in love with him.

should | do with your project?’ | asked.
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He smiled. He had a great smile. much call for Doric temples. Throw the fucker out.”

Iris camefor it.”

?" he sad.

We both laughed at that. Girl of his dreams. Maybe it would be better now for her to stay there.
was alousy friend,” | said.

Renny was a gentleman, even now, drugged-up and in pain. 'sworse,” he said.

, amass murderer?’

" he said.

| leaned down and kissed Renny’ s forehead. ,” he said to me. | think that’s what he said. He was already
falling back asleep.

'stired,” Marina said.

Her hair wasred, | could see that now. | blinked and was still stunned by how beautiful the color was.
When | got my bearings, | wrote down my address. you let me know how he's doing?’

| felt that | had dreamed him up — Renny was that honest and that true,
you think it’s possible for him to be happy?’ she asked.

She wasn’'t much more than agirl.

152

think anything is possible,” | said. It sounded as though | meant it.

| left, back into the heat of the day. | was walking

across the parking lot to my car, thinking about love and why it mattered. It was an idea, wasn't it?
Nothing real, nothing lasting, nothing to live or diefor. In al the talks I’ d had with Jack Lyons, I'd
never once asked him what he thought about love. | hadn’t wanted to know.
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The clouds were moving quickly in the sky. There was so much blue and there was the color I’ d missed
the most moving across al that blue. So startling. So alive. It was a cardinal above the treetops. | stood
there with ahand over my eyes. After so much time, even the smallest amount of that color hurt my
retinas. | think | felt tears.

| heard something. Renny’ s sister running after me.
on,” she called.

| turned and waited for her to catch up.

said you' d take care of this.”

Marina held out her hands and | held out mine. She turned over the little mole Renny had rescued from
the cat. It felt likeaglove, aleaf, awish.

's going to happen to him?’ | said.

"Il take care of Renny. When he' s better he'll go to the University of Miami. Art history. Or did you
mean the mole?’

| hadn’t, but | supposed | should be interested in the poor thing; he was my responsibility now.
153
you can't grubs or earthworms, Renny said to feed it American cheese and lettuce. Twice aday.”

It was nothing | wanted. Nothing | cared about. But mine all the same. | held the mole up and looked
into its blind face. And then | realized what love did. It changed your whole world. Even when you
didn’t want it to.

On the way to my brother’ s house | saw flashes of

red everywhere. | suppose | was recovering. Or maybe | was hallucinating, imagining what | wanted
most to see. The sign on the mini-mart so deeply crimson it took my breath away. Had such ridiculous
things been beautiful before and | simply hadn’t noticed? | stopped, pulled into the lot, went inside the
market, to the fruit aisle. Wrapped lettuce, cucumbers, peaches, lemons, and then, at last, asingle pale
apple, blushed on one side as if 2led with life, with blood. | bought the apple and ate it in my car. It was
delicious, al the more so because of its color. Sitting in my parked car, | felt absurdly alone without
Renny. I’ d gotten involved, even though I’ d known it was always a mistake.
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| drove aong idly until I was on my brother’ s street. This was often where the story went in afairy tale.
Sun and moon, brother and sister, the guardian and the guarded, opposites who gave each other form,
guided each other until they stumbled home. Ned was at the university; | knew an emergency meeting of
the lightning-research group had been called. There was a great deal of worry about the lawsuit Renny’s
family was threatening. None of the experts had offered him counseling, taken note that he might be
unbalanced. Well, weren't we all? It was true for all of the members of our study group. We'd been
turned inside out, picked up and dropped down, , wounded, torn apart. I’ d seen the Naked Man several
times, wandering through the park, stopping to throw tennis balls for other peopl€e’ sretrievers and
poodles. I’d seen the young girl with the mismatched socks at the coffee shop in town, her hand held
over atabletop, trying to make a spoon turnin acircle.

Frankly, I thought if Renny’ s family sued anyone, it should be me. Ignorant, sel, greedy, blind, the
friend who wasn't there. Oh, de™Mitely, it should be me, although what they might take in reparations
was minimal: my cat, my car, my future, my past.

| got out of the car onto my brother’ s street, and tossed the apple core away. | suppose seeing Renny’s
sister and her devotion had made me think of Ned. I’d been aterrible sister; | should have told him about
Nina and A Hundred Ways to Die. Now, | knocked on the door. The car wasn'’t in the driveway. Maybe
Ninawalked to her classes; the mathematics building wasn't far. It was such a beautiful day. It was
getting dark earlier. That was the only thing that was the same here asit wasin New Jersey. By now the
maples would have begun to turn red with the ?rst rush of cooler weather. Here there was just a slow
bluing of everything. Birds sang in the darkening sky, and afew palm fronds, ones that had turned dry
with the heat, rattled and shook in the breeze.

| made my way through the hedge of gardenia and peered into the window. A white sofa. A framed red
heart on the wall. Nina opened the door and stood there. | think I’d woken her. Her hair was mussed.
Her eyes were foggy. | wasn't quite certain whether she recognized me. Even when she spoke, she
wasn’'t connecting in any way. | might have been the paperboy or a door-to-door salesman.

brother’s not here. He' s at the Science Center. There’ s some sort of alleged crisis.”
, well, afriend of minetried to cut off his hands. He was in the lightning study.”
people make their own grief.”

Nina eyed me meaningfully. So it was true. She didn’t like me. She was wearing a smock with paint
smeared over it. | noticed shedidn’'t invite mein.

you painting?’

. Obvioudly.” The color was yellow. | could see that on her , her blue jeans.
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you have any American cheese?’ | said.

Ninalaughed. A funny, broken sound, but light, like chimes. ’'re here for cheese?’
| took the mole out of my pocket. Ninatook a step back, stunned.

" She nearly laughed.

"m taking care of it for my friend.”

Nina opened the door, and | followed her inside. We went through the living room, past the heart on the
wall, into the kitchen. | could smell paint. | liked the smell: something covering up something,
something brand-new.

| sat down while Nina rummaged through the fridge. | put the mole down and stared at it. It didn’t move.
| hoped it wasn’t going to die on me.

don’t put that thing on the table,” Nina said when she approached with a packet of orange cheese.
| lifted the mole, set my backpack on the table, then placed the mole atop it.

things aren’t meant to be pets.” Nina sat down at the table. She gazed at the mole. creature who cannot
see or hear or want or need.” She looked at me. doesn’t seem to like the cheese.”

She went to the pantry for some of the food my brother left out for bats at their feeder in the yard. Fruit
and veggies pureed and stored in ajar. | took a spoon of the mush and placed it in alittle plate. The mole
took a mouthful of what appeared to be smushed grape. | had the book in my backpack. A Hundred
Ways to Die. The mole was probably sitting on it right now. | saw the pulse at Nina' s throat, delicate,
pale pink.

Isit liketo love someone?’ | asked.
Ninalaughed. At any rate, she made a noise. question. There are countless answersto that one.”
to you. What does it mean to you?’

| could see into the yard from where | was sitting. The sky was salmon, then gray, then dark and deep, a
bluish color, one | hadn’t seen before. Nothing like New Jersey. Something in, hot, faraway.

Nina was gazing out at the yard.
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thought you loved him,” | said.
Ninaturned back to me, surprised.
" | said. thought you truly loved him.”

Nina glared and went to the sink. She just stood there. Didn’t bother to turn on the water. Oh, she said. |
think that’s what she said.

, | wasthereinthelibrary,” | told her.’swhy I’'m saying this to you. Y ou think | want to get involved? |
didn’'t want to see you, but | did. I know you withdrew A Hundred Ways to Die. If Ned knew what you
were planning, it would destroy him.”

Ninalaughed, but the sound was dry. Nothing funny here.
'm the one destroyed,” she said.

"re planning to kill yourself.”

, far worse.”

Ninaturned and left the room, so | followed her. | went down the dark hall. Ninawas standing in the
study, now cleared of furniture. She had painted one wall yellow. She hadn’t bothered to turn on the
overhead light, but the room was glowing. Y ellow did that. Thisyellow.

color,” | said.

Ninasat down on the, legs crossed. She' d covered the carpet with adrop cloth. | sat across from her and
watched her cry. When she was done she wiped her eyes with the palms of her hands.

want to know what love is? It’ s the thing that ruins you.”

Ninalooked straight at me. She reached out and for a second | thought she meant to hit me. | wouldn’t
have blamed her if she had. | was rude, asking too many questions, insinuating myself where | wasn't
wanted, spying on her. Instead, she took my hand and put it on her stomach. She was farther along than
anyone would have guessed. She' d kept her secret well. | could feel the baby moving.

isn’t ruin. Thisiswonderful. Why would you ever take out that book?’ | said.

| looked right into her, and | saw what love was to her.
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book was for him. In case it got too hard for him and he didn’t want to live through it. In case | couldn’t
stand to watch his pain.”

| didn’t want to understand what she was talking about. It was ruin; she was right. It was opening
yourself to be destroyed. One minute you have everything. And then the next it’s all gone.

This was that time.

has pancreatic cancer. He wants to work as long as he can, which they say isless than a month. The
baby will be here after the of the year. The book was in case he wanted it. To go as he chose. It’s his
right, after all. It'shislife. But then | couldn’t go through with it. Even a minute less time of him in the
world would be too hard. | returned it.”

Nina s face was blotchy; the rims of her eyeswere apalered. Even | could see that color.
can paint the room and you can watch me,” | said.

can paint tomorrow,” Nina suggested. least there’ s time for that.”

We sat there in the dark, holding hands. And then | knew the answer to my question.
Thisiswhat it was.

I

As soon asit was strong enough, | set the mole

freein theyard at dusk. | put it on the grass near the hedge and it disappeared. One minute it was there,
the next it was gone. | suppose this was familiar territory, the scent of the hibiscus, the feel of the dried
grass. The mole didn’t leave any tracks; it just vanished.

| thought about the way old blind women in stories found their lost loves and recognized them even
though or a hundred years had passed, even if their husbands or lovers had been turned into stags or
monsters. | thought about how the familiar imprinted itself on you — a hedge, a scent, atouch. If
someone had taken a photograph of Lazarus and me together and pinned it to awall, anyone who' d seen
it would have thought, They aren’t meant for each other. They don’t belong together. So we didn’t take
any photographs. | had questioned how it was possible for this man to love me all along, but | had begun
to understand the reason: | knew him. If he came to me as a bear or adeer, | would still know him. If |
were blind, if it was at dusk, if ahundred years had passed, I'd still know.

That couldn’t be taken away, despite ruin, despite time.
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That night | drove out and we went walking through the orchard in the dark. During the day, the workers
Lazarus had hired called to one another and the picking machinery was noisy. But at night you could
hear every breath, every beetle.

| told Lazarus about my brother. | looked for blame everywhere: if we' d never lived in New Jersey, if
we' d breathed different air, if he'd had a different diet, had never cometo Florida, if we' d had different
parents, grandparents, a different genetic makeup, maybe his cancer wouldn’t have happened. There was
another, earlier theory my brother had told me about, the uncertainty principle, a theorem that predated
and informed chaos theory. The ssimple fable to illustrate it explains that a cat will live or die depending
on the utterly random decay of asingle atom. And so it was for Ned. One cell affected another; one
bloody random cell utterly de everything. Why it should happen to him, it was impossible to know.
There were not hundreds of possible answers, but thousands. All unknowable and random. All out of
reach.

do I do for him?' | asked Lazarus. | thought a dead man would know such things.

Lazarus laughed. He rarely did. 'd have to ask him. It’ s different for everyone.”

you had afew weeks to live, how would you want to live it?’

| wanted him to say, Like this, walking with you in the dark. | wanted him to help me through, but
Lazarus wasn't like that. It wasn't his fault. He was too trapped in his own life to really think about
someone else’s.

it was me, I’d want to be free. Like | used to be. | thought my life was nothing, until | lost it. If people
knew who | am, they’ d want to know what happened to Seth, and | doubt they’d believe me. They'd
think | killed him, took his money. So here | am. Stuck.”

Trapped in the wrong shoes, in the woods where every path led back to the exact same place. |
understood how Lazarus might want to be in his own skin again. Thiswasn’t hislife. That was why |
wanted to remember everything about this night. | was going to loseit, all of it, | could tell standing

there. Sooner or later. Ruin. | looked at every leaf, every star.

think I’ll be found out anyway,” Lazarus said. think people are starting to realize I’ m not the right Seth
Jones.”

The feedstore had balked the last time he' d tried to make a transaction over the phone. Why didn’t he
ever comein to place his order? He' d had to talk to the manager, who had known the real Seth Jones and
who said, 'swrong with you, Jonesy? Frog in your throat?’

, damn near pneumonia,” Lazarus had answered. But he was worried. The year of their bargain had
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passed. Come and gone. He' d been thinking about leaving, and now he thought harder. Maybe he would
already be goneif he hadn’t made a promise to the old man. If | hadn’t driven out, wearing that red
dress. Filled my mouth with ice and kissed him.

Feel lucky for what you have when you have it. Isn’t that the point? Happily ever after doesn’t mean
happy forever. The ever after, what precisely was that? Y our dreams, your life, your death, your
everything. Was it the blank space that went on without us? The forever after we were gone?

So now. So here. So him. The heat, the black night, the stars, the moment, the ever after inside of us.

There was something wrong with the crop. That was the other reason he didn’t feel right about taking
off. He led me out to the place where lightning had struck. A few cars passed on the road, but no one
paid any attention. We were a man and a woman walking through the past. The hole in the ground had
widened greatly, the earth was falling in on itself, inch by inch, revealing arocky, hard core. At the outer
circle more and more trees were dying. One day they were with fruit, the next they were lea and black.

Around the circle, there were still afew trees with red oranges. Now | saw it. Not icefruit or snowballs,
but ruby red. Red worlds, red globes, beautiful in the dark. How could | have been so stupid to ignore
everything I'd had in my life? The color red alone was worth kingdoms.

want to pick some,” | said.

We took one of the ladders and set it against atree; | climbed up and tossed the oranges to Lazarus.
" hesaid. 'll never eat them all.”

But | couldn’t stop. More and more. I’d been starving; not anymore.

It was a cool night, but these oranges kept in heat. Little globes of burning sunlight. We carried the
basket together. For this one night, in love, in love. Everything meant something to us. Black sky, black
trees, red oranges, sweet smell of the earth, the heat when he whispered to me, the sound of our feet on
the dirt paths, the sprinkler system switching on, water falling.

We took off our clothes in the orchard and went under the sprinklers. In the night air, under water, we
could embrace each other any way we wanted to. There was no one for miles around. No one else at all.
| loved the way hefelt, so real, so here, so now. | loved his muscles under his skin, the heat from his
body, the way his kisses burned. | loved the way it hurt, the way it made me know | was alive, now and
in the ever after, seeing red, wanting to go down on my hands and knees, not caring if there was another
person in the universe. No wonder people did this however and with whomever; with strangers, in
parking lots, desperate, greedy; joined together, you can imagine you' re not alone, the only one. So
different, because when you are in love, that’ s the joke: you feel your aloneness so deeply it hurts. When
I’ m not with you.
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thinking,” Lazarus said to me.

| was freezing, without clothes, soaked by all that cold water, the sprinklers, the starlight, the now, the
Now.

| kissed him and let the rest fall away. He sat on the ground, pulled me down. | wasin hislap with him
inside me, able to look right into his eyes, the way they were like ashes. | ran my hands down his back. |
felt everything. There wasn’t another man, shadowgraph or not. It was just him. Skin, muscles, bones,
heart, blood, red, heat.

| just let go. | gave up, gavein: | stopped being aive.

It was the time | would remember, more than the , tub, ice, pond, fast, hard, slow, baby; it was this,
drowning while | knew he was thinking about leaving. We were a human example of chaos theory,
thrown together by circumstance. We didn’t belong together, | knew that. But for one night we were
perfect.

When we went back to the house | took a hot shower. | was shivering, even when | got dry and had
dressed. | took a sweater from the bureau drawer in the bedroom, then went into the kitchen. Lazarus
was wearing the clothes he'd had on before; he still had mud on him. He was sitting at the table. He
looked at me when | came into the room. | could tell from his expression that there was always a price to
pay. Theruin. The sorrow. The ever after.

you | would have been completely alone,” he said.

| looked at his mouth, the bones of hisface, his ashy eyes, his wide hands, and the way his veins roped
through hisarms. Blue and red. Alive. | looked hard. | wanted to remember that he' d wanted me once. |
put this moment into the ever after, the core of everything I'd ever known.

He had cut all of the oranges |’ d picked in half. It looked as though there was blood on the table, but it
was only juice. These were the oranges that had been bringing the most pro at market. People liked how
rare they were, the splash of color in afruit bowl, in their mouths. He' d been getting double the price,
but not anymore.

The ones he’'d cut in half were black in the center. All that sweet red fruit that tasted like a surprise, that
was gone. The oranges were rotting from the inside out. I’ d heard about such occurrences. A tree that
had been hit would stand for months and no one would guess it was dying at its center until it fell to the
ground. Effects took time; you looked away, you thought you were safe, then they happened. Before you
knew it, everything had changed.

The story is always about searching for the truth, no matter what it might bring. Even when nothing was
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what it appeared to be, when everything was hidden, there was a center not even | could run from: who |
truly was, what | felt, what | was deep inside.

CHAPTER SIX

Hope

I

enny’s family had brought a lawsuit
R

against Orlon University. Ever careful and prudent, the university protected itself, like a creature that
could only think to sting. My brother’ s research was gone. Someday someone else would collect similar
information and would interview lightning victims, photograph them against awhite wall, but that
would be then. Not now. In the now that we lived in, everything went through the shredder and was
turned to dust.

166

| had thought of away to give my brother some of the life he wanted to live. Something that might
please him, interest him, something to remember in the ever after. | asked Nina, and she agreed, so |
phoned my brother at work. | hadn’t seen him or spoken to him since Nina had told me. My brother and
| weren't exactly used to the truth. So | dodged it a bit longer.

they shred it, get the Dragon’s,” | told Ned.

| had managed to gain areferral from Craven, my cardiologist, so that | could speak with the attending
cardiologist in Jacksonville. When | asked about the Dragon, the cardiologist told me the old fellow
came back stronger both times he’ d been struck by lightning. He was an ox of a man who still walked
ten miles aday.

ran tests on him. He said he was too old to give us more than one day to study him. Said it was a waste
of time. According to the facts of his condition, he should have stayed dead. His heartbeat was less than
ten beats a minute, slower than a bear in hibernation. He was eighty-seven years old when his second
strike took place. He was knocked 7at on his back and received so many volts it was immeasurable.
Then he got up and had lunch. He refused all medical care, and as far as we know, he's the healthiest old
bastard in the state. Go .”

want me to steal his?” my brother said now when | phoned him. in just take it?’
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now.
Ned laughed; he seemed pleased at the idea of asmall criminal act committed against the university.
| get caught, I'll say you' re the mastermind.”

| was nervous about seeing Ned. | thought I’ d say something stupid. Wouldn't that be just likeme. | a
public place might be best; with people around, | might behave myself. | might not cry.

| met him at the diner in town for breakfast and he handed over the .

Dragon’s an anomaly. One of akind. Even if he' d talked to us, he would have done nothing for our
study. He' swhat people doing research call an ‘anecdote’ — agreat story, but meaninglessin the
greater scheme of research. Just alucky old bastard. And since there’ s no longer a study, it doesn’t really
matter.”

'sgoseehim,” | said.
Ned had ordered a single scrambled egg and toast. He hadn’t even eaten half.
"Il be back by tonight,” | assured him.

never had anyone go out there and examine him. We can’'t even be sure he's till alive. Plus. . .” He
played with hisfood. , I’'m not feeling so great.”

asked Nina and she said you could go.”
asked Nina? What am I, years old? Do | need permission?’

Leaveit to me to say the wrong thing. | signaled the waitress and ordered rice pudding and tea. When |
turned back, my brother was cleaning his glasses on his shirt. | saw that the skin under his eyes was
scaly with rosy patches.

told you,” Ned said. He didn’t seem particularly angry, only disappointed.
sort of forced her to, Ned. | mean, I'm your sister. | should know if you'reill.”
| know about your life? Let’sface it, we don’t even know each other.”

;" 1 said. "m so sorry.”
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'sexactly why | didn’t want it thisway!” Herealy was angry. sorrowful ‘Ned.” Don’'t say it that way.
No bullshit. No standing on the porch. | really couldn’t stomach that.”

Now | was pissed. ’'s that supposed to mean?”

means |’ m not coming home, either. Don’t wait for me. Don’t think anything’s going to turn out
differently. Don’t think there’s something you can do to prevent it. And for once in your life, don’t think
it’s about you.”

| got up and went outside. The heat was crazy. | felt as though | were suffocating. Melting, but melting
into what? | had wanted to give my brother a gift. Do something he’ d been wanting to do. A single
memorable day. Stupid, as usual. Mistake, naturally.

My brother had paid the bill and now he came outside. We didn’t ook at each other. Finally Ned spoke.
| supposed to apologize for dying?’

. Apologize. How fucking dare you?’

| wastoo loud. My eyes were hot. | really might have been going crazy. | glared at him. | hated my
brother. | thought if | was left behind again, | would break into pieces. | thought about how everything
cametoo late.

My brother and | stood there in the heat. Pissed. Sweating. Older than we' d ever thought we' d be. This
wasn’t our natural habitat. | wanted to rewind things. Maybe Ned did, too. He' d calmed down.

heard you helped paint the room for the baby,” he said. More neutral, cheerful territory, if it weren’t so
tragic.

would have preferred red. I’ m seeing some shades of it now.”

. | apologize,” my brother said. s all my fault. Fuck me with my fucking goddamn cancer.”

Now he was the one to turn away. Ruin. The word | despised. It was happening to him.

"Il just have to turn you around, so Death isn’'t standing at your feet. Then he won't be able to take you.”

Ned laughed. He pulled himself together. Faced me again. Once you knew, you saw it. His face looked
different. Thin. Tired.

s no fooling that son of a bitch.” My brother shook his head, amused. love that story.”
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? It sterrible.”

'strue.”

We both thought about that.

, Inthe story Death is tricked.”

twice, little sister. Then he gets what belongs to him.”
Dragon’s still alive and he tricked Death twice.”

, We're off to see the Dragon. Is that why? Find out the tricks of the trade? It ain’t gonnawork, baby
girl.”

'rejust going,” | said. of it asatrip.”

"re not the only one who knows a secret. Ninatold me. Y ou’ ve got yourself a boyfriend.”
we'reeven,” | said.

Did | sound jaunty? Did | sound as though | could make it through the conversation?

, you get to fall inlove; | die. Very even.”

| thought that the people inside the diner were in a different universe, one where there was sustenance,
hope, good health. The heat could wear a person out. Maybe there was nothing | could do for Ned. | was
ready to back down. Then my brother turned to me.

car or mine?’

?’

many times do you get to see adragon?”’

It took two hours to get up north; | drove and Ned slept the whole time. Nina had told me he'd tried
chemo when he’ d been diagnosed, but it had made him so sick he hadn’t been able to work; the doctors
had agreed that the treatment was doing more harm than good. He was trying to last until January, when
the baby would be born. It seemed unlikely that he would.

, I'mdrooling,” Ned said when he woke up.
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We got to the outskirts of Jacksonville at noon. Hotter here. Impossible, but true. The air conditioner of
my car started to sputter. Overworked, pissy. We pulled into a gas station and | got out to check the
directions I’ d gotten off the record from the cardiologist who' d treated the Dragon. I’ d begged him, asa
matter of fact. | told him | was a lightning-strike survivor who needed hope. He had no reason to
disbelieve me.

There were severa back roads we' d have to take and | worried that the ride was too bumpy for Ned.
Every oncein awhile | would look at him.

that. Just concentrate on driving. Fuck it,” he added when we went into a ditch. There was atrailer and a
fellow gitting outside. over,” Ned said.

He got out and spoke with the elderly man in the lawn chair. It looked asif thisfellow had the same
lawn chair | had. Acres Hardware. | guess it was a statewide chain. Ned and the old man shook hands
and spoke afew words, then Ned came back to the car. miles up. But the Dragon won't talk to us
without an introduction, so says the gentleman in the lawn chair.”

does that asshole know?’
| noticed the fellow was locking his door, heading for our car.
asshole' sthe Dragon’s son.”

," our new companion said as he got in the backseat. 'm Joe.” He was about seventy years old.
Minimum. 'l take you to see my dad.”

never had afather,” Ned said as | got back to driving. , we had one, but he took off.”
of abitch,” Joe said, sympathetic to our plight. dad is right up the road.”
I’m dying and leaving my own kid before he's born,” Ned said.

My throat was drying up. That kind of talk could make you cry; you had to concentrate and start
counting right away, or you'd loseit.

'sdifferent.” Joe had lit a cigarette; | kept my mouth shut, even though it would be weeks before | could
get the stink out of my car. 's not abandonment. Y ou don’t want to leave, so you’'ll probably linger.”

7" Ned said.
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spirit.”
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Shut up, old man, | wanted to say. | strained to be polite. Thiswastoo dif. This couldn’t be about Ned.
don’t believe in that.”

Joe |eaned forward. do you believe in?”’
We thought that over until Joe shouted, over now!”

We did, and nearly got stuck in ameadow of saw grass. It was sloppy, muddy stuff, but | found a dry
place to park. There was the Dragon’ s house, a cottage that looked alittle like mine. When I’ d stopped
at the gas station I’ d bought chips and soda. A little refreshment. Joe went on ahead to make sure his
father was presentable, then he stuck his head back out the door.

on,” Joe said.

"re giving a ninety-year-old man soda pop and potato chips?’ my brother said.
, shut up.” | grinned. God, it was hot. should | bring? Pablum?’

do you want to bet he has no air conditioner,” Ned said.

At least there was an overhead fan, but it seemed to be spinning in slow motion. The Dragon of
Jacksonville didn’t look much older than his son. Pretty spry, actually.

tracked me down,” the Dragon said. hope you brought me something to make this visit worth my while.”

He was sitting in an easy chair made out of fake leather. A good-looking old man. Still had his hair, lots
of it, white.

| held up the chips and pop, and the Dragon nodded, pleased. He suggested that Joe serve us al drinks
with ice.

about you?’ he said to my brother. Ned looked at
173

me. He hadn’t thought to bring anything. 'sanice
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watch,” the Dragon said.

Ned smiled, unclasped it, and handed it over.
good time,” Ned said.

s no time like the present,” the Dragon said.

It was ajoke, so we laughed appreciatively. We had Coke with ice and sat on uncomfortable stools. It
was sweltering. The Dragon pulled up his undershirt and showed us where the lightning had struck .

for fourteen minutes and forty- seconds,” Joe said proudly. timed him.”

Then Joe took off hisfather’s dlippers and showed us the Dragon’ s feet. They were curled up like
hooves. ,” Joe said. in the family.” He showed us the marks on the soles.

lightning hit atree, ricocheted, went along the ground, and struck him dead for - minutes the second
time.”

was it like?’ | asked the Dragon.

thing. It wasjust like this,” the Dragon said. sitting here with you. Soon you'll go away. That’s what it
was. One minute it was one thing, the next it was something else.”

how did you come back?’

Ned elbowed me. | suppose | was being rude. But there wasn’t much time, was there? That’s why we
were here.

| knew that, | wouldn’t have bought a plot in the cemetery the very next week. It was just a preview, not
the whole show. I’'m back because I'm back.” The Dragon took

174

agulp of sodapop. I'd like to ask you something.
Maybe you know — isthere areason for everything?’
We all looked at my brother, the scientist, for an answer.

because we don’'t know it or understand it doesn’t mean there’ s not areason,” Ned said.
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you go.” The Dragon was pleased with that response. sentiments exactly.”

He held out my brother’ s watch. It was an old Rolex. Nina had gotten it for him on their tenth
anniversary. It had cost afortune and she had scoured antiques shops in Orlando till she found the right
one.

it back?’
Ned shook his head. time like the present,” he said.

I’m going to show you a secret. You paid for it. You deserveit. Just don’t go telling your cronies. I'm
not a sideshow.”

It took quite awhile to walk down the road a piece. the road a piece” was far, the way things always
werein Florida. Ned was tired and the Dragon was slow, especialy in the soppy saw grass.

"re going to wind up getting ticks,” | said. . Poison something. Oak or ivy.”

you smell it?” My brother had stopped and took a deep breath. is where the salt water meets up with the
stream and mixes.”

It was salty and fetid both. Underneath it al was a sweetness. Here we were, older than our mother had
been, wandering through the muck on a day when it was over a hundred degrees, following two old men
through the swamp.

175
just want you to know: if | see an dligator, I’ m turning around.”

Ned laughed. snakes don’t count, right?’ My brother nodded, and when | saw a dlithery thing in the
grass, | grabbed hisarm. ,” he said. snake.”

| realized then that my brother seemed happy. The place where his watch had been shone, white skin,
naked, new. His khaki pants were streaked with mud and saw grass.

, herewe are,” the Dragon said. can spit , you know that, right?”’

WEell, I’d seen Lazarus set to paper, burn me with akiss— | thought | was ready. But the Dragon
actually spit, and where it landed rose out of the saw grass. Joe ran over and stomped them out.
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, that’ s physiologically impossible,” my brother said. All the same, he sounded excited. He looked wide-
awake.

I’ve been told,” the Dragon said. | out how you can stop it.” The Dragon reached into his pocket and
brought out something that looked like atulip bulb. garlic. Takes the ?re right out of a person. But |
don’t want to do that now, ’ cause I’ m going to show you something worth seeing. Y ou didn’t come all
thisway for me. Now promise you'll keep thisto yourselves.”

My brother crossed his heart. My eyes were burning. | thought of him in New Jersey, watching the bats
in the sky. | thought about the colony of ants he’ d had to |eave behind when we moved in with our
grandmother. | didn’t care about the things | couldn’t take with me, but my brother was different; after
my grandmother put her foot down, Ned went out behind her house and set the ants free. | watched from
the bedroom window. | never mentioned it,

but I’ d seen that he was crying.
your heart,” my brother told me.

| did so. | didn’t wish for anything, want anything, say anything. | wasin present time, standing in the
muck, my shoes ruined, my skin itchy.

There was alog, no, atree, the one hit by the same lightning that had struck the Dragon the second time
around. An old moss-draped oak, dead now and pale, pale gray. Ice-colored in all this green, this muck,
these leaves, this water, this heat. The Dragon walked toward it. He was knee-high in the water. He took
off hisundershirt and | saw the tree patterns the lightning had left on his arms and historso. Like
Lazarus. | felt atwinge of something sad. Asif everything that was happening now had already
happened, only to someone else.

The Dragon turned around and nodded. this.”

He spit at the old log and there was a spark of . The Dragon waved his shirt around and smothered the ,
but the smoke had done what he’ d expected. Dozens of bats rose from the log. They seemed pure black
at rst, but in the sunlight they shone, a glinty blue, then purple. It was like seeing the face of the world,

like seeing every possibility there had ever been. Out of smoke, out of , out of wood, out of ice, they
arosein acloud.

Ned blinked. , what do you know,” he said.

'rearound all day long, only we never see them. Y ou walk along and you think you’ re alone. But they’re
here,” the Dragon said. with al the other things we don’t see.”

The bats disappeared into the sky; from underneath they were gray-brown, like leaves falling upward,
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like time reversed.

My shoulders were sunburned, | could barely breathe in the heat, there was atick walking along my
shin, but it wasworthit. If | hadn’t learned my lesson, | would have wished we could stay there forever.
But | knew better now. We' d seen what we' d come to see. The way to trick death. Breathe in. Breathe
out. Watch asit al rises upward, black and blue into the even bluer sky.

[
| called Frances Y ork to apologize for never

showing up for work. In my past life, before moving to Florida, | was the dependable one, the great co-
worker, the planner of parties. Asit was, | hadn’t been to the library in aweek. Hadn't called in once.

, don’t come in now,” Frances told me. “Cometo my house at six-thirty. Thirteen Palmetto Street. The
house with the big yard.”

, If you want to me, | understand. Y ou can do it over the phone. It's . | deserveit.”
have never anyonein my life, and | am not about to start now. Y ou're coming for dinner.”

| didn’t quite believe her. | dressed for the occasion of my . Somber. My hair combed back, ared
headband that I’ d picked up at the drugstore, and then, last-minute bribery, a plant from the. A Venus.
Useful in Florida. Practical. The old me. The dependable girl. Maybe Frances would see she needed me,
although the truth of it was, there was barely work enough for one of us at the library.

I’d never been to Frances' s house; it was on the older side of town, where the yards were bigger and the
feel was more rural, less suburban. Her house was old Florida, tin roof, shutters, cabbage palms. | parked
and got out, carrying the potted plant, wearing good black shoes that were uncomfortable. | stopped on
the path. There was something that |ooked like a bear on the front porch. It was growing dark and my
vision wasn't great. | had amoment of panic. Then | realized it was the pup in her desk photos grown to
amonstrous size. A Newfoundland. Not a breed that would do well in Florida, and as it was, | could
hear the creature panting. When the creature woofed, Frances came out of the house. She was wearing

blue jeans, an old shirt, a scarf around her head. She didn’t resemble her library self.

, Harry,” she said to her dog. thing, some students got him, then realized they couldn’t take care of him
and left him behind when they went home for the summer. Happens every year. Abandonment.”

it wasn't apony,” | said.

When | approached, Harry sniffed me politely. He was slobbery, but gentlemanly. Not the pet I'd
expected Frances to have.
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thought you'd have acat,” | said. stereotype.”
you?’

s not of mine. It belonged to a co-worker. It thinksit's mine when dinnertime comes around. And | had
amole. Adopted aswell. | just released it into the wild. The hedge in front of my house, actualy. |
thought I’ d better set it free before | killed it. | have terrible luck with living creatures.”

came looking for Seth Jones,” Frances said.

?” | couldn’t have heard quite right. We were talking about pets, weren’'t we?
'sgoin,” Frances suggested.

| followed her, and the dog followed me. Had she said something about Seth Jones?

We sat down in the kitchen. Frances had made lemonade. Poured cherry juice into the pitcher, afaint
blush, a sour pink. | could see it even though it was so pale. This was going to be worse than being ?red.
She wanted to talk about Lazarus, the man | never spoke about, the man | knew | would lose. Just not
now. Not yet.

Orlon sheriff s of got acall from some character at afeedstore. That’s how the whole thing started, and
now they’ re convinced some crime has been committed. No-body’ s seen this fellow Jones, not since he
was struck by lightning, and now a deliveryman from the feedstore swears he recognized aman in
Jones's house who wasn't Jones. It was someone who worked at the feedstore a while back. So now
they’re digging around.” Frances let that all sink in, then she asked, suppose you want to know how |
know all this.”

, how?’ | suppose | looked stunned. | certainly felt it.
came for hislibrary information. His card.”

Frances poured me a glass of lemonade.

180

was missing from the catalog, but | found it on your desk.”

She knew alot. More than | would have expected. She' d been seeing through me all along.
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The dog was sitting beside me, hoping there’ d be cookies to go with the lemonade, | suppose, breathing
on my leg.

| thought about which sort of lie would best.

"t bother,” Frances said before | could even begin. don’t care how you're involved. We're going to burn
the card, and just so they don’t think we did so intentionally, we' re going to burn all the others as well.”

We went over to the pantry. The boxes of catalog cards had been stacked inside, including the ones from
the basement. There was the musty, sad odor of paper. Frances had spent all week carrying boxes of
cards home.

what someone reads in alibrary is nobody else’s business,” Frances said.

We waited for the sun to go down. Then we dragged the boxes into the backyard, dumped some cards
into the barbecue, then poured on some starter. It was pitch-black now, a hazy night. | had my backpack;
| unzipped it and took out Seth Jones's cards. The ones I’ d swiped.

appreciate your helping me,” | said. just so you know, there hasn’'t been any criminal activity. Nothing
like that.”

't tell me anything. I’'m not helping you. It's something | believe in. Let them their man some other
way.”

It took nearly three hours to burn all the cards. We drank al the lemonade, then switched to whiskey.

181

“The sheriff will be back tomorrow. | insisted | needed time to look up the gentleman in question’s card.
I'll let him know that over the years records have been lost.”

| worried for Frances, putting herself on the line this way.

, | know our funds will be cut. If they close the library, people in town will have to go to the Hancock
Public Library, or maybe the university will let them use their facility. Maybe I’ll go to Paris. If | do,
you can take care of Harry.”

| laughed.

"m serious.”
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She just might be. We both had soot on our faces, under our nails, along with paper cuts from ripping up
the catalog cards.

likes you,” Frances said.

The dog was at my feet, amountain of fur.

'm totally unlikable,” | insisted.

The New sighed and Frances and | both laughed.

We the whiskey, then had coffee to sober up. Now that we were done with the burning, we wet the ashes
and scraped them into garbage bags, which | took with me when | left. No evidence. Harry followed me
to my car and watched as | drove away. Nice dog, but | already had a pet.

| drove until | felt I'd found a safe place; | tossed the bag of ashes in the bin behind the diner. Then |
headed out of town fast. | hadn’t thought to phone Lazarus; I’ d thought we had time. Now | wished I'd
called him from Frances's house. | simply hadn’t expected the authorities to move so quickly. When |
got there | knew something was wrong before | turned into the driveway. | pulled over onto the shoulder
of the road. From here| could see there were no longer any red oranges. Everything had turned black.
Oranges were dropping from the trees, like stones. Through the trees, | saw the whirl of blue light.

There was a sheriff s car at therise of the drive, so | kept going; | doubled around and drove back to the
Interstate. By then, | was shaking. | wasn’t sureif I’d done the right thing. Should | have driven right in
and demanded to know what the hell was going on? Maybe I’ d panicked. Or maybe | was smart. Either
way, | was now on my way home. | stopped at the gas station in Lockhold and considered going back
for Lazarus. | sat in my car for almost an hour, debating, and then | headed to Orlon.

| would hire alawyer — that’ swhat I’d do. | would stand beside him even if they thought he'd
murdered Seth Jones. Perhaps | would be an accessory to murder in their eyes. Perhaps Lazarus
wouldn’t even be charged with anything. | stopped at another gas station. | didn’t know if | should go
backward or forward, so | just went nowhere. Thistime | got out and called the police station in Red
Bank, New Jersey. It was a crazy thing to do and | wasn’t sure why | did it. Some decisions you make
and some seem to be made for you. | suppose | called the person | trusted most. The one whose opinion
mattered. | stood near the restrooms in the dark, pushing quarters into the pay phone. Trucks rumbled by
on the Interstate. When | got Jack Lyons on the phone he was quiet at . He didn’t seem to believe it was
me.

courseit'sme,” | said. parking lot. Y ou and me.”

;" hesaid. and me.”
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need to ask you some reference questions.”

In our small town Jack had been in charge of death of all sorts: homicide, suicide, double homicide,
death by misadventure and by accidents, death by natural causes. When folks saw him walk into the old-
age home, the residents crossed themselves, turned to look in the other direction, knew one of them was
gone for sure. When he went to talk to the elementary-school kids about safety — no sticking into
electrical outlets, no grabbing pots off the stove — some of the children got hysterical and had to be
taken to the nurse’s of. All that time Jack had been calling me with reference questions, he could have
looked up the answers himself. I'd come to understand that. He knew it al already, so maybe he simply
liked my pronunciation of

asphyxiation, nightshade, West Nile virus.
Or maybe he just wanted to speak to me in my own language.
areyou?’ Jack asked. disappeared. | wrote you a note, but you never wrote back.”

moved to Florida. Better weather.” What a joke. It was about a hundred and degrees and so humid my
usually straight-as-sticks hair had curled. The night smelled like poison.

know you moved. You think | didn’t take it upon myself to out what had happened to you? | mean,
where are you right now? | hear traf.”

| thought about the way he used to look at me. He had wanted something from me and he never got it. |
thought I’ d been humiliating myself, but maybe I’ d been doing the very same thing to him. ’m sorry,
Jack.”

"re sorry that you disappeared and never bothered

184

to write? Or you’ re sorry that you never gave a shit about me
and how | felt?’

didn’t know what | wanted.”

opposed to now.”

| laughed. Maybe he did know me.
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, what isit you want to talk about?’ Jack went on. let me guess. What did we always have in common?
Oh, yeah. Death.”

He sounded different, or maybe I’ d never listened to him before. Maybe those timesin his car and in the
parking lot weren't exactly what 1’ d thought they were. Maybe he’ d noticed the ice, the stones, the way |
believed | deserved to be hurt.

you making fun of me?’ | wasn't used to feeling this way when | talked to him. It had been along time,
after all.

, baby, | am Mr. Death. Ask me your questions.”

I’d called to ask him about Lazarus, about how | could help him if he was accused of murder. Should |
help him , or tell him to stand up to everyone? But as it turned out, that’s not what | really wanted to
know.

| hesitated. That wasn't like me, | was overwhelmed with feeling.
on. Shoot,” Jack said. it agood one. Give me awhat-if.”

So | did. | made it the only one.

if your brother is dying and you can’t stop it. What do you do?’

All I could hear were the trucks. The gears grinding. So many people going somewhere. | was standing
inagas

185

station in the middle of the night in Florida. It was as though I’ d never talked to anyone before. | could
hear Jack breathing. | wanted to cry. I'd never even really given him a chance. Dealing with so much
death had given him the ability to logic in an irrational world.

help him ?nd something that makes him feel that he still wants to be alive. Only thing to do.”
you should have been the one at the reference desk.”
| could have been anywhere on earth. | was that lost.

me,” Jack said. was always you.”
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When | got home, | knew someone was there. Giselle

was on the lawn and | had |eft her inside. There was a spare key under my mailbox. Not very hard to ?
nd; when | slid my hand under the metal, it was no longer there. | crouched down beside the cat and
rubbed under her chin and left her out awhile longer. She didn’t hate me as much, or maybe she'd
grown used to me. Lazarus was asleep on the couch, one foot planted on the . He looked young, and
tired, like a man who'd hitchhiked and walked all night. | locked all the doors, unplugged the phone. He
had a duffel bag with him, which | took into the kitchen. Y ou shouldn’t do these things, | know, but | did
it anyway. | unzipped the bag, looked through it. | suppose | was just making sure he was who | thought
he was. There were some clothes, awallet with afew hundred in cash, a plane ticket to Italy, a passport
with Seth Jones' s name and Lazarus' s photo; at the very bottom | found the wooden box with ashes.

| replaced everything and put on some coffee. | got anew bag of coffee beans from the freezer, and |
noticed the electricity must have gone out sometime during the night. My house was amess. I'd paid no
attention to it; but then, I’d never felt as though it belonged to me. I'd never really lived here. The
closest thing to something familiar, something that belonged to me, were the few pieces of Renny’s
Doric temple still on the table. Giselle liked to play with the columns, batting them around until they fell
on the.

| went to the back door to call her in now, but she wouldn’t come. | had to go to her, out by the hedge.
The sky was inky. The center of the horizon was the color of the bats I’ d seen in pure daylight, deep
blue, streaks of black and purple. When | bent down | saw that Giselle had gotten Renny’s mole. |
recognized it because of the bite out of its ear. We'd tried to save him and we couldn’t. The little pet
who had cheated death; it wasn’'t moving now.

girl,” | scolded Giselle.
| sat cross-legged and picked up the mole and held him in the palm of my hand.

By the time Lazarus woke up | had buried the mole, made coffee, and telephoned my sister-in-law. My
brother was still recovering from our trek to see the Dragon, but he was happy that we' d gone. Ever
since, he' d been dreaming of bats and butter, Ninatold me. He was writing a paper on chaos theory in
fairy tales. He was writing like mad, up half the night. Things had become clear to him and he wanted to
get it all down before it wastoo late. The tiniest action, the smallest creature, the most minute decision
had huge rami?cations. One mole dies, oneis saved, only to die again. One word is spoken aloud and the
world changes. An arm becomes awing, a beast becomes aman, agirl is silent for a hundred years —
frozen in place and in time — a young man has to search the world before he discovers who hereally is.

| lay down beside Lazarus on the couch. His eyes opened. Ashes to ashes. They were so dark.

" he said to me. He was about to embrace me, kiss me, then he thought better of it. ’Il burn you.”
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| shook my head. | remembered what the Dragon had told us about . | handed Lazarus two cloves of
garlic that I'd peeled in the kitchen. remedy,” | told him.

Another man might have questioned me, might have failed the test. Lazarus looked at me, then ate the
garlic. | put my head against his chest. | didn’t feel the same heat from inside him.

Lazarus had seen the delivery truck from his window and he’ d also recognized the driver, Hal Evans. He
knew him because they’ d had an altercation when they were working together at the feedstore. Hal had
come in drunk and had been saying this and that, goading Lazarus. Lazarus had |eft some bags of
fertilizer in the other man’s path and Hal had stumbled. Hal Evans was the worst of all people to come
snif around the orchard. Maybe he’ d heard the rumors the farmworkers had spread, that they worked for
amonster, aman who refused to be seen, that there was something not right in the house where al the
window shades were drawn.

Lazarus packed a bag as soon as Hal’ s truck pulled out. He' d been waiting for something like thisfor a
while; now he waited for what came next. Later that day, someone he didn’t recognize was talking to the
workersin the ?eld. He saw them looking at the house, conversing with the men he employed. That
afternoon he walked out the back door. He any phone calls he made would be traced, but walking, he
knew what that did: it made you a free man.

Lazarus was shivering, so | covered him with a blanket. The morning was bright. We blinked in the light
of it. | told myself not to make awish, or if | did, if | had to, if | just couldn’t stop myself, then to make
one for him. Lazarus fell back asleep; he was exhausted and couldn’t wake up. | wanted to let him dream
for aslong as he could. He had walked for miles. | looked at him. | could taste the garlic, the cure, the
end of everything, the beginning of everything.

| got dressed and went to the bank. Peggy, my physical therapist, was there on line and she congratul ated
me on how good | looked. worked hard,” she said to me. comeback kid.”

Had |7 | suppose | had. Those exercises that made me want to cry, dragging my left side along. It felt
almost normal now, only not quite; there was still ametallic feeling along my ribs, around my heart.
You couldn’'t seeit, but it was there, just as surely as Renny’ s hands were with strands of gold.

| withdrew everything in my account except for a hundred dollars.

purchase?’ the teller asked me. Everybody knew everybody in this town. Even me.

| smiled. Very big. | said | wanted cash because | was buying aused car. An old Corvette.
'm jealous,” theteller said.

| had thousand dollars left from the sale of my grandmother’s house, but it neatly in my backpack.
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'sred,” | sad.
best,” theteller said to me.

| walked to the parking lot. There was my Honda. The one with the good tires, the safe tires my brother
had chosen before we left New Jersey. When | got home, Lazarus was still asleep. | understood. He
didn’t want to wake up. | sat inachair. Maybe | cried. | loved him in away that was over. A way that
was the beginning of something. The sort of love that opened you up for more.

When it was late afternoon | got onto the couch beside him. | whispered that it was time for him to go.
| won't, he said.
You will, I thought. You want to.

Thiswould be the moment | would never let go of, even though it caused me the greatest pain. When |
was old, when | couldn’t walk or talk or see, | would still have this.

He assumed | was going with him. We'd |eave the cat outside and someone would her, care for her.
Wasn't that the way it went? Cats made their own homes, found their own way. | could send my brother
anote, mail it from the road, not until we got where we were going, al those places, Venice and Paris,
everywhere I’ d ever wanted to go.

He packed the cash into his duffel bag. | watched his hands. | couldn’t look at anything else.

Thiswaswhat it was. Theruin of it. The depth of it. Have it once and you can have it again. That's the
riddle. That’s the truth.

***

Lazarus took a shower, drank iced coffee, had abowl of cold tomato soup. It was humid outside and
when the day was over, the night was sticky hot. It was late when we left and the sky was dark. We
drove to Jacksonville, on the side roads. | knew the way there. A place where no one would recognize
us. We drove for an hour, then two. It seemed that we were going somewhere together. His hand on me
as| drove. | could feel him, but it wasn't enough. He should have known | wasn’'t going with him: he
should have noticed | left the cat in the house, something | would have never doneif | hadn’t been
coming back. | wasn’t somebody who left that way.

| took him to the bus station. All he needed to do was ?nd someone who could change the date of birth
on his passport and then he’ d be Seth Jones. But for now, he needed to get out of Florida. | bought one
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ticket for the next bus; it was headed to Atlanta

We sat at the bus station together till in the morning. That was when the bus was leaving. And here’ s the
thing: We didn’t look at each other. We didn’t beg each other for anything. We' d already given each
other all that we had.

, thisistheway it ends,” he said.

People around us were sleeping. They had their own stories; they weren't listening to us. Therewas a
child in ared sweater in her mother’s arms. There was the sun through the dirty foggy window.

Not at all, | thought. Thisisthe way it begins.
CHAPTER
SEVEN

Brother and Sster

e knew it was getting closer because
W

my brother was dreaming of butter?es. Even in the daytime, he was dreaming. At the meteorology
society had refused to accept his paper, Theory and Fairy Tales.” | had to stay with Ned overnight while
Nina up to speak to the head of the society. When she came back she reported that the decision had been
changed.

By the time Ned went to Washington DC to deliver his paper, he was in awheelchair; the
192

moderator had to lower the microphone and ask for complete silence so that Ned' s reedy voice could be
heard. At the heart of his paper was the notion that fairy tales relieved us of our need for order and
allowed usimpossible, irrational desires. Magic was real, that was histhesis. Thisthesis was at the very
center of chaos theory — if thetiniest of actions reverberated throughout the universein invisible and
unexpected ways, changing the weather and the climate, then anything was possible. The girl who sleeps
for a hundred years does so because of a single choice to thread a needle. The golden ball that falls down
the well rattles the world, changing everything. The bird that drops a feather, the butter?y that movesits
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wings, all of it drifts across the universe, through the woods, to the other side of the mountain. The dust
you breathe in was once breathed out. The person you are, the weather around you, al of it a spell you
can’'t understand or explain.

He got a standing ovation, Ninatold me. We were setting up the nursery together now that they were
back from DC, painting a watercolor mural on the wall. Nina was supposed to take it easy — she had
preeclampsia, high blood pressure brought on by pregnancy — but she painted and trees in the baby’ s
room after she came home from classes. Sometimes Ned would watch us, and then we' d turn around,
ready to joke with him, and he' d be asleep. We kept painting. Ninawas at work on the sun. My job was
the moon.

Sometimes my brother cried out in his slegp, sometimes he called out.
," Ninasaid. his dreams.”

Ninahad dark circles under her eyes. Now, when my brother went to all his medical appointments, they
let him have whatever he needed to kill the pain. That should be a good thing, but it’ s not, because then
you know you’ re nearing the end.

| offered to help out full-time, and Ninalet me. They had closed the library, just as Frances had
suspected. | had no job and was collecting unemployment bene. | didn’t think about what | would do
when my money ran out. | could always get ajob as a cashier at Acres Hardware. People would still ask
me questions there. Reference me a saw, a hammer, a can of paint, an apron, an anvil. | would learn it
al, reciteit by heart.

But for now, | was available. | did the food shopping and the laundry. | felt useful for once. | began to
paint butter on the wall. | began to dream of them, too. | thought of Lazarus, surely halfway across the
world by now. | dreamed of him aswell, but only occasionally. | was too busy for that now.

My brother had started to age, the way ill people do. He was a hundred years old when he slept in his
wheelchair; he was breaking our hearts. When he napped, Ninaand | sat out on the grass, even when it
was hot. There was a hedge of boxwood. We sat in its shade. Ninacried; | watched her. Once, | went
into the kitchen to fetch some ice water for Nina and found my brother at the window.

you think we all have something we dream of doing?’ my brother said. At that moment he was perfectly
alert.

| sat down at the table. as?’

thousands of monarch butter. In migration. The thousands of changes. All chaos. All one moment.
That's what I’ ve aways wanted to see. | want to see that.”
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He sounded upset. I’ d never heard my brother want something quite so deeply, so much. Thiswas far
beyond his desire to see the old man in Jacksonville. That was a lark; this was the heart of the matter.
The end of hislife.

We hadn’t heard, but Nina had come in, looking for me. She was still crying, but she looked like stone,
the way she had when | spied her in the yard. There were bits of grass on her clothes. She smelled like
boxwood and evergreen. She was stronger than you’ d think. She simply didn’t give away who she was
to just anyone. She probably started to plan it out then. When she heard his dream.

A nurse came in once aweek while | went with Ninato her Lamaze classes at the health center at the
university. The other women were younger, graduate students, wives of young professors, two lesbian
couples. Everyone seemed so sure of the future. They had potluck dinners together on the weekends. We
never went to those. Maybe everyone thought Ninaand | were a couple. | suppose for those hours of
class we were.

'sthe best breather in the class,” | told Ned.

course. Naturally.” He was proud of her. He wasin love with her. But he was aso in the process of
leaving. He often sat at the window and stared at the yard and | wasn't quite certain he was seeing what
we were seeing.

| did get a card from Seth Jones. The postmark was Florence, so he’d made it there. He wrote, Plan to
take the ashes to Venice. Wish you were here. SJ.

| didn’t. | wanted to be exactly where | was, sitting with my brother in the afternoons, dinner and
washing up afterward, playing cards with Ninain the evenings. One day a package arrived for my
brother; it was a bathrobe, sent by Jack Lyons.

the hell is Jack Lyons?’ Ned asked. He liked the bathrobe but felt odd accepting a gift from a stranger.
went to high school with him in Red Bank. And | used to slegp with him.”

has good taste,” Ned said.

up.
meant in bathrobes.”

Jack knew what the dying needed. He was far more of an expert than I’ d ever been. Even when | didn’t
contact him, he continued to send my brother gifts. Asfor Ned, he' d started to wait for the packages.
Look forward to them. One week there was a tape of birdcalls that my brother liked to have played while
he napped. Another time there were two pairs of heavy woolen socks. And then came a huge box of

file:///K |[/eMule/l ncoming/Alice%20Hoff man%620-%20T he%20l ce%20Queen.html (117 of 128)6-8-2007 23:55:07



The Ice Queen

fudge, the old-fashioned kind. My brother couldn’t eat it, but he loved the smell.
At last | caled New Jersey. don't have to send my brother anything,” | told Jack.
don’t need you to tell me what to do,” he said back.

There wasn’t much of an answer for that.

loves the birdsong tape. And the fudge.”

| was glad it was impossible for Jack to see me. | was in sweatpants and a T-shirt, Giselle curled on my
lap. | had all the lights turned off to cut down on my electricity bills. | had recently applied for ajob at
Acres Hardware Store, only to be told | was unquali.

| had my hand over the phone receiver. | was crying.

know what you' re doing,” Jack said.

"re such an expert.” | sounded snotty and bitter and desperate.

some things. Most people cry for good reason. Most people smile for good reasons, too.”

The next package he sent contained wind chimes. My brother had us put them up by the window. He
smiled whenever he heard them. It was a gift for my brother, but it was also a message to me. There was
something still worth having in his world.

| know this guy Jack?’ Ned asked. He was at the point of repeating all of our conversations. His memory
was gone, and the here and now was going as well.

| said. did.”

has good taste.”

to,” | had to agree.

At night, when Ninawas exhausted, | sat with my brother and read him fairy tales.
theonel like,” he said one night.

'snot in thiscollection,” | lied.
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But | would not read the story about death, not now, not when we knew what the ending was. | read and
Gretel” and Juniper Tree” and and Sister”; | read about ' s wives and horses that were loyal, and then |
told him the story I'd made up, about the frozen girl on the mountain.

that's asad one,” my brother said. she hasto do is pick up her feet and walk away and she won't turn to
ice. Even when we were kids and you told me, | never understood that girl.”

| wanted to change what was happening, but it couldn’t be done. | bit my tongue a thousand times a day.
| wasn't about to wish for anything. | was afraid of wishes still. But Nina wasn’t. She had gone to her
doctor, who said she could no longer travel. My brother had made it to sixth months. He loved to put his
hand on Nina and feel the baby moving. Ninadidn’t tell me, but she bought the tickets for his dream.
She started to teach me how to give Ned hisinjections of antibiotics and Demerol. She taught me how to
work the IV when he needed more..

'sthe best way to die?’ | asked Jack one night. | usually called him at work, but thistime I’ d phoned
him at home. He still seemed surprised to hear from me, but he answered me right away.

" hesaid. He didn't even have to think about it. It was asif he'd always known the answer.

When Ninatold me she wanted me to take Ned to Californiamost of what | felt was terror. Her doctor
had told her she couldn’t make the trip because of her condition. But surely | wasn't up to the task. |
wasn’t up to anything. My brother was leaving so fast. He was in diapers now. He was going backward
in time. Every time he woke up he talked about the butter. Oncein hislife, that’s what he wanted; well,
this was that once. Nina had called a friend in Monterey who would pick us up at the airport in San
Francisco; Eliza, a nurse, would come with a rented ambulance and take us to her house. The migration
was already happening, she'd told Nina. Eliza' s husband, Carlos, would take usto Big Sur, where the
monarchs spend the winter. We would get there by ambulance if necessary.

'stoo much for him,” | said.
s not enough,” Ninatold me.

She had that stony look. She was the woman who' d been reading about the hundred waysto die. She
wanted my brother to have everything he'd ever wanted.

| packed a bag that night. A carry-on, since the suitcase would be with medicine. Nina hired a medevac
plane. She had aready taken a second mortgage on the house. If she never had another car, if she and the
baby had to walk everywhere, eat rice, read by candlelight, she still wanted this. Even if she couldn’t be
there.
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"re going to see the butter,” she said to my brother on the morning it was to happen.

" Hesmiled at her. He didn’t believe it. He was still traveling backward through time. Y ounger than he
had been on the night my mother died. | was the older sister now. | was the hand to hold.

can’'t go, because of the baby, but your sister’s going to take you to California.”
do you know?” My brother closed his eyes, exhausted just thinking about it.
know | love you,” Ninasaid.

She was kneeling beside his bed. | had never witnessed such an act of generosity. Ned had on both pairs
of socks Jack had sent. There were the wind chimes swinging back and forth in the window. | had been
wrong about everything. | was terri?ed to go.

"t worry,” Ninasaid. We had to take him to the airport by ambulance — how could | not be worried?’ Il
manage.”

At least her friend Elizawas anurse. | wouldn’'t be all alonein this.

you sure you want to go ahead? Y ou probably won't be with him when it happens.” When he goes, |
meant to say. But | couldn’t.

Nina put her arms around me. She told me a secret. will be,” she said.

We gave my brother his maximum amount of Demerol and got on the plane. There were two EMTs with
us, so | slept for awhile. When | woke | felt weightless. There were clouds all around us. My brother
was hooked up to an 1V and the machine made a clicking noise. | realized the clicking inside my head
had disappeared some time ago and | hadn’t even noticed. | could see Ned' s feet, the socks Jack had sent
him. | might have sobbed. One of the EMTs, a man about my age, sat down across from me and took my
hand.

Over the Rockies, my brother wasin pain. The sky was the brightest blue I’d ever seen, dotted with
puffballs. | wondered if this was what the sky waslikein Italy. So blue. So open. We were through
space and time. But | didn’t wish we would always be there. | knew thiswas only an instant. | gave Ned
one of hisinjections, to make sure | was capable, with the experts looking on.

you go,” the EMT said. like an old pro.”

| didn’t want to get to know him, or the other one, the young woman. | didn’t have any space for
anything more than | was aready carrying. | described the clouds to my brother.
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;" he said.
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His mouth was dry, so the woman EMT traveling with us gave him ice to suck on.
" he said. nice. Unlessit’s on the porch.”
Ned and | laughed.
joke,” | told the EMTs.

Ned was asleep when we landed at San Francisco. The ambulance was parked on the runway and Nina' s
friend Elizawas there. She and Nina had grown up next door to each other in Menlo Park, and she was
Nina s opposite, dark and jovial, even now when Ned cried in pain as he was being transferred.

"Il have him in anice big bed soon,” Elizareassured me. |l take good care of you,” she told my brother.

Eliza telephoned Nina from the runway and then held the phone up to Ned's ear. He smiled when he
heard hiswife' svoice. | don’t know what Nina said to him, but she comforted him somehow, and he
slept all the way to Eliza s house in Monterey, along trip, so tiresome | fell asleep myself, sitting up, my
check against the window.

When | opened my eyesall | saw was green. And then the sky, and then the clouds.
there,” Elizasaid cheerfully.

The ambulance pulled up in her driveway. | sat beside Ned while they got the stretcher ready. | could see
Eliza s husband come out to meet the EMTs. New ones now. The ones from the plane had disappeared.

fucking back,” Ned said. hurts.”

you right for being such apain in the ass.”

A joke from athousand years ago. He remembered.
'rethe pain. You.”

201

* k%
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| think Ned took the dishes off the table when he
found them there that morning. | think he put them in the sink when he realized what it meant for our
mother to have left breakfast for us. He did the logical thing in anillogical world. He cleaned up the

mess.

| hopped out of the ambulance so Carlos and the EMTs could carry Ned inside. It was beautiful here,
wherever we were. | blinked. A bat. There beyond the trees.

to sleep,” Elizatold me. ’ll wake you in afew hours, and then we' d better go right there.”
She was a nurse. She saw where my brother was. That he was leaving right now.

don’t need to sleep,” | said.

hour,” Elizainsisted. we'll be ready to go.”

They had a pullout couch made up for me. They were kind, and | accepted their kindness, even though |
knew I’ d never see them again, never be able to repay them.

When | woke up | could hear my brother and Elizatalking. She asked him if he wanted food,
applesauce, or homemade vanilla pudding, or crackers softened in water.

" my brother said. couldn’t ssomach it. That's ajoke. Get it?”’

| heard Eliza' slaughter. | got up, found the bathroom, washed my face. Today was the day. It was the
start of the ever after. | ran a stranger’ s brush through my hair. It was longer than it had been since | was
eight years old. Black. Sticks. Crow-colored.

202

| went into the guest room. My brother looked happy. He looked like a cloud.
wherewe are,” he said.

middle of your dream?”’

, California,” my brother said.

He was till here. Right here with me. And | was grateful for that.
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Carlos and Elizatook him out to their van, and rested him in the back. An ambulance might not want to
go as far into the forest as we meant to go. | got in the front seat while Eliza hooked up Ned's 1V and
gave him all his meds. It was another ride, but it wouldn’t be aslong. Carlos got behind the wheel. He
worked for the parks department.

try to keep thisweek secret,” he said. we don’t have tourists up the ying-yang. Plus we never know
exactly. All fall they arrivein dribs and drabs and then al at once. They’ re everywhere. That’swhy it
was all so spur-of-the-moment. But you made it in time, Ned,” he called to my brother.

It didn’t take that long to get there, but the road was curvy. It was the most beautiful place | had ever
been. you see out there?’ | called to Ned.

Lying on his back, he could see the sky.
" he called back.

His voice was a hundred years old. But he sounded happy. When | walked into the kitchen all those
years ago, Ned was tossing something into the trash; he was piling the dishes into the sink. Our mother
had |eft us two bowls of ceredl,

203
two glasses of juice, our vitamin pills, the sugar bowl, two spoons, blueberry muf, cut in half.

My eyes were Aled with sleep when | walked into the kitchen that morning. My brother had looked
guilty because he knew something | didn’t know. He looked ashamed, as though he had a secret that was
too bad to share.

It'stoo early. Go back to bed.

Beautiful long, stretched-out clouds drifted all along the ocean. Big black rocks. The curving road. The
smell of something. | stuck my head out the window, breathed deep. The here and the now of it blew me
away. But | didn’t wish for anything. Not more. Not less. | was exactly where | was, head hanging out
the window, feeling the wind, tears in my eyes. The scent of this place was amazing.

;" Carlos said. s what attracts the butter. The groves.”

| had no sense of what time it was. | think we had traveled through a day and a night. It was still
morning, Elizatold me. | felt more for her than | had for people I’d known for years.
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'sholding up,” she said, but the way she said it made me know, not for long.

We pulled into a parking lot. There was the Santa Lucia Range in front of us. And nearer, Mt. Lion. All
rocks and trees. The ocean was so blue | couldn’t believe it. We werein apicnic area, but it was early
and the lot was empty. Luck for once. Pure luck.

'vegot it al to ourselves,” Carlos said. aday without fog. That’s a miracle.”
The three of us got Ned onto the stretcher, into the fresh air. | carried the IV pole.
. Ned said.

It was. It was a eucalyptus grove. So delicious. Like the world was brand-new. We went up a path,
slowly; pine needles make you slip, so carefully, carefully. The air was cold and warm at the same time
— cool in the shadows, lemony in the sun. We crested aridge. | thought there were falling leaves at . All
those orange things. Everywhere.

But no.
| leaned down and whispered to my brother, won’t believe this.”

We went into the sunlight and they were everywhere. In front of us were several picnic tables made of
redwood, and we hauled the stretcher up on one. Settled it down, slowly.

, my, my,” my brother said.

There was awhirlwind of monarchs. Y ou could hear the beating of their wings. | stood there with my
arms out and they lit upon me, everywhere; they hung on my , walked in my hair.

Carlos and Eliza were standing on a picnic bench, arms around each other.
," they both said, and they laughed and drew each other near so that the butter swirled between them.

There were too many to count, everywhere, thousands of them, sleepy, slow, whirling. It was the height
of their migration, and they were exhausted and beautiful. So orange they were like rubies, red, red, red.

| borrowed Eliza's cell phone. The service was bad, but when | put the phone up to my brother’s ear he
could hear Nina. He knew it was her.

has just changed a thousand times over.”
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It took all of hiseffort to say that. When he had, we turned off the phone and waited. | had the desperate
urge to turn my brother around. Quick, | would say, we have to do it now. Put your feet where your head
isresting. Play the trick. Let Death pass over; let it pass by. Please, let ustry. But | didn’'t say that. |
didn’t say anything.

Eliza unhooked the 1V right before it happened. There was a click, and then quiet. Y ou wouldn’t think
there could be so many butter in the world. Y ou wouldn’t think everything could change in an instant.
But there are, and it does.

There were whirling clouds above us, brought in from the cold ocean air. Nimbus. Fast moving. Flying.
Good to lift your spirit. Good for everything. Good for him.

[
Nina named their daughter Mariposa. She was

born in January on a day when there wasn't acloud in the sky. | noticed. | was keeping track of such
things. | was there with Mariposa when she was born; | was the coach who said, Breathe and Push and
Oh my God, there has never been anything so beautiful. | was watching over her from the beginning, so

| was made her godmother, which meant | had to watch over her forever more. It turned out to be
something | was good at. Something | was meant to be. | stayed on for several months, babysitting,
helping out, nearly learning to cook, until Ninawas ready to go back to work, ready to have her daughter
go to the day care center at the university while she taught her classes. | left Giselle with them. It just
made sense. She was a Florida cat now. She' d have howled if she’ d been made to put a paw into snow
and ice. Besides, I’ d never thought she was mine, so | wasn't really giving anything away.

A godmother’sroleisto send gifts, and | do that — too much, probably. Every year on Mariposa's
birthday, | go for avisit. | don’'t despair over that time of the year anymore. It's my favorite month, just
asit used to be. I' ve given Mariposa a dozen volumes of fairy tales. Her favorites are the Andrew Lang
books, with all those pretty covers, with stories that feel illogical and true at the very same time. She and
| are both partial to the Red Book.

Oncel read Mari her father’ s favorite, Death.” *s not funny,” she said to me.
,it'snot,” | agreed. your father liked that story. He was a scientist like the doctor.”

don't al haveto be funny,” she said after thinking it over. tell me the one about a girl who climbs a
mountain that no one has ever climbed before.”

don’t know that one. | only know the one about the girl who was turned into ice.”

it up.” Mariposa had a solemn face that reminded me of Ned. Ned, who was a good secret-keeper. Ned,
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who never believed in perfect logic. Ned, in the ever after.

It was dif for me to say no to Mariposa. | wanted her to have everything. So | made up the story for her.
It turned out to be a good one. Better than the story | used to tell myself. It was the same girl, in the same
icy land, but this time she thought to climb over the mountain instead of standing in place and freezing.
She was smarter now, less likely to give in. As soon as she got to the place on the other side of the
mountain, she started to melt; she left ablue river behind her, one that is always cold, always pure,
alwaystrue.

Thelast time | visited Orlon, | took Mariposa out to the orange grove. | was babysitting. Ninawas at
class, and Mariposa had turned six. That’s the way it happened. Time kept moving forward. We sang
songs as we drove, ones | thought | would have forgotten by now. Mariposa made me remember things.
She liked my horrible voice and applauded. Everything she did was atreasure in my eyes. | wasthe
godmother, after all. She belonged to me, too.

When we got to the orchard | pulled into the driveway, parked, and took Mari for awalk. She wore her
hair in a pixie cut. Nina had told me she refused to let her hair grow; she hated to have it brushed and
braided and fooled with.

girl,” 1 said. | told her that alot.
smells good here,” Mari said as we walked in the grove.

She was right about that, too. The land had been sold at auction, and all the trees were in bloom. We
walked down the road and waved to some of the workers.

I” Mariposa called to one of them who was pruning the branches. you livein atree?’

| have thought of Lazarus Jones, but he'slike astory | heard long ago. A story where | turned the pages
even though | knew how it would end. Some things are like that, chaos theory aside. Turn left or turn
right, you come to the same conclusions about certain things, the very same results. A young man who
was in the wrong place at the wrong time, who wasn’t afraid of death, who, when he got a chance to be
someone else, had to takeit.

By now the hole in the ground had been in with stone and rock. | suppose the new owner hoped to cover
it with fertilizer and sod, maybe reclaim the soil. All the old trees had been cut down. | thought | saw a
red orange on one of the trees, but it was just the slant of sunlight, turning a piece of orange fruit
crimson.

My mother’ s secret was that she never planned to meet her friends. The riddle of who she was. It was
her thirtieth birthday. It was her least favorite month of the year. | had always liked January. | liked ice.
It was beautiful, like diamonds, the brightest thing in the world. | liked to write my name in the cold,
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foggy window of my bedroom with my ?ngertip. | liked how black the sky was, how the stars seemed to
hang down lower in the sky. It was before | cut off all my hair, froze my heart, blamed myself for
everything that had ever happened. | was thinking about the future back then. | was looking forward.

My mother had something else in mind. Ned didn’t want me to know, so he hid the dishes she' d set out
before she got in her car. He hid the fact that our mother hadn’t intended to come back. But maybe |
knew anyway. Maybe | saw it on her face, in the sadness of the days before her birthday. | had caught
her crying in the bathroom on more than one occasion. Our mother was the sort of person who didn’t do
well alone, and even though she was with us, she was alone. She’ d never heard the story of the girl who
climbed up the mountain no one had ever climbed before. | hadn’t thought it up yet. She didn’'t have any
wishes left, or at least that’ s what she must have believed, so the idea of a birthday might have stopped
her cold. Nothing had turned out right. Except maybe us, maybe that’ s why she left us breakfast, so we
wouldn’t be worried and hungry. She probably didn’t even consider the way we would miss her. Each
and every minute of each and every day.

| wondered if my mother’s last thoughts had been of us. Her children, home and safe. If her heart broke,
it wasn't because of the ice but because of us. Good-bye to us. Me on the porch, my brother at the
window, the bats in the eaves of the roof. Good-bye. Good-bye. Thislast moment, that last moment. The
ever after. The swirl of the sky.

If someone had told me of her plan, | could have chased after the car for miles. But it wouldn’'t have
mattered. She had already decided. She took one last moment of care to make certain we wouldn't be
hungry when we woke. When she saw the ice she probably felt she was lucky. Maybe that was her wish.
Some luck for oncein her life. The life she’ d had enough of. When she leaned down to kiss me good-
bye maybe | heard it in her voice. She said, Good-bye, my darling girl. It may have been easier to blame
myself than to think she would |eave us that way. If she came back now, I do think she would know me;
she' d still recognize me.

| have become the head of the reference desk in the library in Red Bank. Back where | used to be. A
citizen of New Jersey. | never miss aday of work, and I'm a careful driver. | do check my tiresin the
fall, so they’ll be ready for the winter to come. | have now counted thirty-two colors of ice, from indigo
to scarlet. Maybe it’ s the chemicals they use to salt the road, maybe it’ s the way the light through the
bare trees, maybe I’ m just more sensitive to color than most people. In our house, every roomisred,
each adifferent shade: ruby, scarlet, cherry. Some people think it's all the same, but the tones couldn’t
be more different, as much so as black from white. Jack says | see what | want to see and hear what |
want to hear and he wouldn’t have it any other way. Paint the ceiling red, if that’ s the way you want it.
He'll be surprised when and if | do. He doesn’t seem to mind surprises. One time, when | drove back
from Florida | had the Newfoundland, Harry, in the car. Frances had retired, off to France asshe'd
planned, and | was always one to adopt a pet.

you meet a bear on the road?’ Jack asked me when | let Harry out of the car.

file:///K |[/eMule/l ncoming/Alice%20Hoff man%620-%20T he%20l ce%20Queen.html (127 of 128)6-8-2007 23:55:07



The Ice Queen

met you,” | said.
'retrying to me so | don’t see how huge that dog is.” Jack had laughed. 1l take up half the living room.”

And that was the end of the conversation. Jack just whistled for the dog. He had faith in me and in my
choices. We left it at that.

Thisiswhat | know, the one and only thing. The best way to dieiswhile you're living, even herein
New Jersey. Even for someone like me. You' d laugh to know how long it’ s taken me to ?gure that out,
when all | had to do was cross over the mountains. When | walk to my car in the parking lot on winter
nights, | have often noticed bats, a black cloud in the darkening sky. They bring me comfort. They make
me feel you're not so far away. To think, | used to be afraid. | used to run and hide. Now | stand and
look upward. | don’t mind what the weather is; the cold has never bothered me. | hope what I'm seeing
Isthe ever after. | hopeit'syou.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Alice Hoffman is the bestselling author of fteen acclaimed novels, including Practical Magic, Here on
Earth, The River King, Blue Diary, Illumination Night, Turtle Moon, Seventh Heaven, and At Risk, as
well as the highly praised story collections Local Girls and Blackbird House. She lives outside Boston.

file:///K |[/eMule/l ncoming/Alice%20Hoff man%620-%20T he%20I ce%20Queen.html (128 of 128)6-8-2007 23:55:07



	Local Disk
	The Ice Queen


