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* * * * *
ROOT FIRE
Nell tossed a branch onto the bonfire and stepped back as the wood caught in an explosion of sparks. Flames hissed, devouring the dry brush with fierce abandon.
Her breath fogged and she stuck her hands in her pockets. She hadn't thought to bring gloves. She looked beyond the chin-high flames to where the morning sun crested the tops of the bare trees, bringing with it the illusion of warmth. Another Yukon summer gone.
When the fire's urgency abated, she gathered more twigs and gnarled branches from the nearest pile and flung them on the fire, singeing the few hairs that had strayed from her braid. The braid hung down her back, almost to her waist, grey and heavy with time.
Flames cackled and crackled, reaching for heaven. Nell almost smiled. The flames of hell reaching for heaven. If she stepped into the blaze, into the very core of it, would she sink through the red coals and the soil and the roots, past the rocky mantle, to the fiery heart of hell itself?
At least it would be over quickly—a tree consumed by flames instead of rotting from the inside.
Or was hell a cold, empty place?
Michael would laugh at her, at her penchant for melodrama. But Michael wasn't here to tease her. She had sent him away.
She stared at the flames, her hands out to the warmth, her back chilled by the north wind. Smoke from the fire disappeared amid the trees, leaving behind only a redolent ghost.
Tears prickled behind her eyelids and she stooped to fling more branches into the fire. She had made her decision. There was no point in feeling sorry for herself.
"Hi, Nellie!" cried a high voice and she straightened her aching back. Prudence stood at the juncture of the gravel driveway and the dirt road, holding her mother's mittened hand. The child stared at her curiously. She had noticed the tears.
Nell examined the girl. Prudence and her parents were her closest neighbors, almost half a mile up the road. Quite a walk for a four-year-old.
Black curls escaped Prudence's woollen hat, falling into her eyes, and Nell felt an urge to brush them away. Why couldn't Rachel keep the child's hair neat?
"Hello, Prudence," said Nell, forcing her face into a more welcoming mask. She nodded at the child's mother. "Rachel."
"Hi, Nell," said Rachel. Mother and daughter stood twenty feet from the blaze. Rachel looked the picture of young, vibrant health with her cold-kissed cheeks and clear blue eyes. Even her sweater looked alive, as if its red, green and yellow figures wanted to leap off her chest to land dancing.
"Good morning for burning brush," continued Rachel, looking up at the cloudless sky. "You'd think that sun would be warmer, though." She glanced down the long country driveway at the regularly spaced piles of brush that had waited years for Nell and Michael to finally get around to burning them.
Six years, thought Nell. Six years they had put off burning those piles. And now, this morning, she'd awakened determined to get rid of them, burn them all so she'd never have to look at them again.
Prudence left Rachel's side to stamp through the film of ice that had formed on the puddles on the road. "Mommy, can we have a marshmallow roast?" She eyed the flames with interest.
Rachel laughed, looking conspiratorially at Nell. "Sweetheart," she addressed her daughter, "this fire's too big for a marshmallow roast. It's a work-fire, not a for-fun fire. Maybe we'll have one soon and invite Nell and Michael over."
Nell smiled perfunctorily, not looking at either of them. She allowed the silence to stretch. Finally she threw more twigs on the fire, watching the sparks grimly.
"Well," said Rachel finally. "We'll leave you to your work. Come on, Pru." She held out her hand to the child, who took it obediently. "Let's finish our walk."
"See you later," said Nell. She could have been more polite, but what did it matter? She had nothing in common with sweet, perky Rachel and her husband, Simon. Because fate made them neighbors didn't mean they had to be friends.
"'Bye, Nellie!" cried Prudence, dancing at the end of her mother's arm. "'Bye, Nellie-wellie!"
Good grief. Nell raised an eyebrow in what she hoped was a forbidding way but Prudence only giggled, dark eyes sparkling with mischief.
Rachel shrugged, as if to say, "What can I do?" and turned away, taking her daughter with her. A few steps later, however, she turned back to Nell.
"I haven't seen Michael around lately. Is he out of town?"
The pain caught Nell by surprise, rising out of her heart like a dragon awakened. "Yes," she nodded, as naturally as she could. "He's away on a site." With all his clothes and architectural magazines.
"Oh." Rachel stood a moment longer, looking at her. As they walked away, Nell heard Prudence ask her mother, "Mommy, is Nellie mad?"
And in a whisper that carried further on the cold, crisp air than it would normally, Rachel answered, "No, Pru. I think she's sad."
Nell reached for another armful of branches and brush, her breasts straining heavily against the fabric of her bra, against the small knot of malignant flesh.
She fell into bed early that night, too exhausted to do more than shower and put on her nightgown. As she lay in bed, weary to the bone and willing sleep to come, Prudence's question returned to haunt her. The child was right. She was mad. But she shouldn't have taken it out on her neighbors. They weren't responsible for this thing.
Neither was Michael. But if he stayed, he would end up tending her as she grew increasingly querulous. She would leach the life out of him. Better to endure his bewildered hurt than to let him find out.
Sleep came stealing up on her and she succumbed gratefully, only to be awakened by the ringing of the phone. She fumbled for the bedside table, finally knocking the handset off its cradle. She followed the spiralling cord down until her hand connected with it.
"What?" she said groggily into the mouthpiece, trying to focus on the clock.
"Nell, it's Rachel." Even over the notoriously bad line, Rachel's concern was evident. "Were you sleeping?" Without pausing to let her answer, she said, "I'm sorry. Simon just got home from working late. He says he passed by your place and saw an open flame, about where you had your fire this morning. He assumed you were out there..."
But he didn't want to stop and talk to me, finished Nell silently, finally awake. Out of eagerness to get home, or because she was the dragon lady?
Then her brain finally caught up with her ears. "An open flame?"
"Yes," said Rachel with relief. "He's changing into his jeans right now and he'll be over in a minute with a shovel."
"No, no," said Nell quickly. "Please tell him not to bother. I'll call you as soon as it's out."
She hung up before Rachel could protest and dug through the laundry hamper for the smoky clothes she had worn all day. She didn't want to pull a reluctant man away from his family, especially when he couldn't be bothered to stop in the first place. But she would call Rachel as soon as she was sure the fire was out. In the country, no one liked an unattended fire.
Once outside, she pulled the hose off its hook, shivering despite her lined denim jacket. The buckets were stacked under the deck. Loaded down, she walked through the trees in as straight a line as possible toward the clearing by the road. Stars glittered in the sky, but it was still too dark to see well. She tripped several times and dropped the buckets once. She tried to unroll the hose as she walked, but the water-heavy tube was so unwieldy that she finally dumped it on the ground and hauled on it. It snagged on bushes and stumps, and finally ran out fifty feet from the driveway.
Breathing hard, she used the nozzle to fill both buckets. Then she carried them across the driveway to the clearing, sloshing water over her legs at every step.
She had allowed the fire to die down to coals before dousing it with water. And for good measure, she had covered the sodden mess with soil. How could it have caught again?
It hadn't. Or at least, not where she had been burning. Another fire had sprung up a few feet away, close to a black spruce. The size of a campfire, it burned merrily away, feeding on cones and twigs and dry leaves.
Nell stared at it, thinking about back doors to hell. A spark from the original fire must have fallen there and smouldered until tonight when it finally burst into flame. What would have happened if Simon hadn't worked late?
She dumped the water over the fire. It sizzled on its way to extinction and she imagined some hapless imp just below the surface spluttering under the flood. She found the shovel where she had left it—leaning against an aspen denuded of leaves—and dug into the rich, loamy soil to cover the mess. She was almost finished when Simon drove up.
She squinted into the glare of his headlights. He stopped the pickup on an angle and turned the engine off, but kept the headlights on.
The truck door opened and he jumped out, spade in hand, a tall outline beyond the light.
"Nell." He walked into the clearing. "Looks like you've got things under control."
She nodded stiffly. "Must have been a spark that took a while to catch. Good of you to come, Simon."
Simon walked over to the mound of earth. "Likely was a spark," he agreed. "I've got some water in the back of the truck. Might as well use it." He waited for Nell's nod, then stepped out of the light only to return with two five-gallon water containers. He set them down and they removed the spouts. He hoisted a container under his arm and walked over to the fresh mound of soil. Water poured out, turning earth into mud.
Trying not to grunt with the effort, Nell picked up the other container and emptied half of it around the perimeter of the mound. Then she walked over to the site of the earlier fire and emptied the rest of the water over its remains. Just in case.
"That should do it," she said finally, screwing the white plastic tap back on. She followed Simon to the back of the pickup and placed the empty container inside. Then she took a moment to control her trembling. What would have happened if Simon hadn't driven by?
When she returned to the clearing, Simon was standing with hands on hips, looking at their handiwork, radiating worry.
"What?" she said, impatient to return to her bed.
"You should keep an eye on it," he said slowly, turning his steady gaze on her. "I'd hate for this to be a root fire."
Root fire. The cold worked its way through the various layers of clothing and laid icy hands on her flesh. Root fire.
"The root system is shallow here and it's been drier than usual. Fire catches in a root and it can burn for days, sometimes weeks before breaking to the surface again. By then, no one's watching and we have a forest fire."
Belatedly, Nell remembered that Simon had been a smoke jumper for a few years. Jumping out of planes to fight forest fires certainly qualified him to know what he was talking about.
"On the other hand," he added cheerfully, "it might be nothing more than moss—you know, fire creeping through the moss. If so, then you just keep smothering it until you finally outdistance it." He grinned at her, teeth gleaming in the light from the headlights. "Or it could have been a spark that took a while to catch."
He got in the pickup and closed the door. Rolling down the window, he leaned out. "Just keep an eye on it. If it starts up again, call me. If I'm not around, call Forestry and ask them to send someone out."
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