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          1853

        

      

    

    
      Catherine

      As a woman...

      

      Unaware she was about to die, Catherine Miller, a young woman delicate in build but determined in mind, hurried down the sidewalk of Cleveland’s Superior Street, her velvet cloak flapping against her gown in the March wind. Having just become the third woman in the United States to graduate from a medical college of repute, she was in need of an escape to steady her nerves.

      Neither her pounding heart, which galloped as robustly as the clopping horses and peopled carriages crossing the stone road, nor her dizzying thoughts had received a moment’s respite from the day’s excitement. She would return to the commencement celebration once she calmed down.

      Perhaps if she had been less heady with emotion, she might have noticed the pursuer behind her. At the very least, her common sense would have kept her from venturing too far beyond Public Square and leaving the crowded protection its taverns and hotels provided. But on that brisk but pleasant afternoon her thoughts were elsewhere.

      Doctor Catherine Miller. That is who I am now.

      Soon she, a humble girl from a dusty but growing settlement in Pennsylvania, would be working alongside her new partner, Dr. Isaac Fitzgerald, performing physical examinations and dispensing treatments as a full-fledged physician of Cleveland. It was a dream come true, albeit one fraught with resistance at every turn.

      I showed those naysayers, I surely did.

      A sudden gust of wind whipped her honey-hued locks against her bonnet and threatened to whisk away her diploma. She clutched the rolled paper, along with her engraved class tickets, firmly against her bodice. A German bakery across the street floated the cinnamon scent of cakes and pastries her way, but the establishment, like the many other immigrant-owned businesses lining the commercial avenue, passed by with little notice from her. So, too, did the steepled churches and boxy colonial houses that followed, and soon the distance between even them grew far. When she reached the weedy edges of Cleveland and the forests beyond, nothing but towering trees and cawing seagulls in the distance near Lake Erie watched over her.

      Finally, Catherine slowed her pace and escaped into a thick copse of trees, unaware of the lone figure still trailing behind her. Within the shadowy refuge of pines and spruces she could at last breathe and gather her spiraling thoughts.

      What a whirlwind of a day this has been.

      She leaned against the cool bark of a thick trunk and closed her eyes.

      How proud she had felt upon the amphitheater stage, collecting her diploma as the only woman in a class full of men. Her mother and father had beamed in the audience, and even her older brother, Charles, a pastor and one of her strongest critics, had grudgingly applauded her accomplishment. From the moment she had been accepted into Cleveland Medical College, she suffered a litany of reasons why a woman was unfit to be a doctor. Frightening threats too, from fellow students and teachers alike. Even community members (of both genders) had passed judgment, and newspaper editorials never held an opinion back:

      “This folly of turning our country’s future wives and mothers into doctors must come to an end,” a columnist had written. “Their presence in the field has been an amusement, one can fairly concede, but this social experiment has now run its course. By allowing yet another woman to graduate from the Medical Department of Western Reserve College, we have set an undesirable precedent, not to mention a dangerous one. How soon before our good citizens die from an error at the hands of a lady doctor, no matter how well-intentioned her treatment? In this fine year of 1853, as Cleveland burgeons to a population of nearly thirty thousand people, and our railroads, waterways, and manufacturing bring tremendous progress our way, we must not risk unraveling our social fabric because a few scandalous women deem themselves on equal footing to men.”

      Although Catherine had tried to disregard the overt contempt from men of that journalist’s ilk and draw instead from the supportive ones in her circle, his type of rhetoric was far more common than the opposite. In fact, the public outcry over her education had been so intense that a young constable was tasked with overseeing that afternoon’s commencement. As friends and family members took their seats on the amphitheater benches in the stately Medical College on St. Clair Street, the rather studious-looking officer with unruly hair and a cleft in his chin had pulled Catherine aside and reassured her his presence was merely a precaution.

      After introducing himself as Constable Henry Whitaker, he had surprised her with a hearty congratulations and handshake. “What you’ve achieved is truly remarkable, miss…I mean, doctor. If you should need anything, anything at all, you can call on me.” Despite her distraction she noticed his lingering grasp and infatuated expression, both of which seemed to extend beyond the professional.

      She had thanked him but assured him the animosity of others was on the road behind her. Her newly acquired skills were about to shine, and not only would they earn her a healthy respect from her fellow citizens, they would bring her a sound income.

      At last, Catherine’s breaths, heartbeat, and emotions all reached the same plane of calm. She pushed away from the protective oak. It was well past time she return to the celebration. Her mother and father—and yes, even her brother Charles—might worry. They had traveled by carriage from Pennsylvania to celebrate her big day, and she shouldn’t delay them any longer.

      When she stepped away from the tree, a twig snapped behind her.

      Startled, she turned to find the source, but before she could see what it was, something hard smashed into her skull.

      Like an explosion of firecrackers, pain erupted inside her head. She fell to her knees, her gown billowing in all directions. Tree bark and muddy ground blurred before her. She began to cry out, but a second blow silenced her scream.

      Blackness enveloped her.

      Her thoughts were no more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Catherine

      As a tree…

      

      On a Guardians of the Galaxy calendar displaying five otherworldly misfits, the man inside the house draws an X over March 24, 2023, and this is how I know it’s been one hundred and seventy years since I died.

      From above the thawing winter terrain, my fractured bark and arthritic branches study Mr. Mark Carver through the window, his preference for curtains nonexistent. Of all the home dwellers to inhabit this remote bundle of land, he is my least favorite. I can’t define why, no more than I can define why my soul became trapped in a tree, but I feel it nonetheless. He radiates a subtle malevolence. A bad humor, perhaps. One I should like to purge with bloodletting were I still a living, breathing doctor named Catherine Miller instead of a hunk of twenty-first-century timber.

      There was a time every branchlet and leaf of my oak form shook with sorrow over the murder of my human body. Although not the first attempt to banish me from medicine, it was definitively the last. If only I knew by whose hands. After all this time, that unsolved mystery is what torments me most, and I’m desperate to solve it. One moment I was reveling in my scholarly accomplishment, the next I was nothing but a sapling, surrounded by a babbling creek and fertile Ohio soil that over the many years has sprouted a microcosm of vegetation, from the tallest of firs and birches to the smallest of mushrooms and clovers. Throughout it all a litany of wildlife roams.

      But as lovely as the singing birds and croaking bullfrogs are, stimulating companions they are not, for the rest of Mother Nature seems not to share my strange reincarnation. I feel their intimacy, to be sure, exchanging nutrients with the roots of my fellow trees and gases with my kin-like plants, but if not for the human inhabitants who have come and gone from this house over the years, a house that has been built and rebuilt, painted and repainted, shingled and reshingled, I’d be quite mad by now.

      At least this ominous homeowner, who has resided here alone since his superhero calendar said June of last year, keeps me occupied.

      No sooner have my thoughts returned to him than he slides open the glass door that separates the kitchen from the stone patio. As it often does when too much force is applied, the door slams with a bang. He steps outside in his puffy coat, made from a fabric I have no name for, and glances up at the morose sky, his dark hair lifting in the chilly breeze. His beard is nothing more than a few days’ growth and thus not a beard at all. From a previously overheard conversation with his sister, I deduced he is thirty-seven years old.

      In a blur of brown, white, and black fur, a beagle named Iggy bounds out after him. Mr. Carver strolls to the fire pit and mutters to the dog, “Stupid door. I swear to God, if I ever move again, it’ll be to a new house and not some eighties nightmare.”

      Why he swears to God over such a trivial matter, I don’t know, but his suggestion the russet-colored house is old amuses me. What would his thoughts be of the tiny cabin that originally marked these three acres one hundred years ago? Or perhaps it was one hundred and twenty years now. Time is elusive when one is a tree. If not for Mr. Carver’s visible calendar, I would remain lost as to its passage.

      I only know I spent many decades alone with nature before the foundation of a home was placed, along with a carriage house. The latter is now called a garage and is connected to the main residence by an arched trellis whose white paint come spring enjoys a burst of color from the lilac and rose bushes that nestle against it. Although Mr. Carver grumbles about having to walk outside from home to carriage house, he boasts about its history to visitors.

      I suppose accuracy demands I refer to him as Doctor Carver, but as he is not the sort of doctor I’m familiar with, and perhaps, too, because of his dark essence, he remains simply Mister Carver to me. From his conversations with guests, it’s clear he conducts research with medicines at Cardon University in Cleveland, not unlike my former Materia Medica teacher, an apathetic fool of a man if there ever was one.

      Despite my reservations about Mr. Carver, I’m indebted to him, because he is a talkative and social man who holds numerous parties and prefers the outdoors, even in winter. Out of all the inhabitants who have graced this domicile, I’ve learned the most from him, even in this short time.

      When the weather is warm, he enjoys his second-story deck off the bedroom or his elegant patio off the kitchen, both of which hold outdoor furniture as beautiful as anything one might expect to find inside. Come winter, he prefers the fire pit, enclosed in handsome cut stone and shiny maroon tiles and surrounded by four colorful Adirondack chairs. During all seasons, he soaks in what he calls his hot tub or spa. It sits on the far edge of the deck—which has been reinforced to support it—and bubbles and steams at the push of a button. Most intriguing of all these wonders, and most useful to me, is that wherever he sits, he speaks on a talking box he calls a cell phone or a mobile (who could ever have imagined such a thing?), and sometimes, have mercy on me, a face even speaks back to him.

      Maybe the childless couple who lived here before him had similar devices, but if so, they never used them in my presence. They spent little time outside, always working late into the evening and returning to a darkened home, the curtains still drawn. It was a tedious few decades on my part, so yes, Mr. Carver’s arrival was no less exciting to me than a traveling carnival come to town.

      The dog, who has been sniffing around barren bushes and empty flower gardens ever since Mr. Carver released him from the house, finally raises a brown and white leg and relieves himself. When he finishes, he scampers over to the base of my tree, where his frequent repose has thinned the post-winter grass and hollowed out the soil between two of my exposed gnarly roots.

      “Come on, Iggs,” Mr. Carver says, having just started a fire in his pit, “what’s that tree got that I don’t?”

      From his pocket, he withdraws a delicate lace undergarment and tosses it into the crackling flames. The act raises my curiosity tenfold, and I wonder who the intimate clothing belongs to.

      After watching the fabric burn and shrivel for a few seconds, Mr. Carver sinks onto the green Adirondack chair, which is the one that gives me a view mostly of his back.

      “Who would choose cold bark over a warm fire?” he asks the dog. “Besides, don’t you think that old thing is kind of creepy?”

      Iggy, like me, is voiceless. He simply lifts his droopy ears toward his master and then resettles at my base. We seem to have a connection, the canine and I, and he, along with the squirrels who forage my branches for my ever-dwindling acorns, is another reason I have not yet gone mad. Like the homeowner in front of me, Iggy is to whom I talk.

      Mr. Carver chuckles at something on that peculiar object he calls a phone. Colorful lights flash from its rectangular glass, and playful music pours from its edges. He swipes his finger over the surface, watches a man fall comically down a flight of stairs, and laughs with even more jolliness. Despite my doubts about him, not to mention my confusion over the burned clothing, the sound of his mirth is always pleasant to hear.

      How I’m able to hear or see anything, I’m not sure. Maybe it comes from the oxygen pores on my bark and limbs. But although my vision is keen, the higher my boughs go, the less clear the world becomes. The greater density of small branches at that height distorts my sight like a prism.

      My beagle companion raises his head at his master’s chortles, but when Mr. Carver calls him over again, Iggy simply wags his tail and resumes his restive pose near my trunk.

      The researcher shrugs. “Suit yourself. Guess you might as well enjoy your tree now because you won’t like me much when you see who’s coming.”

      It’s unclear what Mr. Carver means by this statement, but an unsettling sensation stirs in my roots. Whether from my own control over my limbs, which I’ve struggled to develop over the years, or the March wind, a gust rushes through my leafless branches, making them creak and moan like a haunted forest.

      Before I have time to consider Mr. Carver’s sinister implication, his phone rings. When he sees who the caller is, he curses and quiets the device without answering. To my canine friend, he says, “Don’t look at me like that. I can’t handle talking to Tony right now.”

      Although Iggy ignores him, my arboreal senses spark like Mr. Carver’s fire. Tony? My Tony? Who wouldn’t want to speak to such a lovely man?

      “Tony thinks he’s found something in our research,” Mr. Carver says to Iggy. “Something that could bring the whole thing down. Jeez, he’s always overreacting.” He grabs a long stick on the ground next to his chair and pokes at the fire like a jousting knight. My boughs bristle in annoyance to hear him speak about the gentle university student in such a rude manner.

      A vehicle pulls onto the driveway and jerks to a stop. Although it’s been decades since I saw my first car, driven home by a young couple who produced three children, the idea of one still fills me with awe, especially as I witness their evolution over the years. How convenient they would have been in my time. No horse and carriage to get stuck in the Ohio muck when the planks loosened and separated. No packed stagecoach to deliver me sweaty and cramped to my destination. Although the arrival of locomotives to Cleveland was a welcomed luxury, a modern vehicle offers far more freedom than I ever knew as a woman.

      Through the gap between the carriage house and the home, I spot the back of a long black truck, and through the square windows of the carriage house, my lower branches make out the white letters emblazoned on the truck’s side: Lockhorn Landscaping. Although I don’t know what this means, my disquietude grows. Iggy jumps up and sets to barking.

      A man dressed in a bulky coat and beige trousers exits the truck, disappears from view, and then reappears near the pretty white trellis. When he strides toward the front of the house, he vanishes again, and despite the dog’s barking, I hear the familiar ding-dong noise of a bell from inside the home. Mr. Carver has already left his Adirondack chair and returns to the sliding door that leads to the kitchen.

      “Sorry, Iggs,” he says to the beagle, who lopes back and forth in front of my tree. “The bad guy’s here.”

      Perhaps sensing my own unrest, the dog stops and stiffens. In that tense position, the black marking on his back resembles the saddles my father once sold at the back of his general store.

      After a few moments, Mr. Carver reappears from the house, side by side with the man from the truck. Iggy zigzags around their feet, sniffing at the visitor’s boots. Mr. Carver thanks the stranger for coming out on a Sunday.

      “No problem. My schedule’s packed, and you’re not too far from where I live.” The man’s eyes widen, and his gaze lands on me. “Yikes, I can tell from back here. Shame too. She’s a beauty. How old is she?”

      Although he is an avid outdoorsman, Mr. Carver seems uninterested in such minute details as a tree’s age. As the two men approach me, he says, “No clue, but its branches are starting to split. Don’t want the thing toppling over and crushing my deck.”

      Despite my distance from his wooden oasis, I believe such a thing might be possible, but I’m not positive. I am, however, concerned about what exactly is going on.

      The stranger in the bulky coat, which bears the same name as his truck, places a meaty hand on my bark. His weathered face scrunches up, and bristly hairs poke from his nostrils. “She’s gotta be over a hundred years old. A hundred and fifty, maybe.”

      A hundred and seventy to be precise, I wish to say.

      “It’s a Quercus rubra, also known as a Northern Red Oak. They can live a mighty long time.” The stranger rubs his chin and glances up at my highest point. “And this one’s a tall gal. What, a good sixty, seventy feet? And with that bisecting trunk, a wide one too.”

      Mr. Carver shrugs. His phone beeps. He pulls it from his puffy coat and checks the screen. With a grimace, he returns it to his pocket, bends down, and pets Iggy under the chin. He is rarely affectionate with the beagle, so this is a welcome sight.

      The stranger plucks at my bark. A brittle piece breaks away. “See here? These cracks? Shows she’s dyin’. No fresh bark growing in either.”

      I don’t like the direction this conversation has taken. There are days I loathe my mute and immobile existence, to be sure, but whether human or tree, the prospect of another death is frightening. Was I truly meant to live a long second life in nature without any purpose or meaning attached to my soul?

      “And see here?” The stranger reaches up and tugs at a small branch sprouting from one of my thicker ones. It easily snaps away. Although I feel no pain, sadness washes over me. “Even in March you should be able to find small leaf buds, but this beauty’s hardly got any, and the ones she does got are dry and shriveled.”

      “Sounds like my department head,” Mr. Carver says with a snort. “She’s just a step away from the grave.”

      I’m not sure what a “department head” is, but nevertheless his joke seems cruel. The stranger must think so too because he says nothing, simply stares at my bark and plucks away another piece, as if pulling a licorice stick from my father’s candy jar. The stranger then reaches into the pocket of his trousers and retrieves a small knife, which he flips open and uses to scratch away a spot on one of my twigs. He shakes his head. “Just as I suspected. Should be moist and green under here, not brown and brittle.”

      “Again, like my department head.” Mr. Carver ruffles the dog’s fur. “Right, Iggy?”

      Iggy responds by leaving his master’s side and plopping down once again at my base. It’s as if he, too, suddenly understands what Lockhorn Landscaping means and what lies ahead for my future.

      After scraping a few more of my smaller branches, all of them above his head so that he must tug them down toward himself, the stranger pockets the knife and wipes his nose with the back of his hand. “Yeah, she’s nearing the end of her life, all right. She’s splitting apart too.”

      He points to the deep fractures that cleave my bark near the crooks of my branches. One stores trapped acorns, and another, about six feet above the ground, is fissured so deeply that anything hidden within its depths would likely never be found.

      The stranger clicks his tongue. “You got a bit of time still, which is good because my schedule is jam-packed and there’ll be a delay, but you won’t get a better price than me, guaranteed.”

      “Sounds good,” Mr. Carver says. “What kind of number are we talking?”

      The stranger with the weathered face and nose full of bristly hairs gives the researcher a cost estimation. Once accepted, he extends his hand to shake Mr. Carver’s, but Mr. Carver, who often rubs something that smells of moonshine over his palms as if to purify them, declines and bumps fists with the man instead.

      With a devilish smile, Mr. Carver looks at his dog. “Sorry, Iggs, but your favorite tree is coming down.” He draws a finger across his neck in a cutting fashion and adds, “Chop, chop.”

      His tone is so callous and his smile so cruel that I want to box his ears with two of my dead branches. Who is he to order me cut down at all? In May of last year, a month before Mr. Carver took up residence in the house, an efficient woman whose car advertised “Mercer Kline Realty” pointed to the creek to my immediate south and informed Mr. Carver that the home’s property line fell four feet north of the slender brook and a good three acres east to west. Therefore, aside from a few meandering roots and arching branches, the bulk of my oak mass stands on city property. Has Mr. Carver forgotten Miss Mercer Kline Realty’s descriptive details or was he too preoccupied with her half-exposed bosom to hear them?

      I suppose it doesn’t matter. Whether at Mr. Carver’s expense or the city’s, a swift “chop chop” will truncate any meager life I have left. The thought of yet another violent departure from this world squeezes my shriveled leaf buds in fear and stings my dried bark with powerlessness.

      My absent eyes begin to weep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Catherine

      

      On this late-March afternoon, which is a good twenty to thirty degrees warmer than it was three days ago when my grim reaper from Lockhorn Landscaping came calling, Mr. Carver relaxes outside on his stone patio and sorts his mail. Loose-fitting pants and a buttonless shirt that reads Just Do It replace his professional attire. The cotton fabric fits snugly against his torso and showcases a fine physique, proof of his daily calisthenics.

      Next to him, on a clear stand that matches a larger table a few feet away, rests a small parcel wrapped in brown paper, and next to that is a beverage in a copper mug, adorned with a slice of lime. In the past, he’s referred to this spirited drink as a Moscow Mule. Usually it’s his weekend libation, but since the calendar in his peach-colored kitchen tells me it’s Wednesday, today’s gift of a cloudless spring day must have enticed him to indulge a bit earlier.

      All around him birds flit back and forth—from the pretty trellis, to the house’s scalloped wood trim, to the many trees that dot the lawn. He takes little notice of them, and I can’t help but wonder about a man who offers neither feeder nor birdbath to thank them for their songs.

      Completing this backyard serenity is a soft breeze that sways my small branches and delivers an earthy scent from the creek to my south. As always, Iggy the beagle reposes at my base.

      While Mr. Carver sips his Moscow Mule and opens his envelopes, alternately grunting at the contents or crumbling them up and tossing them into a trash bin near his shiny grill, I work on freeing the trapped acorns in the crook of my branch. Over the past three days, I’ve labored at this task because I don’t know when my murderous arborist will return. It could be hours; it could be months. “Chop chop,” as Mr. Carver said.

      Perhaps one deeper crack is all that’s needed to break the thin limb and let loose the acorns. Feeding the hungry squirrels that scurry over my boughs would at least give me a small purpose before I die, but today my branches refuse to comply. I keep trying, though, because as my mother often told me, “My tenacious little Cat, if something is impossible, you’ll scratch your paws at it until it’s not.”

      Mr. Carver’s phone rings a musical jingle and startles us both. After he answers, he props the phone up on the side table, and from that angle I see the smiling face of his sister, Melissa, whose pert nose and broad forehead offer a pleasant balance to her wide-set eyes. As always in her presence, Mr. Carver’s suspect nature shifts to adoration. Anyone can see how much he loves her.

      “Hey, you,” Mr. Carver says. “What’s up?”

      “Why am I staring at a tree?”

      Mr. Carver laughs. “Sorry.” He adjusts his phone so that only half of Melissa’s face is now visible to me. “Is that better? The day is too nice to sit inside. Sixty-three degrees in March, can you believe it?”

      “You’d sit outside even if it was twenty below. You’re like a crackhead, only for fresh air.”

      “You try spending all your time in a lab or classroom.” Mr. Carver bursts up from his chair and starts jumping up and down, his feet moving in and out and his arms waving in an arc. It’s an exercise I’ve watched him do many times.

      “You know your chubby days are behind you, right?” Melissa says. “You can put a kibosh on the jumping jacks.”

      “I ate a whole calzone for lunch. That was stupid.”

      “You’re not getting obsessed on me again, are you? How goes the fatso drug, anyway? You and your nerdy minions any closer to clinical testing?”

      Mr. Carver ceases his jumping jacks, stretches his sides, and retakes his seat, his cheeks flushed and his dark hair ruffled. “Leave it to the woman who called my fourth-grade bully a ‘dildo-head butt-licker’ to reduce my revolutionary drug discovery to an un-PC handle.”

      “You held your own by middle school.”

      In my suspended existence, there are many times in which I have no understanding of Mr. Carver’s words or those of his friends and family. This is one of those times. It doesn’t matter, though, because I enjoy the playful banter between brother and sister. To have had such a lighthearted relationship with my oldest brother instead of our constant rancor would have been wonderful.

      While Melissa talks about her “tweens” no longer finding her “cool,” Mr. Carver opens the parcel awaiting him and withdraws an elegant rectangular box. He lifts the lid and removes a sharp object with a silver blade and a mahogany handle.

      Holding it up in front of his sister’s face on his phone, he says, “Look what Harrison sent me. A fancy letter opener.” Mr. Carver studies the handle. “It’s even engraved. My name, and below that, Price Industries. What do I need a letter opener for?”

      “I’ll take it off your hands if you don’t want it.”

      Mr. Carver waves it around and wields it like a weapon. “No, no, I’ll keep it.”

      “Careful. You’ll stab yourself.”

      “Must’ve been expensive, it’s heavy. Probably cost more than my flat screen.”

      “Guess that’s an investor’s way of saying get your butt moving.”

      My attention to their conversation is cut short when a man on a bicycle, which is another mode of transportation I learned about from the family with three children, glides onto Mr. Carver’s driveway. He flashed by so quickly, I didn’t make him out before the carriage house blocked him from view, but I imagine an arborist and his deadly saw would not come by bicycle. For this my boughs heave in relief, and I thank the Lord for another moment of life.

      When I see who the caller is, I bristle with excitement. It’s Mr. Tony Habib. My Tony. A slight man with dark eyes and a Cupid’s bow for lips who’s visited Mr. Carver several times, both in a social and professional capacity. If he no longer graced this soil my days would grow dark indeed. Despite his shyness, he reminds me of Mr. Mansour Younis, the exotic lawyer from Persia with whom I often strolled down Cleveland’s beautiful Euclid Street, its dozens of baronial mansions rivaling even that of my preceptor’s.

      With a stiff gait, as if the bike ride bruised his thighs, Tony walks toward the trellis. His dark shirt, plastered to his lithe chest, is even tighter than Mr. Carver’s, and his pantaloons seem glued to his body. So revealing is the outline of his masculine form that one might wonder why he chose to wear any clothes at all. Mr. Mansour Younis would never have worn something so explicit on our walks. But it doesn’t matter. Tony is as handsome as Mr. Younis, and he makes my nonexistent heart flutter with the same palpitations.

      When he passes beneath the white trellis, his palms delicately graze the still dormant lilac and rose bushes that flank it, and my affection for him grows even deeper. His athletic shoes are so quiet on the stone pathway I doubt Mr. Carver hears him approach. Even Iggy still snores at my base, proof he must be in the deepest of dreams because he usually rouses at the slightest noise.

      I return my attention to Mr. Carver’s phone conversation, which his sister is now ending. “Sorry, I gotta go.”

      “Hot date?” Mr. Carver asks. When Melissa offers a look of surprise and then hesitates, he laughs. “I’m kidding. You married people are so boring.”

      “Says the man with no girlfriend.”

      They disconnect, and it is only now that Mr. Carver spots Tony creeping over the spring grass as if trying not to startle the homeowner.

      “Hey, Tone, what are you doing here?” Mr. Carver rises. He seems neither pleased nor displeased at his caller’s unexpected arrival. He scrunches his nose. “Nice bike shorts. Get a free dose of humility with those?”

      Tony glances down at his clothes, and his olive coloring pinks to a faint blush. “Sorry. Just got my bike out for the season.”

      Mr. Carver approaches Tony and bumps fists with him. As always when the two men are together, I feel protective of the younger researcher. Whether it’s because I don’t yet trust Mr. Carver or because of something deeper, I’m not sure.

      “I’m just messing with you,” Mr. Carver says. “The shorts look fine, and all that biking clearly keeps you trim. You and I should ride together sometime. Take the towpath from Cleveland to Akron.”

      Tony’s face brightens. “I’d like that.”

      “Then it’s a date.” Mr. Carver bumps fists with his student once again and indicates he sit by the fire pit so they can talk.

      As Tony glides toward the Adirondack chairs, I long for human fingertips so that I might reach out and stroke the soft skin of his face or smooth the tousled hair on his forehead. Foolishly, I want him to notice me, to recognize the soul embedded within my cracked and fissured exterior. I am here, I wish to cry. See me. Of course he doesn’t. He simply mentions how beautiful Mr. Carver’s yard is and makes his way to the fire pit, which is unlit on such a fine day. I’m relieved when he chooses the orange Adirondack chair because it means he’ll remain in full view.

      “Can I get you a drink?” Mr. Carver offers. “Sparkling water?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great.”

      Mr. Carver strides through the sliding door that leads to his kitchen, and through the large pane of glass, I see him retrieve a bottle from his cooling box and dump ice into a glass from the same machine (how I would have loved such an appliance in my day). After filling the glass with the bottle’s contents, he tops it with a wedge of lime. Meanwhile, Tony smooths his hair, adjusts his strange bike shorts, and fidgets in the chair. He seems a man full of nervousness, but when Mr. Carver reemerges from the two-story house, Tony’s drink in one hand and a fresh Moscow Mule in the other, Tony straightens, and that same look of admiration blankets his face.

      I struggle to understand this obvious adoration of his superior. Is it from mere respect as a student working alongside his teacher? Or is it something else, something that brings a blush to my boughs? Mr. Carver doesn’t wear the same expression, and although he may not have a girlfriend now, in the months he has lived here, more than a few women have crossed his trellis. I’ve witnessed a few amorous trysts in his hot tub as well, which I would have preferred not to.

      A fortnight ago, I was privy to a heated argument between Mr. Carver and a blond woman who, on a number of occasions, had made herself at home inside his kitchen and bedroom, at least the portion of it visible to me. So fierce was their outburst in the backyard that Mr. Carver seemed ready to shake the poor woman and throw her into the narrow creek. In my permanently frozen stance, I was unable to help her, and the lack of neighbors made any rescue unlikely.

      The fight did indeed end with a smashing, but the one who got smashed was me. Mr. Carver shattered the glass he’d been drinking from against my bark, where it exploded into hundreds of shards that bloodied his palm. His fury was so venomous, my branches shrank away from him.

      I have not seen the woman since, but I sense from Mr. Carver’s mutterings that she’s called his phone several times. He didn’t answer those calls, but he did, oddly enough, take the striped umbrella she once used. The other evening he stood on his deck and twirled the confiscated parasol like a stage performer, humming in strange contentment.

      Presently, he hands Tony the bubbling water and sits in the blue Adirondack chair next to his visitor, giving me ample view of his confident features as well. The late afternoon sun glints off the copper cup in his hand. “So, what’s up, Tone? Problem at the lab?”

      “No. Well, maybe. Probably.”

      Mr. Carver laughs, and the delicious nature of it seems to put Tony more at ease. “That doesn’t exactly clear things up for me.”

      With the fingers of a pianist, Tony squeezes the lime wedge into his drink and takes a sip. “The results came back. It’s conclusive.”

      “What is?”

      “The mouse has it. Found it in his lab results last week, but I wanted to give it a few days to be sure. Today’s necropsy confirmed it.”

      Mr. Carver’s posture stiffens. “Confirmed what?”

      “Come on, Mark. Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. One of the mice got liver cancer. I think Skinny Z is responsible.”

      “Don’t call it Skinny Z.” Mr. Carver scratches at his neck in obvious irritation. “That’s a stupid name for a drug that’s going to change the way we manage obesity. Who came up with it, anyway?”

      “Chloe.”

      “Leave it to the stats nerd.”

      Tony slides toward the end of his wide-based chair and places his glass of water on one of the maroon tiles adorning the fire pit’s rim. Worry creases his face. “ZM6635, Skinny Z, call it whatever you like until Price or the pharma folks formally name it, but it might be giving the mice cancer.”

      Mr. Carver finishes his beverage in one long, slow drain. “Come on, one case of liver cancer out of tons of lab mice doesn’t prove our drug is at fault. It’s making the mice lose weight with none of the side effects of the drugs on the market.”

      “I know, but we at least need to take it seriously.”

      “I am taking it seriously, of course I am, but that doesn’t mean we have to get our bike shorts in a wad.” A brief hesitation and then Mr. Carver asks, “Have you recorded it yet?”

      “No, only in my notebook. I promised you I’d discuss it with you first if the biopsy confirmed it, but now that it has, I think it needs to go on the official record.” Tony picks at the tight fabric of his shirt. “I should have already done so. It’s unethical not to.”

      Mr. Carver leans all the way forward and places a hand on Tony’s forearm. The blush in the young researcher’s complexion returns.

      “Hey, nothing you did is unethical,” Mr. Carver says. “There’s no sense hindering our research for something incidental, at least not until we can better define it.”

      When I was a medical student at Cleveland Medical College, I helped with enough experiments to know Mr. Carver’s words don’t sound like accepted procedure. Of course, I was murdered before I had a chance to perform any independent research, so maybe I’m not the best judge.

      “Yeah, but we need to record this.” Tony’s voice rises. “We need to do this methodically. We need to inform the rest of the research team. We need to—”

      “Of course we do. You think I’d have brought you in on this project if I didn’t love how methodical you are? You’re the best PhD student I’ve ever had.” Another squeeze to Tony’s forearm, followed by a caress, and now Tony’s cheeks are as red as the tulips that will color the tree beds come April.

      “I…well…”

      “One more case. One more case and we do it all by the book, I promise. But I need some time to make a plan B, come up with some drug modifications if need be, you know the drill. We’ve been here before.”

      “Not with cancer!” When Mr. Carver doesn’t respond, Tony says, “This isn’t like before. This isn’t a side effect like gas or diarrhea. And we’re so close now to human trials. You said yourself Price is putting a lot of pressure on you.”

      Mr. Carver glances over his shoulder toward the patio table where the letter opener from his investor, Harrison Price, lies. “That’s putting it mildly, but don’t worry. Price’s impatience has nothing to do with my hesitance. I just want to make sure there’s really a problem before we create one unnecessarily. If we go marking up our records with notes of how ZM is causing cancer in mice, even if it isn’t in anyway related to the drug, we’re finished. If Chloe, Montell, Alice, or any of the undergrads get a whiff of this, it’ll leak like a septic wound. Everything we’ve worked for will implode. We still have time to let things play out over the next week or two. You keep your sharp eye on those mice like you have been, and let’s see how things go.”

      “So if I find a second case you’ll act?”

      “Of course, Tony, of course. You think I want to put a drug out there that causes cancer? My career—and yours—would be over.”

      “Still can’t believe they might offer you full tenure already.” Tony glances shyly at Mr. Carver. “Well, I can believe it because you’re so good.”

      “Thanks, man. I appreciate that.” Mr. Carver’s smile is so luminous it could melt the ice in his Moscow Mule. “So I’m simply saying let’s take this a day at time. Why risk all the progress we’ve made for something that might turn out to be nothing? After all, we’ve been testing ZM in mice for a while, and you haven’t found any indication of this before, right?” After Tony shakes his head, Mr. Carver says, “Then it’s most likely a fluke.”

      “Or maybe it just took time to develop, but if there’s a second case, you’ll—”

      “Yes, yes, you know I will. Safety is my number one priority. Trust me.” This last is said with a wink as charming as any Beau Brummell could deliver.

      Tony blushes for a final time, and after another half hour of unrelated conversation, he says he needs to go. He plans on visiting his great aunt in the nursing home later that evening.

      “How’s she doing?” Mr. Carver asks.

      “As well as anyone with bad Alzheimer’s. Sometimes she recognizes me, most times she doesn’t.”

      “God, that’s awful. Raised you all those years and doesn’t remember you? Dementia is a cruel beast.” The homeowner displays a warm sympathy that mirrors my own.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty rough.”

      Mr. Carver embraces Tony in a hug that lasts far too long, and when he pulls away from his young researcher, he says, “Hang in there. She’s lucky she has you.”

      Tony swallows and nods and then makes his way under the trellis back to his bike, at which time he cycles away and disappears from my view.

      After his student’s departure, Mr. Carver puffs out his cheeks and sighs, and I’m touched by the empathy he showed Tony over his great aunt. Perhaps I’ve misjudged this research doctor. Perhaps his blood’s humor is not so sinister, after all.

      Without warning, a sparrow crashes into the large pane of glass that makes up the sliding door. Both Mr. Carver and I startle, him with a jerk of his body and me with a crack of a small twig that falls away from my upper half. Iggy, too, has jumped up to attention, and within seconds he trots over to the fallen bird.

      Its wings flutter softly, uselessly, flight evidently impossible. As the poor creature lies there injured, tiny chirps squawk from its broken beak. Iggy sniffs at the bird, but rather than clench it within his jaws as I feared he might, he settles down next to it, stares at Mr. Carver, and whines.

      “Ah, it’s okay, Iggs.” Mr. Carver bends down to stroke the dog’s fur, and I again wonder if I have miscast him. “These things happen.”

      For a while, the two study the bird, as if unable to tolerate its suffering, but then Mr. Carver rises and grabs a stone from a dirt patch beyond the patio.

      No, please. Please don’t, I want to shout.

      Mr. Carver returns to Iggy and the sparrow and crouches down once again. He raises the rock high above his head.

      No! Please!

      With lips curled into the same feral smile he displayed when telling Iggy I was to be removed—“chop chop”—he pounds the stone down and bashes the bird’s head. Once, twice, three times in total, each smash echoing my soundless cries of sorrow.

      Iggy, seemingly as horrified as me, scoots back and whimpers. Mr. Carver stares at him beyond the crushed bird. “Ah, lighten up, Iggs. You’re as wimpy as the woman I got you from.” When the dog blinks at him, Mr. Carver adds in a flat tone, “Some things are just better off dead.”
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