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Lightning flashed, doing its white-hot paparazzi dance, and Tika jumped — not in reaction to the too-close strike, but to the pale, gaunt ghost of her own reflection.

I’m dead already, she thought.

Then the darkness returned, and she was able to peer outside again, though there were only two things within eyeshot which provided any interest: the DISABILITY CLINIC sign below, banging [image: image]back and forth in the storm, and the leviathan weeping willow just beyond her window, the branches of which scraped the glass.

She'd gotten nothing but bad news all day, and her head was a cacophony of voices: No, I’m afraid the procedure out of Germany has encountered some setbacks ... Yes, some of the test subjects have regained mobility ... No, I don’t think it will become viable in your lifetime ... Yes, the tumor has grown ... Yes, you’ll die if it isn’t excised ... No, I’m not going to lie to you about the odds. We’re looking at a fifty-fifty chance of survival ...

She realized she’d been toying with a length of her hair, twisting it, tighter and tighter, about a frail finger. She let it unwind, watching it unravel by the dim glow of the nightlight.

She’d been a perfect student through grade school, high school, and most of art school. She’d been a perfect catch for Gus, her first love. Sam, her second. Alex, her third, and Russ — her last. She’d been a perfect bitch through most of the ‘90s: she’d drank a lot, been paralyzed from the waist down on an L.A. freeway at 2 a.m., had crawled to and held a stranger she’d been riding (and sleeping) with as he died ...

She was 27 at the time. Now she was 34. Her hair finished unwinding and lay still.

At least it’s still gold, she thought.

“Okay, Tika ...”

Maggie entered the room, carrying a dinner tray. “Or should I call you Hell on Wheels — suppertime.”

Maggie was the night nurse. Everybody said she looked exactly like Whoopi Goldberg, and she did. She was popular with the inpatients and always seemed comfortable in her skin.

“I'm not hungry,” said the young woman. She stared off blankly. “And I’m not on wheels.”

She flinched as Maggie kicked one of the bed’s rollers. “Your chair may be in the corner — but you’ve still got wheels.”

Tika gazed out the window and said nothing. She gazed [image: image]at the willow tree.

“Poor thing,” said Maggie.

She switched on the overheads, causing the tree to be lost behind a mirror-image of the room. Thunder cracked and rumbled.

“The docs might be able to cut out that tumor, Tike, but they can’t prescribe for you a will to live ...” She sat down the tray and turned to the wall calendar; its days were checked off up to October 15th, with the 1 7th marked OP DAY in bold, black letters. She checked off the 15th. “You’ve got to do that. Those who won’t, don’t come back from major ops.”

Tika looked at her wheelchair, which sat in the far corner of the room. The spokes of its wheels gleamed mockingly: they shimmered. Like a necklace, she thought. Or the chromed rims of a crushed sportscar in the L.A. heat.

“Maybe I don’t want to come back,” she whispered.

Maggie lifted the lids from the entrees. “Yes you do, sweetie. You just don’t know it yet.” She started to leave, then paused in the doorway. “On or off?”

“Off,” said Tika.

Maggie clicked off the overheads. “Now eat,” she said, and left.

Tika sat in the darkness, thinking of her wild days, of losing her family and her innocence and her legs to the wind, of bedsores and spasms and shitting her pants, of hospitals and clinics.
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When she awakened, there was a fly buzzing about her Jell-O and the ice-cream had melted. The storm was still on, but seemed farther away — so much so that she could hear the solemn ticking of the wall-clock. And something more: a squeaking sound, like the protests of a wheelchair too long neglected. It was coming from outside her room. It was coming up the hall.

She looked at the doorway.

Sure enough, an old woman in a wheelchair muscled her way past, skinny, ashen elbows working. It was a comical sight, frankly. Slow down, you old bag, Tika wanted to call out — and almost did. Then the squeaking stopped, abruptly, and the [image: image]old woman backed slowly into view again. She looked at Tika.

The younger woman looked back. Between them, up on the wall, the old IBM clock ticked.

The resemblance was uncanny. Both women had long hair, though the younger’s was blonde and flowing, like lemon molasses, and the older’s was thin, platinum, flyaway. Both were skinny. Both had blue eyes, fine features, were gaunt as castaways, and — 

Suddenly, the crone was rolling, charging, Buchenwald elbows [image: image] pumping rust-spotted wheels, a hand like a dead tree branch reaching out, groping, flailing, batting away Tika’s I.V., tumbling her saline bottle which shattered against the blood-red tiles ...
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Maggie was at the nurse’s station, filling out her log, listening to Peter, Paul and Mary singing “Puff the Magic Dragon,” when the buzzer went off. She peered down the hall over her reading glasses; the light beside the door to room #22 was blinking rhythmically. Tika, she thought, alarmed by the uncharacteristic timing — uncharacteristic for this visit, anyway — and hurried toward the room.
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Maggie heard Tika protest as soon as she turned on the overheads — a good thing, because it let Maggie know she was all right. She clicked them off immediately and went to her.

“What is it, hon?”

The young woman’s face was whiter than usual, and she was trembling. She looked at Maggie forlornly. “Bad dreams,” she said. “Again.”

“Ahhh ...” Maggie drew a cup of water, handed it to her. “The iron-sided crone back to haunt you?”

Tika nodded, solemnly, and took the cup.

Maggie looked down at her, hands on hips. She sighed. Appearing to collect her thoughts, she pulled up a chair. “I’m gonna tell you a bedtime story,” she said.

Tika turned away, embarrassed. “Maggie ...”

The problem with Maggie was, she didn’t just look like Whoopi Goldberg — she acted like her sometimes.

“Shhht! You need this. Now, when I was a kid, I had what you’d call a secret friend. A ghost, actually ...”

Tika looked out at the great willow tree — and for the first time, noticed a strange anomaly: a weird bulge in one of the branches farthest away, a bulge about the size of an apple barrel. She squinted, studying it. Lightning flashed whitely as if to assist her.

“... her name was Angel. And whenever I’d get depressed, or was feeling sick, I’d hear a tapping at my closet door, which was Angel wanting out —

Tika spun around. “That's horrible!”

“Oh, you don't know the half of it! She’d knock and knock and knock — until finally I had to crawl out of bed and let her out. And then she’d pinch me so hard I’d scream — and she’d run back inside, giggling. And I wouldn’t see her again all that day, but it didn’t matter, because I’d be so angry at her for getting me out of bed that I’d forget all about being depressed, or even sick, and pretty soon I’d be out playing again.”

Tika grinned in spite of herself, then lightning flashed outside, and thunder cracked, and she sobered instantly.

After a long pause, Maggie asked: “Did you have a secret friend?”

“Not a horrible one like that ...!”

“So you did have one?”

Tika sighed, relenting. She squinted her eyes, thinking. In her mind’s eye she saw the bristles of a paintbrush slathering green paint on a dark blue surface. But the thought seemed to evaporate as quickly as it formed. “I — I don't remember.”

“Well, think about it awhile.” Maggie tapped her temple: “This is mightier than the scalpel. Not all miracles are miracles, sweetie. And not all Angels are angels.”

She gathered up Tika’s untouched tray and dimmed the nightlight. “And since you’re not going to eat, why don’t you try resting your eyeballs again.”

Tika watched as she pulled the privacy curtain around its track. “Maggie?”

The nurse paused, facing her through a part in the curtains.

“Why do you fuss over me so?”

There was silence as the woman looked at her in the dark. “Because it’s important you survive this operation,” she said. Her tone was uncharacteristically grave.

Tika swallowed dryly. “Why is it important?” Her voice sounded small, vulnerable. “Beyond plain old human compassion, of course —?”

Maggie seemed circumspect. “I don’t know. It just is.” Her expression lightened: “Night, Love.”

And she left.

Tika settled back in the darkness. Rain drizzled down the window; lightning flashed somewhere nearby. She closed her eyes, resting them. Before long she’d begun to drift off.

There was a sudden, blinding flash, followed immediately by an explosion of thunder. She opened her eyes with a start and looked outside.

The giant willow tree stood its ground. Rain fell upon its branches and pelted against its deformity. The wind was blowing, she could tell, causing loose leaves and pine needles to take to the air. The hairs on the back of her neck began to tingle.

A bolt of lightning struck the deformity, showering sparks and snapping branches. Tika leapt. For a moment all she could see was a snapshot of the bolt, supered over everything, burned into her retinas. The thunderclap rattled the pane violently. When her vision cleared, she thought she saw the bulge in the tree’s blackened trunk glowing within, throbbing bluish-purple.

The nightlight flickered beside her; she gazed out at the smoke-shrouded willow, transfixed.
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Maggie was nearing the end of the corridor when the lights flickered and went out — and the emergency lights came on. She paused, looking around: The building had gone completely dark. She turned and rushed back.

––––––––
[image: ]


The curtain around Tika’s bed was drawn back, and Maggie poked her head in. “You okay, kiddo?”

Tika turned around, looking at her — but hardly seeing her. She gave Maggie an absent “thumbs up.”

“Good. I don’t imagine we’ll be down long.” The lights flickered back on. "Well ... See? Get some sleep, hon. We’ll mind the store.”

She left. Tika stared after her a moment, then turned back toward the window.

Now that the smoke had cleared, she saw that the bulge had burst open, and was hollow. Reams of tree sap dribbled from its fracture. She stared at it as piano music tiptoed




[image: ]











































“BOO.”
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