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When it was discovered that she had inherited the strange affliction that ran through the family line on her mother’s side, Gertrude’s grandfather had been called.  He had come to Eversburg from a neighboring town at his daughter’s panicked request, and Gert recalled swaying on the back porch swing with him while he smiled down at her.  His thick white eyebrows reminded her of snow, and her legs made circles as they dangled far from the porch floor. 

He had offered her a red licorice.  “I heard there was a bit of trouble earlier this afternoon.”

Young Gertrude rolled the candy around in her mouth.  She liked the texture of licorice, but she didn’t enjoy the way it stuck in her teeth if she bit down into it.  She nodded at what he had said and replied, “Guess so.”

Even grown, she could still remember so much from that day.  How the breeze had kicked up from the East and helped their swing along.  How the robins sang to one another and had flown into the tree just off their porch with the white spindle railings.  The expression on her grandfather’s features when he told her that he could do the thing she had done this morning.  

She had sucked on her licorice and been relieved.  What she and her grandfather could do was strange, but that didn’t mean that anything was wrong with her.  He explained to her what it felt like to him, when the fire began to rise up into his chest and creep up his neck.  She’d always remember that he had described the fire as “kissing his scalp.”  As a child, her mind had tried to process what his words meant, and her brain had shown her a scene of orange flames with lips that actually kissed him over and over again.  She still retained this image, even though she had never felt that the fire kissed her in this way.

For her, the fire had always smoldered and smoked before it exploded outward in a rush.  On the inside, she always felt the burst of energy radiate from her core out past the edges of her own eyes, lips, chest and hands.  Once it was out of her, she would watch a schoolmate’s hair singe or the water in the kitchen pitcher boil.  On that first day, the day that her grandfather had been called by her mother, the cause had been the setting on fire of her playmate’s toy.  

“The fire is in us,” her grandfather told her.  “Not all of us, of course.  Not in your mother or your aunts.  But my grandmother had it, and now it would appear, so do you.”

Gertrude slanted her eyes off to the side as she thought.  She asked, “Why do we have it?”

Grandfather Gable shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.  “I’m not sure.  I think maybe we were needed at some point.  Whatever purpose this gift may have served in the past, the reason is lost now.  That hasn’t stopped the ability from manifesting through the generations.  Even my mother regarded it as little more than a nuisance.”  He paused to peer down at Gertrude.  “As I suspect, your mother sees it that way, too.”  He scooped her close to him on the swing and squeezed her tiny shoulder in a way that reassured her.  He had promised he would teach her to control this strange inherited gift.  He died when she was eight, though, and she had only managed to learn and retain a few of the lessons he had given her.  

She spent her childhood with a keen awareness of her parents’ embarrassment that she was different and then her teen years flaunting her ability to cause them more.  Hormones took over.  The girls who made up her classmates were petty and made easy targets, and her longtime beau caused the heat to flare in an unexpected manner.  In ways that her grandfather had not thought prudent to mention to her younger self.

Gertie had tried to mimic the lessons she remembered from her Grandpa Roger, but she had never felt that she had the same level of control over it that he had exhibited.  She had watched over her own children as they slept at night and wondered which of them might have the fire dormant within them.  She had told each of them when they turned ten years old, and they had one by one sworn to keep the knowledge from the next in line until they were of age.  Each of their reactions had given Gertie the unexpected insight of revealing to her their natural inclinations of how they would handle life in general.

Peter had reacted with a pleasantly surprised, “Oh!”  His face, eyes and mouth all equally round.  She would see this expression many times throughout his life: when he threw the winning pitch at his little league championship, when he received a full scholarship to Penn State, and when his college girlfriend got tired of waiting for him to propose and asked him instead.  Peter had always reacted with surprise at his charmed life.  When Gertie told Beth, she had noticed that she began to throw a coin in the Eversburg fountain whenever they went shopping downtown.  Every time, she was wishing that she was the one who would be chosen by the fire.  All her life, Beth would never work for something as much as she ought, instead always wishing things would turn out how she wanted them to be.  Her third born, Cici, started that very night to pray furiously that she was not the one to inherit.  As she grew through the years, Gertrude had watched her try with all her being to be the most normal, buttoned up person in Eversburg.  Lastly, she had imparted the potentiality of the gift to Adam, who had said, “Ok,” shrugged and went into the other room to play.  She observed him as Adam glided through life, taking the good and the bad with equal even-keeled temperament.

Her children, now grown.  And of course, out of them all, Nature had chosen Cici’s daughter to inherit the fire.  Gertrude had struggled not to laugh when her distraught daughter had called to tell her the news.  Cici could use a little oddness in her picture perfect life.

Now here she was, gray and liver spotted.  Settled in the rocker on the front porch but unsure of how she got there.  The screen door creaked open off to her right, and a man walked toward her to hand her a glass of iced tea.  She couldn’t recall who he was, and she wondered momentarily if she was dreaming.  If this was a dream, maybe she was still young and beautiful and asleep in her bed.

She felt the coldness of the glass in her hands.  She gazed at the ice cubes inside the liquid and then at the man who sat in the chair beside her.  She did know who this was after all.
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His wife had always been a firestarter.  Merle Johansen had known it when he married her.  He knew because she had tried to set his Lincoln Logs on fire when they were both six years old.  Since she had never actually burned a house down over the years following that incident, her parents generally hushed up any borderline scandalous occurrences that might have warranted the Columbia County authorities.  While there never was a house that went up under suspicious circumstances, the old barn at the edge of their property had been known to smoke from now and then. 

No one in town was ever certain whether Gertrude started the flames intentionally or whether fire just followed her around.  Gertrude’s grandfather had had this same predicament as had his grandmother before him.  All Merle knew was that Gertie was a beauty when they were fourteen and gorgeous by eighteen.  He hadn’t even minded what happened on the night they were parked up at the lake.  Gertrude was soft under his hands, and the moon was bright on her pale skin as it came through the windshield.  Moonlight that soon turned to red before he realized the engine had caught on fire.  With no reservations, he asked her to marry him a year later.

Their house was always overly warm every winter by the blaze of their fireplace even when the wood was wet.  Toast burnt in the oven.  The candles were pools of wax within an hour.  When their firstborn came, one of the McConaugheys’ cornfields went up in flames.

In this part of the country, asparagus grows wild and volunteers itself in many gardens.  A common practice is to burn the patch after harvest to yield an even more fruitful crop the following year.  Numerous ladies may have done so as a chore, but Gertie always had a blanket and a picnic lunch set out as she coyly set her lighter to the balls of tissue.  Her long legs tucked under her and her hair caught up away from her face in a French braid, she made the task look like art.

One year, a patch grew close to the hayfield.  Merle eyed the proximity of an especially large stack and his fire-prone wife.  Even though he gave the warning that she be careful so close to it, he still saw the inferno from the lower fields an hour later.

The young firemen in training from the University Fire Department program were just down the street and arrived in record time.  Gertie served lemonade and black-bottom cake squares while Merle shook his head and rolled his eyes.  He had a pyromaniac for a wife, and even the firemen gazed at her, knew her for what she was and didn’t care.

“Well, this is the nicest fire I’ve ever responded to,” the department head said.  He smiled as his boys practiced putting out the small blaze and accepted a refill for his glass.

Gertrude had smiled proudly as she straightened her gaze back to the field.  Her face slightly flushed from the heat, she held the laden refreshment tray in her two strong arms and inhaled a deep slow breath that no one could mistake for anything but contentment.  “It’s the best one I’ve ever started.”
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When I first became aware of what my Grandee Gertie could do, I was seven years old.  Voices from the kitchen had risen up the stairwell to wake me.  Arriving downstairs sleepy-eyed, I saw both the Hidely Sisters who lived just across the alley.  My mother was worrying over Bette Hidely's hands while Bette’s sister Alice glared a sour face at Grandee who was pacing behind them.

"Oh, let me see," Grandee Gert pleaded as she kept trying to peer over Mom’s shoulder.  She seemed upset.

"She'll be all right," my mom said to Grandee.  "Dr. Raducci is coming over to check the burn, though."  She turned back to Bette with a reassuring smile.

For the next hour, I watched from the counter stool.  I ate the afternoon snack Mom had given me, watched Dr. Raducci from across the street look over Bette's hands, and sat next to Grandee who had finally decided to sit down at the counter, too.

After the doctor had escorted the ladies home, my Mom’s face changed from concerned to exasperated.  “Honestly, Mother - what were you thinking?”

Grandee Gert wrung her hands.  “I just lost my concentration for a couple minutes.  Cici, I would never hurt her on purpose.  I was just frustrated - she cheats at hearts all the time!”

“So you set her on fire?”

My eyes immediately went wide, and my head whipped around.  “You set Miss Hidely on fire!?” 

“No, no, no,” Grandee shook her head.  Her eyes shifted away from me, though.  “But maybe her cards got a little hot.”

“Burst into flames, you mean,” Cici pursed her lips.

“Well...” 

I couldn’t stop staring at her.  “Wow,” I said.  “Can you show me how?”

********
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My grandmother had gone to school with Bette & Alice Hidely.  They had been on the cheerleading squad together.  The sisters had joined because they had their hearts set on a couple of the football players, but I knew my grandmother had joined because she could sneak kisses with my Grandah behind the stands.  My Grandah and Bette Hidely’s beau were both on the motorcycle racing circuit and had already known each other.  

The Hidely Sisters liked Gertie from the start.  She was pretty and fun.  Of the trio, I would have thought that my Grandee would have been the one to keep the Hidley girls from getting into trouble. Over the years, I heard enough stories from my own mother to know that it was the other way around.

As I learned that day, and as my mother well knew, my Grandee Gert had always been a firestarter.  Gertrude’s grandfather had had this same predicament as had his grandmother before him.  The family became aware that Gertie was likewise afflicted when she was six years old.  I promise you, no one else has a story about how their grandparents fell in love like I do.

The young Bette and Alice soon learned the signs of Gert’s proclivity.  They made sure one of them was usually nearby to soothe Gertie when she became wildly emotional or at least have a pitcher of water on hand to douse the flames once they started.  Alice had saved another girl’s new car from Gertie’s envy.  Bette had been there with Gert the day that the handsome players of junior year football season trotted out onto the field.  Patches of green grass had smoked and curled brown before Bette turned her away from the sight of them.  Nothing could save a fellow schoolgirl’s hair the day she flirted with Merle, though.  At least, the Hidelys said they couldn’t get to the girl in time.

The morning that I first learned of Grandee’s gift began a journey that wove through my childhood and into my adult years.  I often asked my mother if she could light things on fire the way Grandee could, and when she said no, I asked her why not?

“Well,” my mother answered, “no one’s really sure.  We only know that the bit of trouble seems to skip a generation.”

My eyes had gone wide.  “Maybe I can do it!”

My mother sighed.  “Maybe.  We’ll see, I guess.”

Growing up with all of my cousins, we often would huddle together down in the fields at Grandee and Grandah’s farm.  We’d go around the circle and each of us would try with all our might to make a little patch of flame.  Our faces scrunched with the effort, but none of us ever succeeded.  Which is why all of our parents breathed a sigh of relief as birthdays passed the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth mark.  They all thought we were safe from our bizarre inheritance.  The one that they knew would most likely never touch them but would one day appear in one of their own children.  It was just when everyone was getting truly comfortable that my dreams all turned to flames.

In the end, it turned out that my gift was not nearly so pronounced as had been dreaded.  I couldn’t light things on fire as Grandee could.  It seemed that after my sixteenth birthday, I began to radiate a warmth that was more like a glow than a bonfire.  Sometimes, candles burned faster than they should, and often the butter melted into a puddle if it was left out.  

As relieved as my parents were, I felt that my Grandee Gert was a little sad that I couldn’t do more.  She told me she saw it as a change of the times, and that the magic of the world in general was dying off bit by bit.  She tried to teach me how to manage my “smolder” as she called it, but only half of what her own grandfather had taught her seemed to apply.  She taught me everything just the same, though, in case I had a grandchild of my own who might need the knowledge.

Nothing was ever written down, and she forbade me from starting my own written record after my inheritance appeared.  Whether this was because our family had always feared being found out for what we were, I don’t know.  Then again, did we even know what we were?  A distant ancestor, perhaps, had understood what created the fire in us.  At some point, it was all lost to conjecture.

Even with the constant warmth inside me, I can’t imagine what my Grandee must have felt when the fire rose up inside her and burst to get out.  Only once did I actually see her create fire myself.  All the other incidents were simply stories I heard.  Until I watched the phenomenon happen and with my own gift not yet emerged, I can honestly say I didn’t completely believe that she was a firestarter.  I thought perhaps she was unlucky or just careless around flames.

On the day that I witnessed Grandee in action, there were new horses coming to the farm, and Gert was giddy with expectations.  She had had horses as a girl, but it had been many years since she and my Grandah had kept them.  Now with their children out of the house and time on their hands, Merle had agreed that Gertie could buy a couple after he had repaired the old stables.

The horses were coming from a breeder out of state, and the trainer that accompanied them had been hired to stay for two weeks to get the new colts settled.  The truck and horse trailer turned up the drive.  Gert and I came down from the porch to meet them at the edge of the lawn, and there were introductions all around once the trainer disembarked.  All seemed fine until the horses were unloaded, and the trainer revealed his stern manner and heavy hand with the animals.  One of the horses balked, and the man raised his whip.  The instrument was still overhead when a ball of flame appeared in front of his face, flaring out of thin air.  It singed his eyebrows and frizzled the hair above his forehead.  In shock from the sudden event, I spun to ask Grandee Gert what we should do.  There was a look of satisfaction on her face, and the red-gold hue of fire was still glowing in her eyes.  I watched as it receded, and the normal shade of blue returned.

After escorting the trainer to the powder room for cool water, Gert found Merle in the kitchen and told him, “He’s fired!”

I heard Merle answer wryly, “I can see that pretty plain, Gert.  In the future, dear, you can try just telling them.”  

*********
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When the time came for me to go to college, I chose the University in Eversburg.  I always loved our visits here, and I considered that Grandee would be nearby to help me manage if my gift should decide to become more pronounced.  I met my husband Adrian in school.  His family is one of the well-to-do of Eversburg, and they were already familiar with my family.  With a keen interest in grandchildren, they even generously bought us a house near theirs.  

I was hopeful that my Grandee would be able to meet our baby, but that isn’t going to happen now.  Even if Gert was still with us, her mind had started to wander these last few years.  I’m unsure how much she would have been able to process a new, tiny human in her midst.  Or even if she’d be able to recall who I was as I presented her great-grandchild.  
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Gertrude
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At the end of her life, when she had more bad days than good and got confused too many times in a day, Dr. Brand told Merle that she should go to The Home.  He called it by its name, Tilde House, but she still had enough moments of clarity to know that was where they were taking her.  She heard Merle protest in a voice that wavered, but the other nurses spoke so soothingly and low.  She knew he would eventually listen to what they thought was best.

She drifted in and out of present time while her husband drove her to Tilde's.  She saw the bright green of the trees, brighter at that time of day because of the hazy sunlight and the humidity that made them glisten.  Then it seemed to her that she dozed for a bit, because she blinked and the trees were gone.  In their place were the tall, stone buildings that only lived on Myers Hill, but she didn't remember the car turning onto Myers Lane.  She couldn't even remember how long they had been in the car.  Then she blinked again, and they were turning into the wide circular drive of Tilde House, but that couldn't be right, either.  Merle was saying something to her or maybe telling her a story.  She was having a hard time focusing on the details.  When he came around to open the car door for her, there were two women in floral uniforms waiting as well.  They wore nice smiles, and she smiled back politely.  The three of them helped her into the chair, and she was spun inside.

The halls were cool and light, light blue inside.  Gertie heard Merle talking to other people, but she let her gaze wander down through the hallways.  She must have dozed again, because now she was moving, already halfway down a corridor she did not remember them starting down.  They wheeled her through the doorway of room 201, she noticed that part.  The room was bright and clean.  There were flowers in a vase.  Peonies, her favorite.  Big, full, round peonies so heavy from their opening in the sunlight of the window that they almost dropped to the bottom of the vase.  

Her husband's face was in front of her.  "You're going to be here for just a little while with the ladies and Michael, and I'll be back tomorrow."  His palm was on her cheek, and he drew his thumb down the side of her face as he talked.  "They say this is best, and I'll come everyday."  Then his face and hand were gone. 

She was in a bed.  Comfortable and with clean linens, but it was not her bed at home.  A nurse was reading in the rocking chair across the room.  The sunlight had moved away from her flowers, and they had pulled their petals closer.  She could not explain why, but something clenched in her stomach. She couldn't catch her breath for a moment, and she was frightened.  

"Merle?" she called, and the nurse looked up.  "Merle?!"  The woman was putting down her book and beginning to stand.  She had a warm smile on her face, but Gertie did not know this person.  She wanted her husband.  Soothing hands were on her, but she recoiled from them just the same.  She called and called his name until she was hoarse.  Then she whispered it until she fell asleep.  

********
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Gert opened her eyes, and there was no moon that night.  She looked up at the sky and couldn’t recall where she was.  She turned to look around her and saw she was in front of her own home with no recollection of how she had gotten outside.  

She walked to the front door and found her arms were under a kind of paralysis.  She couldn’t seem to move them to turn the doorknob.  She closed her eyes in frustration and confusion.  What would Merle say?  

She wanted to be inside.  A moment after she thought of this desire, she opened her eyes again and discovered that she was on the other side of the door.  This night was turning more and more peculiar.  Moving through the first story rooms, she noticed that all the lamps were switched off.  She couldn’t remember turning them off before bed.  Maybe Merle had done it for her.  She began to climb the stairs to the second floor.  The tenth stair took her weight and didn’t creak.  She paused to look down at it and thought, How odd.

The room she had shared with Merle for the last forty-nine years was at the end of the hall.  She passed through the open doorway and stood at the foot of the bed.  She didn’t want to crawl in beside Merle yet for some reason and instead watched her sleeping husband.  

She saw him twist in the sheets and open his eyes.  She smiled at him, thinking he would do the same.  She wasn’t prepared in any way for his abrupt movement to sit up straight.  There was alarm in his face and in his eyes, and she did not understand why.

“Gertrude!”  Merle’s mouth opened and closed several times.  “How are you here?”

“It’s my home, you silly man,” she replied.  Or at least, she knew she mouthed the words, but she couldn’t hear herself speak.

Merle shoved the blankets aside and began to swing his legs to the floor.  “Did you walk here?  Did someone bring you?  Honey, what happened?”

His behavior was beginning to agitate her.  “What do you mean, Merle?  Where was I?”  She still couldn’t hear her own voice.  That fact combined with her husband’s alarm was creating a panic inside her.  She closed her eyes again and took a deep breath.  She thought, Maybe it’s a dream.  She told herself, “Wake up!”  There was a sound like rushing water in her ears.  “Wake up!” she said again.  The sound stopped, and she opened her eyes.

There were fluorescent lights on above her in the hallway where she now stood.  Nothing was making sense to her.  Where was she now?  She moved down the hallway and saw a woman cross the intersecting hall ahead of her.  She walked faster to catch the woman and ask her where she was, and she came to a stop in front of a reception desk.

“Excuse me,” she said to the woman seated behind the low counter.  The phone rang, and the woman picked up the receiver.  She waited patiently for the woman to finish her call.

“Who would you like me to check on, sir?” Gertie heard her ask.  “Hold on, I’ll look.  Just a moment - what was your name, hon?  Merle.  Just a moment, Merle.”  Gertrude followed the woman as she came around the counter and walked down the hall to one of the doors. The woman opened it, peered inside, and returned to the desk.  Her voice carried down the hall to where Gertie remained at the open doorway.

“Merle, she’s right here in her bed.  Yes, I’m certain.”  Gertie looked at the shape in the bed, and she knew that the Merle on the phone was her Merle.  One thing more she knew: she was dying.
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Merle and Reese
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"They told me that it was best," he said.  "They said I couldn't care for her the way she needed, and that was true.  I could see that was true.  But they promised me it was best.  I wanted to stay longer."  Merle drew a long-fingered hand down his face, and wiped a cupped hand down his mouth several times.  A nervous habit he had always done when anxious.  Gertie would take both his hands in hers when she would catch him.

"I asked them to put peonies in her room, so when she got there, there would be something pretty to greet her.  You should have seen the ones they found.  Heads as big as cantaloupes - well, near enough.  Like Katie Gerber used to grow.  Do you remember?"  He half smiled at the memory.  Reese’s smile grew bigger as she tried to imagine her Grandah as a young man, driving home and slowing his truck down to an idle in front of Katie Gerber's front yard, mesmerized by the sight of giant flower heads.

"I read to her from her favorite book.  I stayed all afternoon.  I stayed until they told me I needed to leave.  They said she would rest, and be fine.  I only got down to the end of the first hall before she started calling for me.  I could hear her.  Over and over she called for me, but the doctor said I shouldn't go back in.  It would only upset her more.  And I said, 'I'm taking her out of here, back home.  We can try this again next week maybe.  But I can't just leave her here calling for me.'  And they said, 'This happens a lot.'  They said, 'Most of the time, people just need a day to adjust'.  He said if I came back the next day for visiting hours, I would most likely find her just fine."  He took a sip of iced tea, and Reese added a lemon to his glass for him.  

"I didn't want to go home yet.  Not home by myself, to the empty house.  I built that house for her when we were young.  I stopped by Maussers' and sat with them for a bit.  Debra fixed me a plate, so I had dinner there.  I drove the long way home.  Seeing the house so dark and knowing there wasn't anyone else inside was strange."  He drew his hand over his mouth again, three times in a row.  He leaned in closer to his granddaughter.

"Later, in the middle of the night, something woke me up," his voice was so low he almost whispered, even though it was only the two of them in the kitchen.  "Just, all of a sudden - I was wide awake."  Another draw of his hand on his face.  "And I saw her.  Your Grandee.  At the foot of the bed."  He stopped speaking and looked at Reese.  He waited to see if she believed him.  

"What was she doing?" she asked and saw him exhale.

"She was only standing there.  Her lips were moving, but I couldn't hear anything.  I couldn't move.  I wasn't scared, because it was my Gertie, but I felt like I couldn't move either.  I watched her for a few minutes.  Then it seemed like I blinked my eyes, and she wasn't there anymore.  I got out of bed, and I searched the whole house.  I thought maybe she walked off from Tilde House and made her way home.  But that wasn't so, because when I called over there, they said she was sleeping in her room.  I went back upstairs, and I waited in the dark for her to come back.  She never did. 

"Then in the morning, about eight o'clock, they called me and said that she had passed."  He sat back in his chair.  "What do you think about that?  Am I crazy?"

Reese shook her head.  "I think crazier things have happened, Grandah.  And with how special and unusual she was in life, what couldn’t she do in the afterlife?  I think you're lucky to have seen her one more time, in whatever form."  

Merle nodded his head once, satisfied.  Then he looked out the window, and they sat there in silence.  Reese drank her tea, and he watched the breeze blow the linens drying on the line.

********
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When Grandah left for home, I took my glass of iced tea out to the front porch swing.  The shade and the breeze were what I wanted, but the sway of the swing lulled me into thoughts of my Grandee.  I mulled over what Grandah had told me he saw the night she passed, and then my mind moved on to the day of her funeral.

Uncle Peter had paced aimlessly at the back of the room, working up the nerve to make his way to the casket.  My mother, who had organized every detail of the viewing, had monitored the proceedings with detached efficiency while my Aunt Beth was crumpled into a chair sobbing.  Uncle Adam was the most able to maintain his composure with a serene calm, and he was stationed beside the casket to assist the mourners should they be in need of a reassuring hand, a tissue or a kindly murmured word.

I had sat with the rest of the cousins.  The clutch of us drew strength from one another and kept an eye on our parents in case we could help in some way.  Cousin Walker jostled my elbow to get my attention, and when I looked at him, he handed me a wooden matchstick.  I noticed the other cousins had them, too.  I turned a puzzled face to Walker.

“For Grandee,” he told me, and the others nodded in agreement.

When our turn came to pay our final respects, I watched them stealthily tuck their tiny homage into the silk folds of the coffin’s interior.  Last in line, I did the same.  I paused to give Uncle Adam a hug, and he surprised me by clinging to me for support.  My always easy-going uncle who everyone had assumed would take this day in stride.  It was due to these extended moments of comfort that I was still near the casket as Aunt Beth approached.  She had finally composed herself enough to make her way forward, and I watched her bend closer to her mother.  I was able to hear her murmur, “If you can still hear me, Mom, and for any reason you need me: send me a message with fire, and I’ll know it’s you.”
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Something was wrong with time, and she could not seem to control it.  The world would spin around her as if she were trapped in the center of a merry-go-round, and the people moved past her in a blur of colors and clothing.  Then suddenly, it would all stop, and she would find herself standing under an awning watching a rain storm that just went on for slow, agonizing hours.  She also didn’t seem to be conscious of her movements.  One moment she would find herself back at the nursing home, and the next time the world stopped spinning she could be at the town park.

She didn’t know how many days - months? - passed in this manner.  After a time, she thought she could discern that the furious movement was slowing down and the moments of stillness did not seem to drag on as they once had.  Things were evening out, and after a while her world gained a normal sort of ebb and flow.  One day, she noticed she could look at her surroundings without feeling dizzy.  She realized she recognized some of the people.  They were people from town; her own town of Eversburg.  For a moment, she startled herself with thinking everyone was dead.

This belief was dispelled the moment she tried to speak to some of them and received no response.  They drifted by her without acknowledgement.  As most live people, of course, would do.  She remembered the night she had died and had tried to talk to Merle.  “He had seen me,” she recalled and wondered if he could again.  With this thought in her head, she moved to locate him and set out down the road.  A half a block later, she thought, My feet feel funny.  When she looked down at them, she saw they no longer moved forward independently.  They moved at the same time because she hovered six inches above the ground and floated rather than walked.  She laughed out loud and then touched her lips with the fingers of one of her hands as if to stifle the sound.  For the first time since she had realized her demise, she felt joy.

Raising her eyes again, she looked to the end of the block.  She wondered how fast she could move to the corner, and in the next instant she was standing at the light of Market and Main Streets.  She laughed again and looked around at the people and cars that scurried past her.  She turned a slow circle and caught her reflection in the front window of the Tea Salon.  Her smile faded a little to a smaller version.

She was wearing different clothing than the nightgown she remembered from the night she died.  What she saw herself in now was a simple green day dress that she had always favored.  Not too fussy, but there was a bit of eyelet along the V-neck to make her feel pretty.  The shoes on her feet were not nearly so practical, and if she could have kicked them off she would have.  She supposed Merle had not wanted to see her buried in her tennies.  Or maybe one of the girls had made the decision.  A favorite gold locket on a simple chain around her neck, a charm bracelet hanging loosely about her wrist, and white hair that floated in waves down to her shoulders completed her analysis of her image.

I look better now than I have in years, she thought and angled her head from side to side to check her profile.  Neck still slender, jawline still sharp and her eyes brighter in death than they had been in life.  She was beginning to feel better about her current circumstances.  She even forgot that a moment ago, she had meant to seek out her husband.

The smile returned fully to her features.  After another moment, she turned away from the window.  She set her gaze far on the horizon, and in the next instant, she sped away to chase it.  

********
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Gertrude had never seen a ghost when she was living, but she had always believed in the possibility of them.  Growing up doing the fantastical thing that she could do - creating fire out of sheer will alone - it was hard not to imagine all manner of things possible in the world.
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