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So farewell Hope, and with Hope farewell Fear,

Farewell Remorse: all good to me is lost;

Evil, be thou my good.



John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book 4


1

Out here, fire eats up the forest. Tongues of flame lick the trees and dance like devils across the land. They swirl through valleys and jump rivers, carried by the wind. We’re talking total inferno.

Bobby Mackey, a smokejumper for twenty years, tells us how it is. ‘We bring in air tankers to drop the retardant, three thousand gallons at a time, plus Sikorsky Sky Cranes. They can douse a hotspot with two thousand gallons. Then the ground crews form fire lines to contain the blaze. If that doesn’t work, they drop more guys from choppers. That’s where I come in.’

A smokejumper makes a living by parachuting from a plane into forest fires. How crazy is that?

Sure, I’ve seen the tree canopy catch alight, watched the wind shift and send a wall of flame roaring down the valley – all from a safe distance. But jumpers get caught in the thick of it without shelter and in a sudden blowup it can all be over in the space of five minutes.

Bobby says, ‘Those guys about to die – I know what they’re thinking. You can’t breathe, it’s so hot. The fire is sucking in the air around you, there’s no oxygen. Your clothes and hair vibrate with the air rushing by you. Breathe, breathe, breathe. At the last moment you’re not thinking about fire, you’re thinking about air.’

What can you say? Men die. Rocks stay red hot for days. They slide down the mountains in clouds of ash. Burned branches fall on your head. You hear them thump to the ground and you don’t know which way to run.

Red, orange, yellow – I’ve watched a night-time finger of fire race down from Black Rock, small spurts of flame sneaking out of underground lairs days later. That’s wildfire. That’s how it is in the mountains where I live.



I tell you this because my house is built in the middle of a burnout. Eighteen years ago, the year I was born, fire ate up this place. That’s why there are no trees taller than the roof of a single-storey building, why all the homes are contemporary design and open plan, with clear views of Prayer River and Turner Lake out beyond the old historic centre of Bitterroot.

Smokejumper Bobby wore his yellow firefighter’s jacket, helmet and goggles to shock-jock us high-school leavers into seeing the dangers of setting fires during the dry season, telling us he never wanted to experience a repeat of August 2000 when blazes burned out of control in sixteen states. His skin looked like flames had creased and singed it, like smoke was ingrained in the lines under his eyes and down either side of his mouth. ‘Next time you kids camp out by the lake, observe to the letter those Red Flag fire hazard warnings – no campfires, no smoking cigarettes. Remember those pinon pines and junipers may take hundreds of years to regenerate.’

I was listening but my mind was drifting off. Personally I didn’t care too much about trees burning; more about the million rabbits, raccoons and porcupines too slow to take cover, and anyway where would they run?

And I was still picturing air being sucked out of my lungs – a whoosh, a wall, a swirl of flames engulfing me.

‘Tania?’ Grace pulled me to my feet at the end of the lecture.

Bobby was sitting in his yellow jacket at the front of the room, signing copies of Smokejumper, his recently reprinted autobiography, for a line of maybe fifteen or twenty students, mostly guys. If the girls were anything like me, they were too freaked out to invest the necessary twelve dollars.

‘Are you OK?’ Grace asked.

I nodded and stood up. Why did getting air into my lungs suddenly seem problematic? I took short, shallow breaths; could almost feel flames scorch my skin.

I should tell you. On the plot of burnout land where my dad built our house there was once a home where three people died – a husband, wife and baby girl. On the neighbouring plot, the fire cornered a widow in her sixties. She never made it through the smoke and flames.

In the three decades he’d been on this earth, Dad’s family had already been through so many hard times, both back home in Romania and here in the land of the free, that he claimed he didn’t ever feel queasy about building our house there on that plot – like a phoenix rising from the ashes, he said.

I didn’t learn about the fatalities until I was eight, when I was already having regular nightmares. The facts on the forest fire hit me hard. I was eight years old and having bad dreams about suffocating, struggling to draw breath and waking up in a cold sweat, screaming for my mom.

‘Who told Tania about the wildfire?’ she demanded, ready to blame Dad.

Nobody. I’d learned it from Bobby Mackey’s book in the town library, straying one Saturday afternoon from kids’ fiction into the adult section, where I’d found the smokejumper’s autobiography in the new book display. Glossy pictures of orange flames and black plumes of smoke rising above the green tree canopy drew me in, leading me to read details about the people who had died. Mrs Dorothy Earle, Karl and Maia Witney and their baby girl.

‘You’re sure you’re OK?’ Grace checked.

A branch falls among smouldering embers. Sparks leap into choking, smoke-grey air. Burned trunks rise like black pillars as far as the eye can see.

‘I need some air,’ I told her, walking quickly from the building.



‘Lighten up.’ Holly Randle’s advice had mixed motives. On the one hand she has genuine worries about my obvious mood dips, on the other she judges me for being way too thin-skinned and hypersensitive, which was what was behind her ‘lighten up’ lecture on this occasion.

We were driving home in her car after Bobby’s lecture. Holly lives in the house next door to me, in Mrs Earle’s plot on Becker Hill. She claims she has no dreams about the widow who lived there before the fire.

‘That guy really got to me,’ I explained. ‘Did he have to go into graphic detail?’

‘I guess. Shock tactics and all.’

‘I’m shocked,’ I conceded, leaning out of the car to gaze up at the clear blue sky. ‘I was there, living every last moment of those trapped firefighters.’

‘You looked awful, believe me – like you were going to pass out. If Grace hadn’t hauled you out of there, I’d have stepped in and done it myself.’

‘Thanks – I think.’

‘No, really. Your face turned whiter than my bedsheets; your breathing was bad. I’ve seen you do this a hundred times – someone paints a picture and your imagination goes into overdrive.’

‘My imagination,’ I echoed. ‘And thanks again.’ I sighed, shifting so that I sat upright in my seat. ‘But I already have a mother.’

‘Sorry for caring,’ Holly muttered, climbing the hill between the baby pine trees lining the sides of the road. ‘Anyhow, where’s the hottest guy on the planet when you really need him?’ Holly is also jealous of my relationship with Orlando and so always refers to him with lashings of sarcasm – did I mention that? Orlando, the hottest boy in Bitterroot, no contest. He looks like he works out daily but actually not true. Plus he can turn on that wide Irish smile and kill with a glance.

My boyfriend’s parents had flown with him to Dallas to check out the college campus. He would be away for three days and I was already experiencing withdrawal symptoms. It happened before when they took him to Chicago and left me for an entire weekend in a tactile desert – no touching, no kissing. ‘He’s in Dallas,’ I muttered as Holly stopped the car and I got out.

‘But he’ll be back Friday?’ she checked.

‘What’s Friday?’

‘The party, stupid!’

‘Yeah, the party – he’ll be back.’

‘Does he have his costume?’

‘No. Does Aaron?’

‘Yeah. My mom made it. And mine too. Do you even have yours?’

‘Not yet.’ I’d been thinking about the costume but not doing anything, which was normal for me. Think, think, think – no action. I mean, how hard could throwing together a party costume be?

‘No costume – no entrance through heaven’s gates,’ Holly warned.

What she meant was, I wouldn’t get to meet the living god, the rock legend that was Zoran Brancusi. He was our party host. The invites, sent out to every teen in Bitterroot, stipulated a theme – ‘Heavenly Bodies’. It was wide open to interpretation, but Holly had already settled on a fittingly divine outfit for her and Aaron. Likewise Grace and Jude.

‘No problem,’ I called after Holly as she swung into her own driveway. ‘My costume will be spectacular. It’s in my head – every last detail.’

‘Liar!’ she yelled back. The garage door rolled open and her car disappeared inside.

‘You know me so well,’ I muttered, taking out my phone, hoping for a message from Orlando – Missing u. Can’t w8 4 Friday. xox type of thing. No new messages, my phone told me.



Sometimes I sit inside my house and wonder, what was the baby’s name – Katie? Jordan? Mollie? Which room did she sleep in? Bobby Mackey’s book tells you only that she died in the fire on her first birthday and that her parents ran back into the house to try and save her – first the mom then the dad, both in vain.

I sit in my room and listen. The breath of a sleeping baby is silent, eyes closed, lashes curled, its tiny chest rising and falling.



‘Hey, Tania. How’s the costume coming along?’ It was Grace on the phone, checking up on me.

‘I made a few sketches,’ I lied.

‘I need details. Are you doing the angel thing – wings and all?’

‘Seriously, I’m not that into the Heavenly Bodies theme.’

‘So I heard. What’s wrong with you?’

‘Angels are all played out.’ Gauze and sequins, plumage, shimmery silver body paint. Been there, done that.

‘So surprise us – come up with something original. Paint yourself red all over, show up as a Martian.’

‘Thanks for that suggestion, best buddy of mine. Very attractive.’

There was a pause while I heard Grace turn on the shower. ‘You and Orlando will be there Friday?’ she checked.

‘You betcha.’

‘Cool. Gotta go now, hon. I’m meeting Jude in five.’

Beep went the phone. End of conversation. I sat on my bed and doodled a couple of sketches, but my angels came out as devils, with horns and forked tails. ‘Hmmm …’ I said.

‘Interesting,’ Mom said when I went downstairs and showed her the fruits of my labours. She was taking laundry from the machine, breathing in the scent of meadow flowers. ‘I can definitely see Orlando as a devil.’

‘Nice. I’ll tell him.’

Mom folded towels, hung shirts on hangers. ‘How’s Dallas? Did he text you?’

‘No. I guess he’s busy.’

‘When does he get back?’

‘Thursday. These costumes are driving me nuts. I think we won’t go.’

Mom smoothed the neat pile of towels. ‘Go,’ she urged. ‘It’s a big event. Maybe you’ll even get to meet the man himself.’

Eighteen months back, Zoran Brancusi had quit the rock scene at the height of his fame. His last album, entitled Heavenly Bodies – so no surprise about the party theme – went global. He did the world tour then got badly injured in a car crash and dropped out of sight. A year later he turned up in Bitterroot. Not in town exactly. To be clear, he bought twenty thousand acres of land, including half a mountain covered in pine forest. He built a house out there, in Black Eagle Canyon. The upcoming party looked like his way of saying hi to a thousand new neighbours – the entire teen population of Bitterroot.

‘He’s planning a comeback,’ Mom predicted as she carried the towels into the bathroom. ‘There’ll be a host of celebs at the party, a deal with a gossip magazine – photographs, a full-length feature. You wait and see.’



Orlando called me at midnight from Dallas. I pictured him hunched over his phone, long legs resting on a coffee table, dark hair flopping forward. I totally wished I was there.

‘Bird of paradise,’ he suggested for my costume.

‘Really?’ Technically it wasn’t a heavenly body; it actually existed. I explained the subtle difference to my absent boyfriend.

‘Why so literal all of a sudden? The clue’s in the name – bird of paradise. Garden of Eden, all that stuff.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘It’ll be cool, Tania. I see you as a bird, a delicate, exotic bird – turquoise plumage, orange and gold.’ He’s applying for fashion design courses at college so he says stuff like this without blushing. ‘Make a mask, a headdress with feathers. You’re creative – you can do it.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said again. Say you miss me, tell me you can’t wait to hold me in your arms. Insecurity was seeping out of every pore.

‘I went to a seminar, got introduced to two potential course tutors – Julian Sellars and Mimi Rossi. They were both amazing,’ he tells me, fast and enthusiastic. ‘Oh, and by the way, I won’t be there.’

‘What do you mean, you won’t be here?’ Explosion into uncontrolled panic; I can’t keep it out of my voice.

‘I won’t make it back in time,’ he explained calmly. ‘Mom plans to visit a cousin here in Dallas. The trip is extended till Sunday.’



I go into freefall and Orlando puts up a barrier. He plays it deliberately cool, doesn’t give the needy version of me any space. It’s a pattern we’ve gotten into.

What he likes is me when I’m creative – sketching, painting. This bit he understands and admires.

‘You’re so gifted,’ he tells me. ‘You don’t know how talented you are.’

Me and a million other wannabe Warhols, I think, standing back from my latest canvas – a silkscreen portrait of a rainbow-coloured woman with the eyes blanked out, no window into the soul.

‘And beautiful,’ he insists, loosening my long black hair and watching it slide down my back. I’m his trophy girl, up there on a pedestal.

‘I don’t feel it,’ I sigh, knocking back each and every compliment. It’s a plea for him to understand what goes on beneath the surface, how I feel inside my so-called beautiful skin.

Up goes the wall. Orlando rolls his eyes and talks basketball, which he knows I hate.

This sounds like the perfect relationship, right?



I was in school the next day, still dark and moody, sitting between Grace and Jude after classes had ended.

‘So come with us.’ Grace took in the latest news from Orlando and jumped in with her offer. ‘This doesn’t mean you’re off the party hook,’ she warned.

Take Grace and Jude as a more finished version of me and Orlando. Jude of the perfect teeth, jaw line and long neck, the Afro-American shaved head and curling lashes. Flawless, blonde Grace Montrose with long, slim fingers and wide blue eyes. She has no insecurities for Jude to ignore.

‘We’ll call for you,’ he told me. ‘We’ll drive out to Black Eagle together.’

I was still hurting from last night’s argument. ‘Did you forget the party?’ I’d asked Orlando, trying not to load my tone with accusation and failing.

‘No I didn’t forget,’ he’d replied. By now his feet would have been off the table, his eyelids would be half shut and his oh-so-kissable mouth wouldn’t be smiling. ‘Like I said, Mom plans to visit her cousin. What do you want me to do – sprout wings and fly home on an air current?’

‘Try a conventional airplane,’ I’d suggested.

‘Ha-ha. Where will I find the cash?’ There was a pause filled by a sigh, followed by an attempt to soften the blow. ‘Listen, Tania, it’s only three extra days.’

‘That’s not the point – it’s the party!’

‘Oh, sorry – The Party! Well, what do you know, I didn’t mark that down as the pinnacle of my social diary this summer. I’m kind of busy looking for a college place for the fall.’

He’d turned it around and put me in the wrong, made me feel so bad. I’d apologized and went to bed hating myself, wondering when exactly I’d begun to press the destruct button on our relationship.

‘Tania, we’ll drive you out to Black Eagle Lodge.’ Grace broke my dark thoughts to repeat the offer. ‘And tomorrow night I’ll come to your place to help with your costume. What was it again – bird of paradise?’



My dad came home that night with news that should have solved the costume dilemma plus the going-to-theparty-solo problem in one fell swoop.

‘Forest fire,’ he reported as he flung down his flight bag and kicked off his boots. ‘Out at Black Eagle Canyon. I saw Forest Service pumper heading out there to join county fire crew.’

‘How bad?’ Mom asked.

I was half elated that the party would now be cancelled, half spooked by the news of a fresh forest fire. It ended in a shiver right down my spine.

‘Plenty of smoke heading down mountain. Couldn’t see flames.’ Dad was tired – he’d been out of state on a construction project in the Utah desert, sleeping in camp for three nights. At the best of times he chops his English into short, sharp bursts, ignores details like the definite article, the personal pronoun. Exhaustion exaggerates the habit.

Mom jumped on the news. ‘How did it start?’

‘Fuel accumulation at ground level – deadwood. Lightning strike, no rain.’

‘Let’s hope it stays low, doesn’t get into the canopy,’ Mom said. Round here everyone is a wildfire expert. ‘Wind’s coming in from the north, which means the flames should push towards Turner Lake and fizzle out.’

We all thought but no one said, What about our retired rock star’s multimillion-dollar spread? Did the flames engulf the house?



‘Untouched,’ Holly reported next morning. We could smell smoke in the air, even from a distance of ten miles. Everyone gathered at the school entrance, picking up snippets of news. ‘The flames leaped from one side of Black Eagle Canyon to the other; left the lodge unscathed.’

‘It’s a miracle,’ Jude said. ‘But I guess the party’s off.’

‘No way,’ the fountain of all knowledge insisted. ‘Zoran already put it on his blog – attendance of heavenly bodies required, his place, eight p.m. tomorrow.’



Smoke still hung in the air during lunch break. We breathed in acrid fumes, felt it catch at the back of our throats.

I picked up a text from Orlando: ‘Sorry,’ he said. That was all. It was enough. ‘Me too,’ I texted back. ‘Luv u.’

Grace was rechecking Zoran’s updated blog. ‘The flames stayed low on the ground,’ she reported. ‘The fire crew graded it low intensity, surface fire. Trees, house, outbuildings are all OK.’

‘Cool,’ everyone agreed.

But then Jude brought the mood down. ‘The way I heard it, a guy from the forest service got caught on the mountain without a shelter.’

‘No way. What happened to him?’ Leo Douglas asked. He’d been sitting next to me, watching me text Orlando and I’d been about to tell him how his best buddy was delayed in Dallas and wimping out of the biggest party of the decade.

‘They didn’t find him yet,’ Jude told us. ‘He’s been missing since four p.m. yesterday.’

‘How do they know he didn’t have a shelter?’ Leo again.

A shelter is a foil tent that a firefighter shakes out and climbs into while the flames sweep through. The way Bobby Mackey tells it, it’s a total life saver.

‘It was still in the truck with his name on. Marty Austin found it and tried to locate the missing man by two-way radio. No reply. The guy is twenty-four years old, with a wife and a baby.’

‘So how come it’s not on Zoran’s blog?’ Grace didn’t want to believe Jude. She finds it hard to absorb bad news.

I was in freefall again, smelling smoke, hearing the deadwood crackle, shielding my face from its orange blaze. Sparks rise and dance in billowing white smoke, way above the treetops.

‘I guess he won’t want to talk about it – not until it’s been confirmed,’ Holly suggested.

What followed was one of those uneasy silences that no one found a way to break. We were all thinking maybe our rock star shouldn’t go ahead with the party out of respect, or maybe they would find the missing guy safe and well.

But I remembered the time last fall when a woman hiker in her early thirties went up Black Rock alone. It was a normal day, no weather warnings. She never came back. They went over the whole area with a fine-tooth comb – nothing. In the end they came up with two strong possibilities. Either the lone hiker had fallen into a sink hole caused by an old forest fire – the kind of hole that opens up when flames have burned underground for weeks, gobbled up tree roots and hollowed out big, unseen caverns. Or else she’d wanted to disappear, i.e. she’d planned the whole thing in order to flee from her family. If you run with this story, she and her secret lover are currently running a beach bar in Barbados, Bermuda, Bali … you choose. Personally, with my apocalyptic sensors on full alert and given the many and lethal dangers up on Black Rock, I lean towards the sink hole option.

As you can see, I’m the complete opposite of my best friend Grace.

‘Are you OK, Jude?’ she asked as we gave up speculating and headed indoors for afternoon class. The two of them hung behind. He was searching through his pockets for something.

‘Inhaler,’ he mumbled.

I noticed he was short of breath, trying to draw air into clogged lungs.

Luckily Grace always carries a spare. She dug it out of the bottom of her bag and handed it to him. ‘Is it the smoke?’ she asked.

Jude nodded, inserted the mouthpiece and sucked hard. I heard the light mechanical whir of the tiny device.

‘Slow down, breathe deep,’ Grace instructed, so accustomed to Jude’s asthma attacks that she didn’t miss a beat.

‘You want to take him to a doctor?’ I asked.

She shook her head. ‘Give him five minutes, he’ll be cool.’

‘Sure?’ Jude didn’t look cool. His breaths came short, shallow and sharp, his head was tilted back and his mouth was pursed into an ‘O’.

Grace nodded. ‘Go ahead, Tania. I’ll see you later – costume, remember?’

‘My place?’

‘Seven thirty. See you.’

I went inside and sat through classes, living with a shaky feeling that the blaze out at Black Eagle Canyon, the missing firefighter, even Jude’s asthma and Orlando not being here were all bad signs that combined into some kind of warning not to attend the party, a message in the ether.

‘Even for you that’s total bullshit,’ tell-it-like-it-is Holly informed me on our drive home. ‘Quit the superstitious crap, Tania, for chrissakes.’

I didn’t argue with Holly. I never do.

Time to join dots, I guess.

Holly Randle doesn’t suffer fools. She spits out tough opinions, no softening, no compromise. She has the mind and body of a professional athlete, a tennis player serving 120mph balls straight at your body. Her total focus is on winning every argument, holding the advantage, psyching out the opposition. Physically she conforms to type too – she’s tall, tanned and wears her blonde hair tied high on her head, like those Eastern European Amazons who blast their opponents off the court, whose legs go on for ever and whose names begin with an impossible collection of hard consonants all rattling together and ending in ‘ova’.

If Holly hadn’t lived next door to me all our lives, I know for sure we wouldn’t be buddies.

‘Costume time!’ Grace announced, knocking at my door an hour later than planned.

I checked my watch. Eight thirty.

The single organizational skill Grace possesses is the ability to produce an inhaler for Jude whenever he has an asthma attack. Otherwise she floats blissfully through total chaos.

‘How’s Jude?’ I asked as I let her in.

‘Not so good,’ she frowned. ‘His dad took him to the ER.’

‘What did I tell you!’ I yelped. ‘I said he needed to see a doctor.’

‘The hospital is keeping him in overnight. They say the smoke from Black Rock is definitely making him worse.’

‘See!’

‘Yeah. Honestly, Tania, this happens so much. I guess I’ve become a little blasé.’

‘Gotcha.’ I backed off, sensing that Grace had already done the mea culpa routine on herself. ‘You’re sure you want to be here? Shouldn’t you be at the hospital?’

She shook her head. ‘You mean, with Dr Medina standing guard, bedside?’

‘I hear you.’ Everyone in the world loves golden, gentle, generous Grace – everyone except Jude’s family. What’s not to love? She’s a people magnet, the most popular girl in our year with both students and teachers. You’re naturally drawn to the way she always makes time and space for you; you bask in the sunshine of that laid back, effortless smile.

‘So show me the sketches,’ she insisted, and I had to admit that I hadn’t made any yet and Grace sighed and made me sit down and focus until I developed the bird of paradise idea into something that could be scrambled together in the space of twenty-four hours – basically a turquoise one-piece bathing suit from my closet, draped with petals of gold foil to mimic plumage and topped with an elaborate bird mask with a high purple crest.

‘We need Orlando,’ Grace sighed as we discussed details. ‘He’d know how to do this.’

I need Orlando, period, I thought. God, I was missing him, and how come minutes stretched into hours, hours into days when he was away?

At ten pm Grace got a message from Jude in the hospital.

Out of my mind, crazy bored. When can u visit?

Early 2moro. Get some sleep xox

Bed is lonely without u.

Sleep! Grace’s finger trembled over the Send button and she sighed as she pressed it.

‘Go home,’ I told her. ‘He’ll be OK in the morning; they’ll let him out of the hospital, you’ll see.’



When I finally went to bed it was past midnight and my room was a mess. Scraps of gold foil and stray feathers from my mom’s old feather boa littered the carpet. Before I could slide under the sheet, I had to clear cans of paint and glue from my bed. Then I opened the window to disperse the fumes. As I sank my head against the pillow, though my costume was almost complete, I still had the sickening feeling in my stomach that I really, truly didn’t want to go to the party on Black Rock.

Eventually though, I quit worrying about who I would talk to and would anyone even want to dance with me and I drifted off in the darkness.

I drifted, then jerked awake, turned on to my side, drew my knees up to my chest, tried to sleep. It was no good. I turned again, stretched my legs, pulled the pillow over my head to cut out the distant sound of a siren wailing along a deserted highway.

I don’t know if I was asleep or awake but I smelled woodsmoke. It’s unmistakable; not unpleasant, especially the sweet scent of burning pine resin. I breathed it in, began to wonder, where is this fire – on the mountain or inside my head?

Suddenly I feel the wind. It’s so strong it almost lifts me off my feet. And I see the first orange firebrands in the dark sky, flung into the air ahead of raging flames, then the fire itself, heating the mountainside so that trees burst into flames, turning to ash, and the flames jump gorges and rampage on.

I raise my head, try to get out of bed but smoke is filling my lungs, a blast of red-hot wind forces me back.

Live embers drop on my flesh, fade and die. Though the fire has found its own direction and is running towards me, I can’t move. Flames are sweeping down Black Rock, trees are twisting and cracking – sharp explosions all around, the sound of branches crashing to the ground.

The head of the fire sweeps over the ridge on to Becker Hill. It hits an old-style log cabin overlooking the lake and explodes into a wall of flame; now it’s arching over the next house in its path, leaping over the roof, leaving it untouched.

The hot wind blasts down the hill, tearing at doors and shutters, flinging those firebrands into porches, shattering windows.

I’m trapped in my bed, feeling the searing heat. My heart is thumping through my ribs. I hear a baby cry, a woman scream. The flames arch again in a fantastic riot of yellow and red. Someone is praying; a figure runs straight into the flames without looking back, then a second person – straight into the inferno – and the cries stop and the only sound is wind sucking around corners, whooshing through the room, and roof timbers cracking in the roaring flames.

And me sitting up and sobbing.

Someone ran into the room and turned on the light. Mom held me and promised it would all be all right, that it wasn’t real, only a nightmare – the same way she’d soothed and comforted me through all the years.



I knew not to share with Holly, or Aaron or Leo. Instead I chose Grace, once I’d checked with her that the medics had given Jude the all-clear.

‘He’s home,’ she’d told me when we met at the school gates. ‘They gave him new medication and warned him to stay inside until the smoke clears from the valley.’

‘I don’t get it,’ I told her as we headed for class. ‘Why do I always dream the same thing – the fire, the people burning to death? How come I believe I’m actually there?’

‘I have no idea. I never even remember my dreams, let alone relive them the way you do.’

‘So that’s it? It’s a recurring nightmare, end of story.’

She nodded. ‘What else?’

‘You don’t think it’s a kind of sixth sense – something weird and extra sensory that most people don’t know they have?’ I almost apologized as I said it, knowing how crazy it made me sound.

Grace wasn’t willing to give the idea any space. ‘Think about it. Make the link with the specific history of your house – not the actual house, but the plot it stands on – the fire, the tragedy.’ She hesitated, obviously not wanting to continue and hurt my feelings.

‘Go ahead – you’re planning to be the psychology major,’ I sighed.

‘Somehow that event has taken hold of you, deep down in your subconscious. Then yesterday, when we were discussing the latest fire out at Black Rock, it lit up those dark corners of your brain, and there you go again – classic nightmare build up.’

So Grace was a rationalist, a budding scientist who didn’t believe in the paranormal – I already knew that.

‘Something new happened – I heard the baby crying,’ I confessed. And I feel connected; it feels like it’s happening to me.

‘Only in the dream,’ she insisted, blocking my way into the noisy classroom. ‘You hear me, Tania – only in your imagination.’

‘OK, yeah.’ I stopped there, didn’t press on to describe the link I felt to that long-gone child – the love and the pity, the helplessness when I heard her cry.



Dad was home for a week after working two weeks on the Utah site. During his down time he likes to hike in the forest, fish in white-water rapids and read biographies of dead American presidents. This is down to his immigrant background. In Romania he and his family lived on the breadline in a tiny apartment on the tenth floor of a cement tower block in Bucharest. His dad traded black-market Levi jeans until 1986 when he fell foul of the Communist regime and the entire Ionescu family had to flee the country by stowing away in a shallow compartment concealed under the floor of a truck.

And I guess while I’m on the subject of parents, you may have the wrong idea about my domestic goddess mom with the stack of sweet-smelling laundry and the ever-hugging arms. She’s also a commercial property lawyer working for a multinational energy company, renting office space all over the world. I’m serious – she’s a legal hotshot, so she was currently on a plane to Russia and Dad was on the couch with JFK.

‘They found firefighter guy,’ he told me, deep and staccato, when I walked in the house after school. ‘He took shelter in old mine.’

‘Is he OK?’ I asked.

Dad shook his head. ‘Didn’t make it. They told family in Irvine County. Brother lives here in Bitterroot.’

So I went straight on to Zoran’s blog, expecting and probably hoping to see ‘Cancelled’ written all over the invite to his party. But no, he’d updated everyone with the sad news and decided in spite of the tragedy that the Heavenly Bodies event would go ahead: ‘Our doors are still open, the band is here. We’re ready to party.’

‘Look at this,’ I said to Dad. ‘Don’t you think he would cancel?’

‘Lot of money, lot of time getting ready,’ he shrugged. ‘Live music, caterers. Anyhow, celebrities don’t think how we do.’ And he went back to the Cuban missile crisis and how the president was rumoured to have taken his eye off the threat of nuclear war to admire the curvaceous charms of Marilyn Monroe.

So when Grace called to tell me that Jude still couldn’t leave his house, I was more than ready to call a rain check.

‘Let’s stay home, girls together,’ I suggested. ‘Play some music, read magazines.’

‘And miss the big event?’ she argued. ‘Tania, everyone will be there!’

‘But you can’t leave poor Jude.’

‘What am I gonna do? Hammer at the door pleading with the parents from hell to let me in?’

‘OK, but how’s he going to feel knowing you’re out partying?’

‘Don’t do that to me,’ she warned. ‘Jude knows how much I’ve been looking forward to this, so he’s fine with it. What does Orlando want you to do – stay home and mope?’

‘Actually, he said for me to go party.’

‘Exactly my point! And the costumes, Tania – we made a lot of effort.’

I stood with the phone to my ear, gazing out of the window at the sun sinking behind Black Rock. It looked like a gold coin with a red rim melting on to the dark horizon and turning the sky violet. ‘Why don’t I want to go?’ I sighed.

‘Because deep down you’re an antisocial loner with depressive inclinations and I see it as my duty to rescue you from yourself!’ Grace declared in doctor–patient tones. ‘I’ll be over at your place in thirty minutes, dressed and ready to party.’
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It was time to go, Grace told me.

There she was at my door, dressed as an angel, totally convincing. Whatever image you have in your head, double it for the effect Grace made in her costume, all gauzy and ethereal with her smooth pale skin, soft, full lips and shining, clear grey eyes. Long, fair curls hung loose. She wore fine silver and gold cord wrapped around her torso over thin white chiffon folds like a Botticelli Venus, showing the curves of her breasts and the lean lines of her thighs. And white feathered wings spread wide behind her.

‘Can I get a ride?’ Holly called over the fence. Her version of angel was bolder, more warrior archangel – with her physique how could she help it? Her blonde hair was invisible under a silver headdress shaped like a helmet, there were no soft folds to her metallic tunic and she wore shiny wristbands and open gladiator sandals, also in silver.

‘Sure,’ Grace told her. ‘Just throw your wings in the back.’

Holly frowned as she strode up the drive. ‘I don’t do wings the way you do wings,’ she said, showing us the two small silvery ones attached to the heels of her sandals. Mercury, messenger to the gods – that was who she was.

Grace and I paused then grinned our approval.

‘Where’s Aaron?’ Grace wanted to know.

Holly shrugged. ‘We had a fight over who would drive. Now he says he won’t go to the party. Do I look like I care?’

‘Poor Aaron.’ I said this deliberately. We all do, as a kind of joke – ‘Poor Aaron’ – every time Holly throws her weight around. Example: she leaves this incredibly gorgeous guy standing outside the music store in town for a whole hour then doesn’t even say sorry when she shows up. Poor Aaron. Or she beats him at tennis then makes sure everyone knows. Poor Aaron again. But he grins and doesn’t seem to care. I guess that means they’re in love.

‘Get in the car,’ I told Holly. ‘And don’t squish my mask.’

For once, Holly did as she was told. ‘Hey, Tania, you rock,’ she told me as she assessed my turquoise and gold splendour with a cool eye.

Compliments from Holly are rare. ‘Did I just hear her say something positive to me?’ I muttered to Grace.

‘Get in the car too,’ Grace told me, glancing at her wrist and remembering that angels don’t wear watches. ‘I’m sure we’re gonna be late.’ Pot, kettle, black.

‘Bye, girls,’ Dad said, coming around the side of the house carrying JFK. He wouldn’t put the book down, wouldn’t eat or sleep until he’d read all eight hundred conspiracy-laden pages. ‘Say hi to Zoran Brancusi from me.’

Grace released the handbrake and slid down the drive.

‘Awesome. Does your dad actually know Zoran?’ Grace was surprised. I find she usually takes stuff too literally.

‘Like, yeah!’ Holly laughed from the back seat. ‘There are only a million Romanians living in the United States as we speak!’

‘Be back before midnight!’ Dad called after us.

So we set off down the road, three little Cinderellas totally thrilled to be going to the ball.



Holly demanded music. Grace played a CD by a girl singer she’d just discovered. She was only the same age as us but she sang wise, soulful songs about her boyfriend leaving, the world lying at her feet in fragments but finding the strength to carry on. The album title track was called ‘Out of the Ashes’.

‘I thought it was Tania who was fixated on things burning!’ Holly sighed.

‘Listen, I just like her voice, that’s all.’ Grace drove through town, along Main Street, already in deep shadow, out along the tourist route up towards Black Rock.

‘I’m not fixated,’ I protested.

‘Yeah, you are,’ they chorused.

‘I don’t like the word “fixated”.’ Meaning, I personally think my preoccupation is justified even if they don’t. I pointed to the mountain looming ahead of us. ‘Look around – what do you see?’

‘Smoke,’ Grace admitted.

‘My point exactly.’

We were entering burnout territory from a small forest fire two years earlier, where you get those weird, blackened tree stumps pointing like crooked, witchy fingers towards the sky, with toppled trunks criss-crossing the hillsides and green grass just returning. Beyond that we could see a heavy cloud clinging to Black Rock, backlit by the setting sun so that grey turned to white at its fluffy rim.

‘I cried the day you left me.’ Grace’s singer had a broken voice to match the message. ‘Tears fell like rain.’

‘Jesus!’ Holly groaned as she reached over my shoulder to press a button and change the disc. She tilted her silver helmet back from her face. ‘I thought we were supposed to party.’

‘We will when we get there,’ Grace promised. The Botticelli angel was driving fast into the white-rimmed smoke cloud, through the burnout, on up into the mountain towards the blue peak when a line of guys in helmets and yellow jackets hiked wearily along the side of the road towards us.

‘Here come the firefighters,’ Holly pointed out.

There were about twenty of them in single file, some with goggles strapped to their helmets, most carrying a pickaxe or a shovel, all wearing backpacks and all dog tired after twenty-four hours on Black Rock. As we approached, someone gave an order to halt and wait for transport. Silently unslinging their packs, the men sank on to the sloping grass verge.

‘Poor guys,’ Grace muttered, remembering their dead colleague. ‘Does anybody know how the fire started?’

Holly and I shook our heads. The missing firefighter. No shelter, a wall of flames a hundred feet high, what hope did he have? I felt my own throat constrict and my lungs struggle to suck in air.

‘It makes you feel kind of guilty,’ Grace went on, glancing down at her fancy-dress costume.

It was time for my told-you-so moment and, passing those slumped, worn-out figures, I was about to rub this in – ‘I said this earlier, but did anyone listen to me?’ – when Holly got there first.

‘Life goes on,’ she insisted. ‘They got the fire under control, didn’t they? They did their job.’

We coasted by and were silent until we drove right into the smoke, which had risen in a column then spread out into a mushroom cloud to descend towards us. Grace took her foot off the accelerator pedal. ‘It’s a good thing Jude didn’t come along,’ she muttered. ‘It’s hard enough trying to breathe enough oxygen with a normal, healthy pair of lungs.’

Suddenly red brake lights winked on the road ahead. ‘Watch out!’ I warned.

She braked and we joined a slow crawl of traffic.

Holly lowered the window to peer out. ‘What do you reckon – are all these people going to the party?’

‘Where else?’ Grace knew the road up Black Rock didn’t go anywhere except Zoran’s place. ‘Let’s hope the smoke eases before we get there.’

‘Close the window,’ I told Holly. Fumes had filled the car and caught in the back of my throat. Last night’s nightmare began to play out in my head again. I wondered what I would do if ever I had to face the choice the Witneys had faced and knew instantly that I and ninety-nine point nine per cent of parents would do what they had done, regardless.

Grace glanced sideways at me. ‘You OK?’

I nodded and stared out at the burned hillside. Yesterday’s tragedy jostled for my attention and shouldered the Witneys to one side – a guy alone on the mountain without shelter, facing a hundred-foot wall of flame, putting all his effort into a hopeless, breathless sprint towards the entrance of an old mine shaft – then oblivion.

‘Cool. The smoke’s lifting – see.’

Sure enough, we were driving clear of the aftermath of the fire, able to see the steep road rising ahead of us, plus the smoking ruins of ponderosa pines to either side. They rose from the rocky ground, jagged and charred, with smoke tendrils still curling at their feet. The smoke spilled over cliffs and snaked its way along a lower ledge, and down again towards the town.

‘Has anyone seen Zoran’s place before?’ Holly looked eagerly ahead for the first sign of the rock star’s spread. ‘I hear it’s spectacular.’

‘Leo was skiing up here last winter,’ Grace reported. ‘He saw the place under construction but only from a distance. There was big security even then, and that was before we knew who’d bought the land.’

‘Swimming pool, jacuzzis, a tennis court.’ Holly listed the amenities we’d all read about in the local newspaper. ‘A private gym, staff quarters for fifteen people, a self-contained guest wing, his own recording studio even though he’s officially stopped making music …’

‘Helipad?’ I asked in a voice dripping with cynicism. I mean, how come a guy who wanted to put his starry past behind him and become a mountaintop recluse put out all this information? And why this party? I agreed with Mom – the rock god was preparing a comeback.

‘Yes, helipad.’ Holly went tight-lipped on me.

‘Zoran is seriously loaded,’ Grace sighed. ‘Think of the royalties and the cover versions.’

‘The advertisements, the merchandising, the modelling contracts …’ Holly was talking to Grace, not to me. ‘It was about two years ago, just before he released his final album, that his brand went beyond global into the stratosphere, which proves something.’

‘What?’ Grace asked.

‘That retirement was his best move ever.’

‘Smart,’ Grace agreed. ‘Leave your fans begging for more.’

‘But what do you do afterwards?’ I wondered. ‘After you stop being famous?’ It was a question I asked myself when I saw kids my age explode on to the music scene. The same with sports stars, I guess. They shine and burn out way before thirty.

Holly shrugged. ‘Anything you want.’

‘But what? You’re way up there, an A-lister – everybody wants a piece of you. Being in the public eye, dealing with fans, the press, all that crap – it’s full on. Then suddenly you step back, close the door and what you get is silence, day after empty day.’

‘How do you know?’ Holly demanded. ‘Maybe Zoran had a game plan in place – something more than a few rounds of golf and buying an island in the Caribbean.’

‘Yeah, I don’t see him in a golf buggy,’ Grace agreed. ‘Or in an infinity pool overlooking the ocean.’

‘He built this place instead. He must have had a reason.’ Holly was still eagerly looking for signs of civilization.

‘First, it’s breathtakingly beautiful. Second, it’s breathtakingly—’

‘I hear you. Maybe he wants to adopt a bunch of cute kids from Africa and let them live the American dream.’

‘Or maybe he actually, genuinely likes silence,’ Grace suggested.

‘Again – why this party?’ I wasn’t enjoying this trip and didn’t care if it showed.

‘What was that?’ Holly asked from the back seat. ‘Did our little ray of sunshine just make a contribution?’

‘No. Forget it.’ In fact, I was the first to spot the split in the road and the cars ahead taking the dirt track up to Black Eagle Canyon. Grace swung a left and we rumbled on to the rough surface, stones spitting out from under the tyres as the car’s suspension took a beating. ‘Anyone scared of heights?’ Grace asked, glancing at a sheer drop into a rocky ravine. Down in the depths, white smoke had settled over the winding creek that wound on through the valleys until it joined Prayer River out beyond Bitterroot.

Yeah – me. I gripped the wheel and stared ahead. I’m scared of heights. What a bag of neuroses and phobias, you’re thinking. Flames and fear of falling are just two of the terrorist snipers lurking inside my head.
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