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The Dance

by Rachelle Reese

Crimson awoke to the smell of fresh earth and
roses. The morning sun beat through her eyelids, washing her world
in red, flooding the dreamscape of soft candlelight, silk and
taffeta, ecru lace. She opened her eyes and realized she was alone
outside, still wearing the flannel nightgown she’d borrowed from
her grandmother’s closet. She’d hoped the sleepwalking would end
when her grandmother’s body was in the ground.

Crimson rolled onto her side, shielding her
eyes from the sun. A bouquet of pink roses tied with a piece of
lace and a single emerald ribbon lay beside her. A long blonde hair
clung to the ribbon. Some mourners from the funeral had most likely
dropped the flowers in their rush to leave, she reasoned. She
smiled and sat up, untangling strands of her bright pink bang from
the three gems in her eyebrow. Garnet, lapis lazuli, sodalite. The
neighbors would get used to her, she guessed. If not, oh well.
She’d bring her own friends to stay with her. She picked up the
roses, stood up, and headed to her house. HER house. Crimson could
still hardly believe the house was hers. And it was almost as big
as she remembered it.

The path to the house was edged in lilacs.
Crimson breathed deeply, eager for their sweetness. Lilac was her
grandmother’s scent, even after the blooms had withered. Today the
blooms were purple and full. A hummingbird stopped to take a sip,
not even noticing Crimson’s approach. She was glad her grandmother
saw her lilacs bloom one last time, glad she wasn’t buried in the
frozen ground. That had been her grandmother’s worse fear—to be
buried under the winter snow as she had buried her husband many
years before. Why had no one brought lilacs to the funeral? And
after the burial, why had no one danced?

Her grandmother had always danced. When
Crimson was a child, her grandmother would play her old records and
whirl Crimson around the ballroom floor. “You can make anything a
dance,” her grandmother had said.

“Anything?” Crimson had asked.

“Even housework,” her grandmother had grinned
and handed her a broom. “Let it be your partner while you
sweep.”

Crimson had moved the broom around the
ballroom floor, sweeping up dust, dried rose petals, discarded hair
ribbons. Her grandmother had beat time with her foot. “Beautiful,
Crimson. You make the waltz your own. Someday I’ll let you
lead.”

“I thought the man was supposed to lead,”
Crimson had said.

“Not in this house,” her grandmother had
grinned widely, showing her three gold capped teeth. She had
pirouetted out onto the floor and grasped Crimson around the waist.
The broom dropped and clattered. The two of them had glided around
the floor, one-two-three, one-two-three, spinning the whirligig,
rounding the corner then go for the kill. Her grandmother had
dipped her backwards.

Crimson had bent her head back and laughed,
watching the chandelier spin. “I’m dizzy!” she’d said.

Her grandmother had laughed and lifted her
out of the dip, catching her when she stumbled, “You need to learn
to spot.”

“Spot?” Crimson had asked.

“Pick a point and keep your eye on it. That
way you won’t get dizzy.” Her grandmother’s tone had become stern.
“Never let the dance make you disoriented, no matter how delicious
it feels.”

“Well Miss Crimson, what are you doing
outside in your nightgown?” the familiar voice of her grandmother’s
gardener and handyman woke her from her reverie. “You’re not still
sleepwalking are you?”

Crimson looked at the tall thin man who had
stepped into the path. He had aged since she’d stayed with her
grandmother. Once strong and straight, his back was hunched as if
in pain. “Just wanted to smell the lilacs, Lou.”

“Can’t miss that smell this time of year,
even in the house.” Lou ran has hand lightly across a purple
cluster, a soft caress. “Delilah loved her lilacs.”

“I know,” Crimson said softly and took the
old man’s hand. They walked back to the house in silence, each
remembering the woman they had loved.

****

After the lawyer left that afternoon, Crimson
and Lou sat at the kitchen table eating from the leftover
casseroles and cakes the neighbors had brought to the funeral.

“What do you plan to do with the house?” Lou
asked.

“Live in it,” Crimson answered.

Lou laughed a deep barrel laugh. “You plan to
stay here? In the middle of nowhere?”

Crimson shrugged, “Sure. It’s better than my
apartment.”

“What will you do?”

“Same thing I did there,” Crimson smiled.
“Except I won’t have to work to pay the rent.”

“What do you do, anyway?”

“Write,” Crimson said. “I write stories.”

“Plenty of stories in these walls,” Lou shook
his head, “but none I’d want to get mixed up in.”

“What do you mean?” Crimson asked.

“Nearly drove your grandmother crazy toward
the end.” Lou picked up a piece of crumb cake, examined it, and put
it on his plate. “The things she said...I was afraid they’d put her
away.”

“Dementia?” Crimson asked. Her voice became
quiet and sad. “No one told me.”

“Kept going on about the dance.” Lou took a
bite of the cake.

“Could she dance at the end?”

“That’s all she would do. All night long she
swirled around the ballroom as if led by an invisible partner. All
night her laughter rang out as if she was a girl your age instead
of an old woman. But in daylight, she was tired and sad. Talking on
and on about the murder of that boy—the one who delivered the paper
so many years ago. Talking on and on about your grandpa and how she
was sorry about his dance. She wouldn’t eat, would hardly drink.
That’s what killed her. She starved to death.” Lou had put down the
forkful of cake and was staring past the table into the ballroom.
“I found her, you know. Dead in the center of the ballroom, a
bouquet of Peace roses, stems wrapped in a lace handkerchief tied
closed with a black hair ribbon, clutched in her hand.”

Crimson touched the lapis lazuli on her
eyebrow. “I’m sorry, Lou. It must have been very hard to watch her
die.”

“I tried my best. Brought her some of her
favorites from town—lemon bars, roast duck, smoked salmon. Still,
she wouldn’t eat.”

“I know you did,” she started stacking
plates. “You still have a job and a place to stay if you want
it.”

“What would you want me around for? I’m
pretty useless these days.”

“Company, if nothing else,” Crimson put her
hand over Lou’s. “I don’t think the neighbors like me much.”

Lou put his other hand over hers, “What’s not
to like?”

Crimson flipped her pink bang with her free
hand.

“So it’s pink,” Lou smiled. “They’ll get used
to it.”

****

Crimson sat in the garden swing and watched
the setting sun cast an orange glow across the tall rose bushes. It
was too early for the bushes to bloom. Leaves were just starting to
hide the spikes of their merciless thorns. Who had given her
grandmother the Peace roses? A visitor? A lover?

Crimson regretted that she knew so little of
her grandmother’s life the last few years. She’d been very close to
her grandmother as a little girl, and had even stayed with her one
year when her parents were too busy to deal with a moping
twelve-year-old. But as she’d grown older she’d become
uncomfortable in her grandmother’s house. She had stopped visiting
altogether after she turned sixteen. It had nothing to do with her
grandmother. It was just the house...and the dreams. But now the
house was hers, as her grandmother had promised so many years
before.

“It’s tradition that this house passes down
through the women,” her grandmother had explained, taking the pan
of lemon bars out of the oven.

Crimson had sprinkled the lemon bars with
powdered sugar, inhaling the delicious lemon and baked crust scent
that rose off the pan. She’d drawn a big heart with her index
finger in the center of the sugary pastry. “What do you mean passes
down?”

“When I die...”

“You can’t ever die, Grandma. If you die, who
will make me lemon bars?”

“Everyone dies, Crimson.” Her grandmother had
pulled a chair up to the table and poured herself a cup of coffee.
She’d patted the chair across from her.



Crimson had taken a seat and her grandmother
had poured a little coffee in the cup, then watered it down with
cream and sprinkled cinnamon on top. Crimson had sipped the rich,
warm beverage and looked out the window at the falling snow.

Her grandmother’s eyes had followed hers, “I
just hope I don’t die on a day like today. I’d hate to be buried
under all that snow.” She’d shook her head and sipped her cup of
coffee. The lines of her face deepened with grief and for the first
time, Crimson had seen her grandmother as old. “I buried your
grandfather under snow. Worst blizzard we’d had in years and here
we were, holed up in this house. Just him, me, and...never mind.
You don’t want to hear about that. Why don’t we put on some
music?”

Crimson had gladly placed a record on the
electric phonograph and moved its needle to the first song, a waltz
by Chopin. Waltzes were her grandmother’s favorite and the sadness
had soon fled from her face. Her cheeks had filled with color and
she’d risen to her feet, holding out her hand to invite Crimson to
dance. Crimson had accepted and the two of them had whirled around
the kitchen, oblivious to the storm that raged outside. Only when
the music ended could they hear the shutters banging against the
house and the old oak tree wheezing as its snow-covered branches
tried to resist the wind.

“It’s a bad one,” her grandmother had said.
“I’d better find candles. You go get the old family bible and open
it to Matthew 8:26.”

“How come?”

“Protection from the storm.”

“Does it really work?”

“The house is still standing, isn’t it?”

Crimson had gotten the old family bible from
the living room and placed it open on the kitchen table. Her
grandmother had lit candles and put them on the kitchen counter and
on the table. As she lit the last candle, the power had flickered
once and then gone out completely. They ate lemon bars and drank
their coffee in the candlelight, no phonograph to drown out the
whining wind.

“Do you think we’ll be snowed in?” Crimson
had asked as they spread quilts on the ballroom floor in front of
the raging fire.

“We could be,” her grandmother had said. “But
don’t worry. We’ll keep the fire going to stay warm.”

“Is this how it was with Grandpa?” Crimson
hadn’t wanted to bring the subject up again, but she couldn’t get
it out of her mind.

“Your grandfather was an old man, Crimson.
You’re a young girl. Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

“Promise?” Crimson had laid her head against
her grandmother’s chest.

“I promise,” her grandmother had stroked her
hair. “But you have to make a promise too.”

“What?”

“Promise you’ll keep your eyes closed
tonight, no matter what you hear.”

“What will I hear?” Crimson had asked,
snuggling under the quilt.

“Maybe nothing,” her grandmother had pulled
the quilt up to Crimson’s chin and gone to tend the fire. “But if
you do hear something...just keep your eyes closed and go back to
sleep. Promise?”

“I promise,” Crimson had watched the flames
cast shadows on the ceiling for a long time that night. She’d heard
the fire crackle as her grandmother stirred its embers to life.

“Eyes closed?” her grandmother had asked.

“Not yet,” Crimson had answered
truthfully.

“Well close them and get some sleep.” Her
grandmother had brushed her hand across Crimson’s forehead,
pressing each eyelid closed softly with her fingertip, then kissing
each eyelid gently, her own eyelash batting against Crimson’s
cheek. Butterfly kisses, they’d called them. Crimson had smiled and
listened to her grandmother hum her favorite waltz. Before it
ended, Crimson had fallen asleep.

That night Crimson had dreamt the ballroom
was filled with rustling taffeta, high-heeled slippers, and
perfume. The music was clear, not scratchy like the old phonograph
records. Crimson sat in the middle of the ballroom floor, watching
the dancers sail around her; men leading women, women leading women
in a graceful swirl of colored gowns and black tuxedos. And then
the music changed. A single couple moved across the floor, the
woman wearing emerald green, her blonde hair tied up in a single
green ribbon, the man dark haired and handsome. The pair moved
gracefully, but it was clear the woman owned the dance. She untied
her hair ribbon, letting the long blonde curls cascade down her
back. She slipped the ribbon in a noose around the man’s neck and
then twirled away pulling the ribbon along behind her. The man
grabbed at his throat, his face turning red, then purple. The woman
let go of the ribbon and laughed, “Next time don’t miss a step!”
The waltz began again, couples moving around the man who lay
sprawled on the floor, trying to loosen the ribbon around his neck.
Eventually the man gave up tugging at the ribbon. He lay motionless
in the midst of swirling colors. The woman in the emerald gown was
gone. Crimson had heard the howling wind, the crackling fire, the
scratchy phonograph playing her grandmother’s favorite waltz, and a
woman’s voice younger than her grandmother’s, “She’s pretty. Does
she dance?”

“You leave her alone,” her grandmother’s
voice had whispered.

Crimson had wanted to open her eyes, to see
who the other woman was. But, she’d promised to keep her eyes
closed, and so she had. At last, she’d heard the rustle of taffeta
cross the room away from her, toward the kitchen. Then she heard
her grandmother move in the same direction and the back door open,
then close. The music had stopped. Crimson had buried her head
beneath the quilt and waited. At last, she’d heard the back door
open and close again. A single set of footsteps, her grandmother’s,
had walked toward the fire. She’d heard the crackle of embers and
the thunk of wood hitting stone. She’d felt the room get warm and
whispered, “Is it okay now? Can I open my eyes?”

“You can,” her grandmother had knelt by the
quilt and smoothed her head. “The storm’s over now.”

“Are we snowed in?” Crimson had pushed the
quilt back from her face and looked into her grandmother’s
eyes.

“Yes, but it’ll be fine. The worst is
over.”

“Who was...”

“Sshh now. There’s no one here but you and
me.”

“But I heard...”

“You were dreaming, Crimson. Just a
dream.”

“And the music?”

“The power’s still out. How could there be
music?”

“So I dreamed it?”

“Yes,” her grandmother had snuggled down
under the quilt beside her and held her tight. “It was all just a
dream.” Crimson had smelled roses as she’d drifted back to
sleep.

***

Crimson noticed that the sun had set and a
silver gibbous moon peeked through the clouds that moved quickly
across the sky. The wind had picked up and the temperature had
dropped. She shivered and started back to the house. She would
definitely need a heavy quilt tonight. Once inside, she found a
quilt and a bottle of brandy. She poured herself some and sat alone
in the living room. She decided it was too quiet and turned on the
phonograph. A waltz by Chopin. Crimson sipped her brandy, pulled
the quilt around her tightly, and listened to the music. A waltz is
no fun alone, she decided. Tomorrow she would call some friends and
invite them to the house. Of course none of them could waltz, but
she could teach them.

The waltz played on, but over it she heard
the wind howl and the shutters bang against the house. The old oak
tree was gone now, blown over in a storm. “It fell away from the
house,” her grandmother had written. “Good thing I had that bible
open.”

Crimson got up and found the family bible on
the shelf where it had always stood, except during a storm. She
opened it to Matthew 8:26 and read,

And he saith unto them, Why are ye fearful,
O ye of little faith? Then he arose, and rebuked the winds and the
sea; and there was a great calm.

The music stopped; the lights went out.
“Damn,” Crimson thought. “Where are the candles?”

“There’s a candelabra in the ballroom,” a
voice whispered.

“Grandma?” Crimson asked. There was no
response. Crimson pushed the quilt away and felt her way to the
ballroom. A candelabra stood on the shelf, a book of matches next
to it. She lit each candle, watching the flames come to life,
dancing on the walls and ceiling, yellow, orange, and blue. A
single green flame leapt higher than the rest. Crimson felt a hand
on her elbow, leading her out into the center of the floor. The
music swelled around her, a waltz by Chopin. Not her grandmother’s
favorite, but familiar. She turned toward the arm that held her
elbow and saw a woman with long blonde hair tied up in an emerald
ribbon that matched her taffeta gown.

“You’re pretty,” the woman said. “Do you
dance?”

“Yes,” Crimson answered, breathing in the
scent of roses. “I dance.”

The tall blonde woman placed a cool hand over
Crimson’s and led her to the dance floor. She pirouetted Crimson
toward her, then held her tightly as they swooped around the floor
to the rhythmic tinkling of a pianist whose fingers had stopped
moving many years before. Crimson felt the sorrow drift away on the
air.

“You dance very well,” the woman said.

“My grandmother taught me to dance as a
child.”

“Your grandmother was a beautiful woman. I
loved her dearly, as I will come to love you.”

“Do you live nearby?” Crimson asked.

The woman held her out and spun her into her
arms laughing. “You spot well, my dear.”

“What is your name?”

“What’s yours?”

“Crimson.”

“Crimson is a lovely color,” the woman’s
laugh sliced through the delicate piano trills. “You can call me
Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth,” Crimson repeated. “I didn’t see
you at the funeral.”

“You weren’t looking,” the woman said sadly.
“I saw my sweet Delilah to the ground and planted fragrant lilacs
where she rests.”

“Lilacs were her favorite flower.”

“Harbinger of Spring,” Elizabeth said softly.
“Delilah never did like the cold. How about you?”

“I love the snow,” Crimson confessed. “It’s
the summers I despise with their steamy stinking smells.”

“The summers here are beautiful, not like in
the city. Don’t you remember?”

“How do you know I’m from the city?”

“Delilah spoke of you often,” Elizabeth said.
“She hoped we would become friends someday.”

“Funny,” Crimson said. “She never mentioned
you.”

“She wanted us to meet in person,” Elizabeth
sighed. “She was old fashioned about some things.”

Crimson laughed, remembering the time she’d
tried to teach her grandmother how to use her computer. “Some
things?”

They laughed together and shared memories as
they swept around the floor. Neither noticed that the candles had
gone out until the room began to lighten with the dawn. The storm
was over.

“I need to go,” Elizabeth whispered in her
ear.

“Will I see you again?” Crimson asked.

“Often,” Elizabeth kissed her cheek. “I
promise.”

“Where can I find you?” Crimson asked.

There was no one there to answer.

***

Crimson woke to the smell of frying meat. She
had fallen asleep on the chaise lounge in the ballroom and sun
streamed in, hot and bright, through the large bay windows. She
squinted against the light and made her way into the kitchen.

Lou stood at the stove, steam rising off of a
frying pan in front of him. “You do eat burgers, don’t you?”

“Your burgers? You bet,” Crimson smiled.

“The house weathered the storm okay, I see.
How about you?”

“We lost power for a little, but...” Crimson
almost mentioned Elizabeth, but thought better of it. Her
grandmother had been an old-fashioned woman and she might not want
her secrets shared with Lou.

“But?”

“I found candles. I was fine.”

“Around here you need to be prepared for just
about anything. I should have told you. I keep emergency supplies
here,” he walked over to the cabinet next to the oven. “There’s
candles, matches, and a first aid kit.”

Lou placed a grilled bun on each plate,
“Still like your cheese fried?”

“You remembered!” Crimson grinned.

Lou chuckled, “I might be getting old, but
I’m not senile yet.” He put a slice of sharp cheddar on one burger,
flipped it over to brown it just a little, the flipped both burgers
onto the buns.

Crimson inhaled the sharp, delicious scent of
frying cheese. She had definitely stayed away too long.

“Lettuce and tomato are in the fridge. Or
don’t you eat things that grow in the garden yet?”

“I eat vegetables now,” Crimson laughed and
went to the refrigerator. “Onions too, if we have them.”

“There’s a purple onion in the vegetable bin.
It just needs to be sliced.”

Crimson pulled a ripe tomato, a head of
iceberg lettuce, and a purple onion from the vegetable bin, placed
them on the cutting board and sliced enough for both of them. Lou
carried the two plates to the table, along with a bag of barbecue
potato chips.

They sat across from each other, eating
without talking.

“This is good,” Crimson said at last. “Best
meal I’ve had in a long time.”

“It’s good to cook for someone who eats
again,” Lou said. “The pantry is a little bare. If you want, I can
go grocery shopping today.”

“Why don’t we go together?” Crimson asked.
“It’ll give me a chance to get reacquainted with the town.”

“Not much to get reacquainted with. And not
too much has changed,” Lou smiled. “But I would appreciate the
company if you want to come along.”

They finished their lunch and Lou did the
dishes while Crimson unpacked and made a list of the things she’d
need to turn one of the spare bedrooms into an office. The bedroom
had a door with a small balcony on the East side of the house.
Standing on the balcony, she could see the edge of the forest and
the flower garden. It would be a nice place to write, she decided.
It certainly beat the cramped space in the corner of her
apartment’s kitchen. Maybe the change in atmosphere was what she
needed to break her block. Her first book had been so easy to
write. And now her publisher was anxious for the second and the
words just would not come. Her characters spoke stiffly, her plots
were lame and predictable, her hard disk littered with false starts
and vacant pages.

She’d use this as a fresh start, she decided.
She logged onto her laptop and opened her My Documents folder. She
selected all the documents and moved her finger toward the delete
key. One file caught her eye—Playmates. She deselected it
and pressed Delete. She remembered that story now, a story about a
little boy who summoned monsters. Who knows, maybe it’s
salvageable. She double-clicked the file.

“You ready?” Lou’s voice came from the bottom
of the stairs.

“Just a minute,” she called back. She’d look
at the story after they returned from town.

***

Town was a single street lined with small
shops and hadn’t changed much since she had walked along the street
with her grandmother as a child. The dime store still sold
horehound candy sticks and root beer floats. The only diner
advertised live Christian music, home cooked meals, and coffee for
a quarter. They stopped at a farmer’s market for fresh produce and
a dry goods store for the rest. Crimson realized she would have to
order most of what she needed online. She made a mental note to
call the phone company and order DSL when she got home.

“Still planning to stay?” Lou asked, as he
pulled her grandmother’s long Lincoln Continental away from the
curb where he had parallel parked.

Crimson nodded, “At least for now.”

“Brave and stubborn like your grandmother,”
Lou shook his head. “She said you would be.”

“Brave? You should see the street I lived on
in the city. Crack dealers upstairs and a mobile meth lab on every
corner.”

Lou looked shocked, “You lived in a place
like that? Did Delilah know?”

“Are you crazy? She would have sent you after
me if she’d known.”

Lou chuckled, “Now wouldn’t that have been a
sight? A tall skinny black man dragging a pink haired girl from her
apartment while the junkies looked on.” Lou got serious. “Why’d you
live in a place like that anyway?”

“It’s what I could afford. A first time
author doesn’t get a great advance, you know.”

“What kind of books do you write?”

“My first book was about a wiccan girl who
has to convince a psychiatrist she’s not insane.”

Lou’s voice grew solemn, “Do you use a pen
name?”

“Don’t you think Crimson Carter has a
literary ring to it?”

“It’s not that. It’s just that the people
here —”

“Are close-minded Christians with a church on
every corner?” Crimson grinned. “Doesn’t bother me.”

“Didn’t bother your grandmother either,” Lou
said softly. “Not in all the years I’ve known her.”

“Grandma was wiccan?”

“Your grandmother believed what she wanted to
believe, but she still went through the motions of sitting in a pew
every Sunday. You should consider doing the same.”

“Why waste a beautiful Sunday listening to
someone drone on about their vengeful God?”

“It’ll just make things easier on you,
Crimson.”

“I’ll think about it after I get settled in.”
She didn’t plan to do it, but she didn’t want to argue with Lou.
She knew he meant well. He just had some old fashioned ideas about
conformity.

***

That night, after Lou had gone home, Crimson
sat on her office balcony and looked up at the moon and stars. It
was a brilliant, clear night with a fragrant warm breeze. She
decided to stop working for the night and take a walk in the
garden. She took a bottle of white wine from the cool section of
the wine cellar and a crystal glass from the china cabinet. It
would be nice to have someone to share it with, she thought,
and wished for a moment she had asked Lou to stay.

She put the glass on the round wrought-iron
table, opened the bottle, and poured herself a glass. The taste was
tart, yet buttery, with just a hint of kiwi. So this is what
good wine tastes like. I can definitely get used to this. She
held the glass as she walked through the well-tended beds of
lilacs, tulips, and rosebushes with their buds just starting to
form. She listened to the water burble down the small recirculating
waterfall and watched silver glimmers move across its surface. A
single frog sang out, but was soon joined by another and another.
She sipped her wine and knelt by the waterfall, letting the clear
rivulets trickle over her hand, washing away the grime of the city.
A bow struck strongly across a violin. Portamento with just a touch
of vibrato, a single violin joined the frogs in a lively waltz.
Soon other violins added their staccato notes to the tune.
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