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THE LAST FEW DAYS FIONA was stretched tight as a tow rope, so tight that the slightest pressure from a blade would snap the two halves asunder. She could imagine the broken halves spinning as they unraveled, could see the kinky fibers floating in the air where the solid rope had been.

And here, sitting at her desk by the dorm window, hunched over the book, Fiona was becoming dizzy and nauseated. She moved her red hair out of her eyes, trying to read C.G. Jung's autobiography so she could write her report for psych class. Jung was a psychiatrist who was known for his exploration of archetypes in myths and dreams. That interested Fiona, how the underlying structures of religions resembled each other. But the rest of Jung’s book was insane! 

Though the book repelled her, she clutched it as if someone might tear it out of her hands. I gotta put this down, she thought. He dreamed of a huge ... phallus. Spirits of the dead follow him around. He talks like he’s a hoo-doo witch doctor. 

She could not put the book down. Her eye was transfixed by the sentence, “But the new peril lurked by day. It was as if I sensed a splitting of myself, and feared it.” She read it over and over until the words became gibberish.

Fiona already had Jung diagnosed as a fruitcake with schizophrenic tendencies. She was enjoying her freshman psych class a great deal. She could diagnose anyone in seconds. 

That would be good when she became a psychologist, she'd decided. She often imagined listening—her patients would easily see the compassion in her eyes—and then she'd cure them. Fiona would have her own talk show and write books, and she would nurture millions. 

Except ... why couldn’t someone nurture her? 

As if it were waiting for this, the dream she’d had again last night appeared (why did she keep having this dream), about the grease-monkey kid shoving her head against the ground. Just as quickly Fiona spun in her chair to look at her poster of a pastel guardian angel. The angel’s noble face gazed serenely into the distance as she hung poised over a young girl. “Why can’t you help me?” Fiona whispered, but it was flat, only a picture. The angel hadn’t been there when she needed it .... Shut up. It’s only a dream. 

She looked at the clock to distract herself. Ginger would be showing up any minute; they would get some devil's food cookies for Bible study. Too bad for her diet. But maybe a trip to the grocery store would help get her mind off things.

Fiona curled her long red hair around her index finger and sank deep into her armchair, the book closing in her lap. She suddenly felt as if someone had lowered a rifle at her, someone she couldn’t see, and in a moment the bullet would split her spine. The sun seemed to darken; fear stretched her heart tight. “No,” she whispered, squirming. “Don’t hurt me again ....” 

It never happened! 

Strange light like a sunrise bloomed behind her, drowning the walls of her dorm in brilliance. What? She whirled. What she saw blasted every thought from her mind.

No words could describe the force? being? angel? that towered through the ceiling—the ceiling was no longer there—a spinning, tornadic light. The invisible power that radiated from that angel struck her like a great bell ringing, vibrating through her soul as she fell from her chair. She didn't feel her body hit the floor, only the angel’s immensity that made her quake. She curled into a ball, saying, please, no. It was like opening her eyes to the sun, a living sun; it shot brilliance like sparks, like flashing knives. Stop hiding it away, it seemed to say, but the statement carried an additional meaning: darkness and beauty and peril, the hidden lights and dark places deep in her heart where she dared not look.

It was gone, and emptiness rushed through Fiona like leaves falling to the frost. She shouted, but from what emotion she could not tell. She let her mind go blank. It was too beautiful, too much. It was a hallucination! She stared at her chubby hands on the floor, relieved at how everyday they were. Yet they fascinated her, their delicate workmanship. Fiona curled her shaking hand, feeling those noiseless little hinges and swivels that allowed each fingertip to touch her thumb with the lightest of pressures. Every little bone and muscle worked with such precision. How was she made like this, every part of her, soul and body? 

As in answer, Fiona glimpsed the memory of the angel again and recoiled, panting, her heart (that intricate, valved muscle) thundering. Her arms shook as she pushed herself off the floor. She made it to her knees, then sank. She rubbed the tears from her eyes with one shaking hand.

Someone knocked on the door. She pushed her unwilling body to its feet, then stopped. Her little hermit crab in its aquarium was acting crazy. It was half out of its shell as it tried to crawl up the side of the bowl, waving its little claw, lifting its legs high, as if saying hallelujah, hallelujah! 

Another knock, and Fiona staggered to the door. 

And there was Ginger with her glossy black curls, wearing a black cashmere sweater, dress pants, and low heels, hands crossed demurely. "Fiona! Are you ready to get the cookies for Bible study?"

"Bad time," Fiona croaked. There was barely time to glimpse Ginger’s astonished face before she shut the door.

What did you do that for? but that nagging thought faded under the ocean of gabble that had risen up in her mind. Fiona fell on her bed, staring at her hermit crab. Did crabs dance? Could they see angels? Did angels look like huge, benevolent crabs to them? 

"Shut up!" Fiona cried, still shaking, still half-crazed. "What's with all the stupid questions? It wasn't even real!" Then she fell asleep, easy as falling into the ocean. But a stormy ocean, where dreams washed over and buffeted her.

She was in a bookstore, looking at the ancient volumes bound in dark leather. Fascinating titles that she couldn’t understand were written in gold, real gold, on the spines. “Look,” said her great-grandfather, holding one out. “This is the Book of Life.” It resembled the family Bible, but Fiona recognized it as something else, something perilous. She reached her hands to it.

The door creaked and opened slightly. Grandpa said, “The angel who lives here, he does that.” A wind moved through the door, washing in and out, as if the gap in the door were breathing. Terror struck her. If the angel completely opened the door ....

Something pounded on the door – no! The other door! And Fiona found herself in bed with her head on her pink pillow, lying on rumpled blankets, awake. 

Fiona sat up, groggy from the dream. The clock said it was 6:45. She had only 15 minutes to get to Bible study! 

Somebody pounded on the door again. “Oh, that was real,” she said as she got up.

This time it was her friend Fox sagging against the doorframe, his peat-brown eyes worn around the edges, and beautiful chocolate skin. A little jolt of electricity went through Fiona.

"What are you doing here?" Fiona ran her sweaty hands down her tights. 

Fox ran a hand through his black hair. "Napping." He hopped on her bed – right where she’d been a moment ago – so it skidded a little. She wondered if he could feel that warm spot where she’d just lain, and blushed. Fox didn’t seem to notice – he flipped dramatically on his back, arms open to the ceiling. "You mind if I crash?"

When they first became friends, Fox would come over to talk and then fall asleep in mid-conversation. Now he came over with the express purpose of falling asleep, saying her dorm was quieter than his. Fiona knew there was more to it, but that was none of her business, his ex-girlfriend Kelsey always coming after him. Fiona diagnosed Fox as troubled and left it at that.

She grabbed her Bible and clutched it to her chest. "I'm going to Bible study. Are you sure you don't want to come along?"

"Gag me with putrefying remains," Fox said.

“It would help you get your mind off things,” she pleaded. 

But Fox didn’t answer, head buried in her pillow. After a moment, when she realized he wasn’t going to reply, she turned on the ball of her foot and rushed out, late.

As Fiona walked across campus, she fought to block the memory of the angel. A babble of voices murmured in the back of her mind, like an AM radio on a windy night, pulling in several stations on each frequency, nothing clear enough to understand. Stop hiding it away, the angel had said. What in the world did that foolishness mean?

Fiona was very aware of her hands, one curled around her Bible, one swinging at her side. Everything was so intricate: even such small things as hands. It wasn't fair. Great oaks stretched over the sidewalk. The mosaic of sun and shade flickered over her, and their age ached in her, living in their slow patience, experiencing the sun warming their leaves, the wind filtering through their branches. When she looked into the weave of branches, the voices faded for a moment. Leaves moved across the sky like waves in an ocean.

Shut up, they're only trees! Fiona began walking quickly again, clutching her Bible so tightly that her finger joints ached. You must have looked stupid, standing there, staring at trees.

But this time – the first time in ages – some part of her asked, It’s not stupid. What gives you the right to be so judgmental? 

The wind bowed their branches, and the cool leaves whispered like rain. But her mind was a turmoil of memories, images, thoughts that could not be expressed in words. As if a tornado had gotten inside her mind and swept everything she knew into the air, and she tried to grab at the scraps but could catch nothing. Angel. Shut up. No. I want ....

Fiona concentrated on counting the cracks in the sidewalk, on the endless march of numbers. (But even that recalled the sense of eternity that the angel brought, as if the endless sky was an abyss that she would fall upward into, everything she knew vanishing into a speck in one dizzying moment.)

She walked into the Christian student union with relief, eager to talk to her friends and get all of that nonsense out of her head.

Ginger, sitting next to Fiona on the floor, tossed her black, straight hair out of her eyes with a smirk. "Don’t look so sad about slamming the door on me, dear. I managed to get the cookies all by myself just fine. I didn't want to bother you; I thought you'd snap at me again."

Fiona curled a page of her Bible over her finger. Ginger always got mad the same way Fiona’s mother did. "I was tired."

Ginger rolled her eyes. "Whatever." 

The Pastor Ingly opened the meeting with prayer, then asked the students what good things happened to them during the week. 

“I have something I gotta say,” Fiona piped up. She heard the hunger in her voice, that smarmy note that said, Pay attention to me! I have something to tell you! She ignored it. “A friend of mine saw ... an angel. It appeared to her the other day. For no reason at all. Isn't that weird?" Her breath was fast; her heart pounded as if she’d run a sprint.

Anybody who was chatting quietly in the circle stopped. All eyes turned to Fiona as if she’d announced that she was Elvis’s love child. She busied herself running her fingers through the deep pile of the carpet. “Yeah, I kind of thought that was weird, too.” 

Pastor Ingly squinted through his glasses. "What did your friend say it looked like?" As if he could identify the angel by species.

Fiona took a deep breath, almost a gasp as the angel dazzled her mind. "It's impossible. It's like ... she said it's like light through ... oh, that's all wrong."

Ginger, giving Fiona a suspicious look, popped in. "I don't get why it's hard to describe. I mean, it looks loving and has wings, right? Or was it something else?"

Fiona didn’t like the way Ginger said something else. "You couldn't draw it like something in art class."

The pastor added, "Did the angel say why it was sent? Did it tell your friend anything?"

Fiona gripped her knees, cold under the palms of her shaking hands. They ran the air conditioner constantly in this place, however nice it was outside. She shouldn't have told them. This was the wrong place; her angel was not their angel. "It said ... it said we have to be good to one another. It said we have to listen to God, and trust Him."

Fiona did not look up. The eye of the angel was on her, the world curving in around her, a strange, terrible force targeting her to assail her spirit. She said quickly, "Do you think my friend was hypnotized? Somehow?"

"Oh, no," Pastor Ingly said. "That's not real. Hypnotists are slight-of-mind artists. They play with your mind, make you see things you can't possibly see." 

Something inside Fiona reacted violently. She looked at her hands, those amazing hands, in her lap. Is your mind that simple, Fiona? 

I supposedly saw an angel, she shot back. Her hands in her lap were in fists, her back straight: her whole body tense. Nobody sees angels! You’re playing a trick on me, trying to make me think I'm insane.

Another part of her mind said quietly, There's more to it than your pastor would have you believe.

The pastor went on to talk about miracles, and Fiona tried to concentrate on the talk, but her mind strayed. The angel was a blue flame that infused her with fear. The vision was a burning house she wanted to walk into, though its heat seared her face. Yet she could not remember what the angel looked like. Even the barest beginning of memory, that eerie spread of light, made her heart duck into her chest like a frightened rabbit. Stop hiding it away. 

When the meeting was over, Fiona darted out the door, clutching her Bible. The pleasantly warm evening was a relief to her chilled skin. 

Fiona opened her dorm door ... then jumped when Fox sat straight up on her bed. She'd forgotten he was there! "Fox, for heaven's sake, it's half-past eight!" 

Fox swayed as he swung his stocking feet over the side of the bed. His sneakers sat neatly on the floor below his toes, and his curly black hair was flat on one side. He held his head with both hands. "God, I must have slept a week!"

"Two hours," she corrected. Fiona couldn't stop staring at his flat hair. She wanted to fluff it out with her fingers. 

"Look, I'm sorry for sleeping that long," he said. "I'll straighten up your bed in a second."

She left the door open and went to her desk. "Don't worry about it. I'll mess it up here in a little bit." She blushed a three-alarm red.

"What a weird dream," Fox said, groggy still. "God I need coffee. When you walked in I thought I was still dreaming. You have fun at that thing tonight? Not that I want to know, I just need to hear you talk."

Fiona took her hermit crab out of the aquarium. He was getting too big for his shell. "I could quote the sermon." 

"Oh God, no! Argh—ack—" Fox fell over on the bed and died. Then he sat up. 

Fiona snorted in laughter, looking at the crab, which had shut itself away tight in its too-small shell. Fiona felt a sudden sense of brotherhood with it. She put it back. "Oh, we just talked about angels. Somebody said she saw one." It was hard to fake the nonchalance.

"That's rich. I see angels every time I go to the mall. Shoot, every time I come in here.” Fox’s gesture took in her two angel posters and the angel figurines by the phone.

"You don't believe in them?" She rubbed a little dust off one figurine.

He lay on his side, propping himself with his elbow, and rolled his eyes. "Okay, a little."

"What?" she said. "Angels?" At that moment one of the dorm queens walked by, glancing into the room. Fiona felt this was a good picture, her sitting at her desk and Fox completely clothed on top of the comforter.

"Yeah," Fox said. "Rebel angels. Satan's league."

Fiona looked at him with some concern. 

"Come on, it's not like I'm a Satanist,” Fox said. “But you see all these bad things happening all the time, right? Rape and murder and people throwing live cats into boiling water just to show it on HBO—"

"What?" Fiona’s face went five-alarm red.

"I swear they showed that. It was actual footage. And then they skinned it, and it was still alive. Fiona, there ain't no good angels. All the angels we have are evil, right, trying to grab us and haul our asses down to Hell. And God's just sitting there cutting his nails, saying all right, whatever."

Fiona was identifying too closely with that cat. She shook her head to get that picture out of her mind. "God has fingernails?"

"For God's sake, Fiona, it's just something I heard once," Fox said, annoyed.

"Why would God cut his fingernails? He could just say, 'Nails, be short'."

"You're a hoot." He rubbed his face again. "Listen, I better get out of here. I've bothered you enough."

Fiona jumped to her feet. In the back of her mind, she felt as if something huge and terrible, like a tornado, would strike her if he left. "Please, don't go. I'm not chasing you out."

In a heavy voice Fox said, "Thanks for letting me hide out here." He went to the door. "This whole thing with Kelsey, though—"

"Shh.” Fiona quickly followed him. "Think about something else."

"I can't.” Fox’s dark eyes stared down the hall. "Those Satan angels. Everywhere. I ought to tell your buddies I saw one."

"Oh, they'll just preach at you," she joked, wanting to raise his spirits. Surprising herself, she dared to lift one hand to lay it on his arm. "Don't—"

"See you later." Fox closed the door without seeing her gesture. 

Fiona’s hand hung there for a second, and then she let it fall. "Come back," she said to the closed door.

Fiona put several larger shells for the hermit crab in the aquarium, wondering what the little crustacean looked like without a shell, then threw herself on her bed, hugging the pillow, breathing Fox's musky scent. Why didn't you let him talk, Miss Psychologist? she thought. He needs your help!

Didn't you hear how he was going on about ... all that? Skinning cats! Satan's angels! He doesn't need to think about that.

Fiona felt such a wave of revulsion that she tasted bile at the back of her throat. She saw that cat in the boiling water, crying weakly, burning, its eyes and mouth scalding. And nearly a year ago to the day the bad dream had happened, and for a year she’d fought and fought to keep it under water, to keep acting as if everything were normal. She glimpsed the boys on her in the garage, felt the skinny, grease-monkey kid strike her in the back of her head with his fist, and her head struck the floor, and she gagged at the grit in her throat. 

Fiona rose off the pillow with a gasp as if she were drowning, staring at the angel figurines around the phone, trying to see them clearly, trying to forget the pictures in her head. Everything is okay. I am here now. That was only a bad, bad dream. 

The other voice said, Open your eyes and see what's going on. With you. With Fox..

Fiona breathed deeply of Fox's scent on her pillow, clutched it to her chest, and rested her cheek gently against it as if it was Fox himself. No. No one's going to touch me again. Ever. Not even him.
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Fiona and Ginger walked to their freshman psych class. Ginger was complaining about having to read Jung's autobiography. "I bet he was on something," she said. 

Two days ago, Fiona would have agreed. But today, she didn't know what to think. She'd read more of the book that morning and found herself arguing, not with the book, but with herself. Some things Jung wrote interested her and enraged her at the same time – this intense rage that seemed to rise from a terrible, deep fear. She'd had a headache and a sour stomach all day.

"But what if it's true?" Fiona asked as they passed under the great sycamores, where white limbs vanished into deep green leafshadows. "True in a manner of speaking, I mean. Like a metaphor." She couldn't believe this was coming out of her mouth. A few days ago she would have been attacking Jung with Ginger.

Ginger shot her a sharp look, black hair swinging around her neck. "He saw a giant ... turd fall on a church." Fiona giggled nervously. "Come on! The guy's a perv."

Edgy, Fiona stared into the sycamores that towered over the puny buildings. Light and shadow shimmered in patterns too complex to follow, however long you studied them. The wind sighed, and the leaves whispered in a language she couldn't comprehend. The sun glimmered through like light on water.

The previous night she'd had a dream. Fiona had been sitting in a chair facing Jung. Jung gazed at her like an owl and said something in Germanic Swiss. Fiona nodded and reached into her pockets to dump handful after handful of tiny devils into her lap. They swarmed like maggots, like leeches, latching onto her fingers with tiny, sharp teeth. Jung had his glasses down, studying them. Embarrassed, she tried to cover them with her hands, but they were burrowing into her skin, through her thighs.

Fiona shook her head hard, stared into the leaves. Strange how the wind seemed like a river, flowing through the cathedral of leaves. Could she open herself to that wind? She wanted to be a sycamore, that great open air refreshing her. How pure she would feel, wind and sun her existence.

"Fiona?" Ginger said, giving her that who-is-this-girl look. "Stop acting weird, you’re scaring me.”

Fiona pulled herself away from the sycamores. "I'm fine," she said, grimacing at her acid stomach.

And just then Fiona remembered that she didn’t have any antacid tablets with her: she’d left them all back at the dorm. There was no way that she was going to suffer through class. “I can’t believe this,” she groaned. “I need to run back to my room real quick.”

Ginger leaned into the door. "Well, don't be late."

Fiona rushed back to her dorm, her stomach all blah. But as she stood in front of her door, digging though her backpack for her keys, she raised her head. Fox was running down the hall toward her, limping like a wounded bird, eyes wild and locked on Fiona’s. She froze. Something had happened. Come on, I can’t get entangled. But another part of her responded to the fear
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