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INTRODUCTION

More on death, now.
Kit Kerr was editing an anthology of stories called
Enchanted Forests for DAW, and she asked me if I’d like to
submit something.
Forests are often evocative for me, and I said yes,
thinking I would have no problems doing so.
But then a friend’s younger brother, and his wife of
maybe a year, died in a car accident. I saw him often
throughout university; he was our Star Trek expert, and he
was a soft-spoken, extremely intelligent young man. The
baby of the family. His sisters, Debbie and Ruth Ohi, are
university friends of mine, and both are enormously creative
and talented individuals; I met Jim through them because it
was impossible not to meet people they loved — and they
loved him fiercely. He was their baby.
Debbie’s husband phoned one morning, and he knows
I’m not a morning person. So I answered the phone in my
usual morning fog, and he said, “I’m just phoning to let you
know that Jim and Diane died in a car accident last night on
the way home from Bramalea.”
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I didn’t have much to say, then. I wasn’t entirely sure that
it wasn’t a bad dream.
But I became sure in the days that followed.
Funerals, I’ve been to. But I’d never been to a funeral for
people so young and healthy before. Many of the deaths I’d
seen were the lingering deaths of cancer or age related
health problems; this was like a small bomb that exploded
without warning across our emotional landscape.
Two years later, out Christmas shopping with Ruth, we
stopped in front of a display of pewter sculptures. Ruth
pointed at the Next Generation enterprise, and said, “Jim
would love this,” and I replied, without thinking, “No he
wouldn’t — it’s out of proportion. It would bug him.” And
then after a pause, I said, “You must hate this time of year.”
And she said, “I hate it.”
But I digress.
What I thought I would write for Kit Kerr was
completely lost, and it remained lost. What I wrote, instead
— the first thing I attempted after the funeral — was this.
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I

t was winter in a forest that had forgotten spring.
Ice was on the trees, and although sunlight glittered through it, lacing the shadows with sharp,
perfect light, it never melted. Silence reigned; even the
breeze moved nothing. It was serene and calm at the heart
of the woods.

J USTIN WOKE UP SLOWLY . His back ached and his arms were
sore from the previous day’s work. The winter air had been
dry and cold enough that splitting logs for the fire was easy.
For the first two hours, at any rate.
He never quit when it was smart to.
“Justin?”
“I’m out cutting wood.” He groaned as the door to his
room opened.
“You sleep too much.”
“You don’t sleep enough. Show a little pity, won’t you?”
“How much pity do you want?”
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“Any. Which is obviously not what any older sister worth
her salt is capable of giving.” He lifted a pillow and hurled it
at her; she ducked.
“I’m capable of some. There’s coﬀee on the burner, and
it’s fresh. Is that stubble I see?”
“On my face or on your legs?”
She shrieked, laughed, and threw the pillow back at his
face. “That’s it — you fend for yourself at breakfast!”

T HE COFFEE WAS GOOD ; Chris always made a good cup of
coﬀee. Almost good enough to wake up early for, but not
quite.
“I can’t believe you’re twenty-five and you still can’t wake
up in the morning — it must be the city air.” She put a plate
of sunny-side-up eggs under Justin’s nose and added a few
pieces of bacon to it.
“This isn’t exactly rural,” he replied. “You’ve got electricity, you’ve got septic tanks, you’ve got paved roads and
phones —”
“And they cost a lot more than you pay in Toronto.”
“I guess that’s why you haven’t bothered to turn the
heaters on.”
She smiled at his ill-humour. “The heat’s about as on as
it gets. Go sit in the solarium; sun’s strong through the
windows.”
“You mean go out and join the rest of the vegetation?”
He picked up his plate and his mug; dropped his fork on the
floor and fished around on hands and knees trying to find it
before she turned up another one.
“Justin?”
“What?”
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“I love you, you idiot.”

T HE SOLARIUM WAS bright with sun, but the light was a cold
light, and frost covered the lower half of the full-length
windows. The doors, ostensibly sliding ones, were frozen in
their tracks. Too much humidity.
Plants lined five sides of the small hexagonal room.
Justin shook his head as he looked at the yellow-brown
leaves of a withered wax begonia. The cacti were extremely
sorry looking; there was a green patina on the soil’s surface
that looked suspiciously like algae. An amaryllis was in
bloom, and of all the plants here, it looked most healthy,
although its flowers were paler than usual.
“Chris?”
She came through the door with a steaming mug of tea.
“Don’t give me a hard time.”
“We both know you’ve got a black thumb. I just didn’t
realize the rest of your fingers were that color, too.” He
ducked as he said it, and she laughed. “These — it almost
looks like someone gave you all of my plants — and then
you killed them.”
Her face froze for an instant; she looked outside, to the
snow across the grassy hills that rose gently on either side of
her home. Then the shadow passed, and she smiled. “You
aren’t the only person in the world who knows something
about plants, you know.”
“Yeah, but you’re one of the seven that doesn’t.”
“Great. My brother still laughs at his own jokes.”
“No one else will.” He finished the yolk of his second egg
and started in on the bacon.
“Justin!”
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“Yes, mother.” He never liked the whites, and didn’t
usually eat them when he was on his own. “You’re going to
have to let me do something about these plants, you know.”
“Do whatever you like with them — they’re oﬃcially
your responsibility now.”

“W HERE ARE YOU GOING ?”
“If I can figure out how to tie these damned tennis
rackets —”
“Snow shoes.”
“— tennis rackets on, I’m going for a walk.”
“It’s — it’s really cold out there. You’re sure you want to
go out?”
“I didn’t come all the way up here to be cooped in a
house; I could’ve saved time and money and just stayed in
Toronto.”
“You want company?”
“If you want, but I’m not going to get lost.”
She was already putting on an extra sweater. “I don’t
trust you,” she said. “Here, give me those.”

T HERE WASN ’ T another track in sight. Even the path to the
house was remarkably pristine; if Justin had trudged
through the knee-deep snow, no sign of his passing
remained.
“How much snow do you get here, anyway?”
“Not much.” She shrugged; her breath wreathed her face
like smoke in a crowded bar. “The last fall was really heavy
for this time of year. Shouldn’t get much more.”
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He nodded absently, catching half of what she said. It
was better than he often did, especially when he was thinking. “You know, Chris, I’ve never seen the sun look so cold.”
He pointed to the sparkle of light across the winter landscape. “I mean, if it weren’t so cold, I’d say this place looked
like a … a desert.”
She shivered and drew her coat more tightly around her
broad shoulders.
“You cold?”
“A little.”
“Go on home, then. I want a little more air before I turn
in for the day.”

J USTIN WASN ’ T USED to the forest; he was a city person with
the barest touch of the country wilderness in his heart. He
liked to visit the wild woods only when he had the comfort
of modern conveniences directly behind him; even camping
was a discomfort that he had only put up with for Chris’s
sake.
Chris, now she could forage, cook, build — and more
impressive, start — a fire. She could tell you what the flora
and fauna were, even if she did kill the occasional bits of
flora she tried to pot.
It was her forest in some ways. She loved the oaks, she
loved the pines, she loved the spruces and the funny silverbarked trees. But she best loved the rowans. Justin couldn’t
stand rowans. Their smell at the height of summer was
strong and unpleasant. That made no diﬀerence at all to
Chris.
In fact, she’d bought this patch of hard-to-reach land
because it had a circle of rowan trees that were, in her
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words, ancient. They made him uncomfortable, although he
wouldn’t have ever admitted it, and whenever Chris could
coax him to visit, he went out of his way not to look at the
circle that was her pride.
So he didn’t understand how one moment he was
shaking the deciduous spines of a spruce, and the next, he
was bumping into the periphery of that very circle. But he
decided that his subconscious hated him. He took a deep
breath, shook his head, and turned to leave the rowans.
Something blocked his way.
It was thin and gaunt, and rags clung to its elbows,
shoulders and waist; its skin was grey, its lips so stretched
they were almost non-existant. It had a thatch of white hair
over a patchy skull.
Justin cried out in shock and took a step back, followed
by a second, larger one. He had seen, in museum displays,
the mummified corpses of ancient egyptians. He had never
seen one walk, until now.
He could not take his eyes oﬀ the creature as it shambled
towards him. But he knew that he stood in the centre of the
rowan circle. Something caught the corner of his eye; he was
afraid to look, but he did. Another creature. And another.
And another.
There was no escape; they approached the circle from
every possible direction. He began to turn wildly, first in one
direction, then in another. He ran to the east, stopped short,
and scuttled back to the west. The forest was filled with
walking shadows.
Oh God, he thought. Chris! He listened, but heard nothing; the forest was silent.
And then, they stopped. Magically, and in unison. They
threw themselves forward, but seemed to hit an invisible
barrier. The circle.
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I don’t believe it. Numb with cold, he let his knees buckle.
They can’t get in. Dear God, get me out of here alive and I’ll never
avoid rowans again, I swear.
They moved, these creatures; they circled like hungry
jackals. But they couldn’t reach him, and after a while, he
huddled, knees to chest, and waited. It got cold, and colder
still, as the night fell. His cheeks began to tingle with pain as
the cold bit in.
He sat and watched them, until he could no longer
distinguish them from the shadows of nighttime winter
woods. And then his eyes grew heavy. He knew it was
dangerous. He tried to wake up.

“J USTIN !”
He screamed, bolted from the security of his bed, realized, in mid-jump, that he wasn’t in the snow anymore, and
fell flat out on his stomach. Winded, he stared down at the
rag rug underneath his nose.
“Justin!”
He looked up, saw his sister’s feet, and got to his own.
“What?” He touched his chest; it was covered in red, plaid
flannel. His grandfather’s pajamas.
“You were screaming.”
“I was —” He walked over to the window, yanked the
curtains back, and looked out into a clear, cold sky. It was
dark now; moonlight glittered on snow, the sun’s ghost. He
pulled the curtains back into place, cutting the outside
world oﬀ.
He turned to stare at his sister. Her eyes were ringed
black; they always were when she wasn’t sleeping well. She
was dressed in her housecoat and her old slippers, and she
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was tying knots in the belt as she watched him, her face full
of open concern.
“It was your cooking,” he said at last. “Tomorrow, I make
dinner. Got it?”

T HAT DOES IT . Next time, Chris cuts the wood. Any responsible
person would’ve built up enough of a stockpile for the
winter instead of making their younger brother freeze. Even
though he was in boots that practically topped his knees, he
could feel the sting of the ice and snow. Chris was going to
give him hell for not strapping his feet into snowshoes.
Again.
How the hell was I supposed to know it was all this deep? His
breath was condensing on his face, and the drops were
crackling into ice. Time to go home.
There was a shadow across the snow — long, thin and
skeletal. Not an ounce of blood moved in his veins; it was
frozen solid.
Taking a deep, icy breath, Justin Larkin turned around.
Five feet away, bony claws attached to the snow-covered
bark of an oak, one of the creatures stood watching him.
At this distance, it looked a little less like a creature out
of nightmare, and a little more like something out of a bad B
movie. Except for its eyes. The eyes were like slate; colder
than the winter, gleaming like the soul of ice itself.
Justin took a step back, and then turned suddenly; the
forest was empty, except for this one walking skeleton. It
made him feel slightly safer. But only slightly.
The circle, he thought. I’ll just head back to the rowan circle.
Either that, or I’ll wake up. Come on, sunshine.
“So, uh, come this way often?” Justin took a step back;
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the creature stayed anchored to the tree beneath its claws.
“Uh, I’d like to stay and talk, but I, uh, have to be going now.
That all right with you?”
It’s lips stretched wide over rotten teeth. “The
sssssssssspring.”
Before Justin could faint or run, he was suddenly very
much alone. He waited a moment before he dared to look
around at the ground where the creature had made its
stand. It was untouched.
Great. I’m losing my mind in the middle of nowhere, with
only my sister for company.

H E WAS certain that he had never felt a winter so cold, and
he longed for the city. It was big, yes, and dirty; there were
all of the usual signs of urban decay on select downtown
street corners; there was too much traﬃc, too much hostility,
too much stress. But there was also life, warmth, motion;
there was a sense of things being done, of connectivity, of
purpose.
He had come to Chris’s place to escape all of that, but
found that the emptiness, the vast expanse of untouched
wilderness, perversely reminded him of the things that it
wasn’t.
That, and his nightmares in the city were profoundly
more mundane. He might wake up in a sweat from dreams
of a tax audit — he was not completely organized for a selfemployed man — but he didn’t wander around the ice and
snow looking over his shoulder for walking cadavers who
made the coming of spring sound like a dire threat.
He had mastered the art of walking in snow shoes, and
so no longer tripped on his feet. He wore an undershirt, a
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shirt, a sweater, a coat, a vest, a scarf, a hat, thin gloves and
thick mittens, as well as two pairs of socks and moon boots.
He carried a flashlight, just in case he was stupid enough to
be caught out after sunset.
Sunset, across the expanse of untouched snow, should
have been beautiful. The sun’s rays, tinged crimson and
orange, seeping across the horizon, had always been one of
the sights that he valued when he came to visit his sister.
But tonight, for some reason, it was cold. Just cold.
He watched it, waiting for something to click.
Something snapped instead. He turned slowly, flashlight
in hand, to see the creature of his day-time nightmare. This
close to the boundary of night, Justin should have been
terrified.
But the creature looked less skeletal, somehow. A little
less gaunt.
“You again,” Justin said, through clenched teeth that he
hoped resembled a smile.
The creature said nothing, but rather stared at the
horizon with unblinking eyes. He pointed straight ahead, to
where sun met ground, and as Justin followed his long, bony
finger, he saw blood, rather than light, across the crust of ice.
“Sssssspring.”
“What’s wrong with winter?” Justin asked, halfexpecting the vision to be gone again when he turned from
the dying sun. But the creature remained, staring at him
with eyes that were still colder than the season.
No answer was oﬀered, but suddenly, none was wanted.
Justin knew that the winter here had lasted too long.
“Diiiiiiie.”
He took a step back, and then stood his ground. The
creature stared at him for a moment, and then turned slowly
and began to shamble oﬀ through the trees.
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Justin stared down at his flashlight, and then looked up
at the stiﬀ, emaciated back of the winter creature. I am an
idiot, he said to himself. A complete fool. An utter moron.
He carefully clicked the on switch of the flashlight — which,
through two layers of wool was no mean feat — made a
prayer that the batteries weren’t as old as he thought they
were, made another, quite diﬀerent, prayer, and then began
to follow.

T HE CREATURE MADE no noise as it walked. It wore no snowshoes, but seemed to move through the ice and snow as if
they were liquid. No evidence of its passing remained.
Not so with Justin; he kicked up a spray of snow-dust
that his flashlight shimmered oﬀ, snapped the occasional
brittle twig as it caught on his scarf, and walked into the
lower skirts of snow-covered pines. But he followed.
Once or twice, the creature looked back, its icy eyes
unblinking. But, seeing Justin, it nodded, and continued to
walk.
He had no idea how much time passed; he was barely
aware when twilight slipped into night. The moon was
bright enough to see by; it made a mockery of battery power
as it glinted across sheets of thin ice and thick snow. Justin
held the flashlight tightly anyway. It had become a talisman
of sorts.
He listened for the sound of night creatures, but there
were none. No owls, no winter birds, no animals. They’re
sleeping, he thought, as he drew the light closer.
No, they’re dead.
He didn’t know why he thought it, but once thought, it
was hard to forget. Like the verse of a song that somehow
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managed to cling to the mind, he replayed the words over
and over. They felt right, but they felt wrong.
He was so intent on them, that he almost walked into the
back of the creature; it had stopped suddenly, and pivoted,
without making a sound. Justin lifted the flashlight and saw
that the creature was no longer alone. Others of its ilk were
gathered by the trunks of bare trees, glaring at him in
silence.
He studied them, let the light skim their faces.
In his first nightmare, they had seemed of one kind, but
now, he could see diﬀerences. Their cheekbones, their foreheads, their heights — each was unique, as people were.
Some, in fact, seemed to be so diﬀerent in build — broad
and short and stocky, rather than tall and delicate — that
they might have been diﬀerent species.
Had they been alive.
As if aware of his appraisal, they stood and endured it.
And then, as the light left the face of the last one —
although he couldn’t have said how many there were —
they all turned as one person and looked towards the centre
of their gathering. He followed their vision.
He thought to see something magical, something poetic,
something deadly.
He saw a car instead.
The fender was bent, and rust spots were slowly
devouring the paint-job at the edge of the trunk. “What the
hell?” He began to walk towards it, and the creatures made
way for him, opening their ranks to let him pass, unhindered. But they began to chant a single word.
“Ssssspsring.”
He barely heard it. The back of the car was fine. But as
he began to circle the car, he saw that something was very,
very wrong with it. The passenger and driver’s seats were
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gone in a press of metal and broken glass. The engine had
been crumpled with the hood; the front tires were
completely flattened.
The light began to shake; his hands could barely hold it.
Slowly, numbly, he approached the driver’s side of the car.
There was blood down the side of it; a thin, red trickle.
There wasn’t much left of his car.
His mouth dry, he turned to look at the watchers. And
he was suddenly alone in the forest. They were gone; there
was no car.

T HE WAX BEGONIAS had been drowned, all right; on close
inspection thick leaves were almost mushy. The old man
cactus wasn’t going to make it either. The jade plants were
tough enough to take Chris for a little while, and Justin was
pleased to think he could save them. The solarium, with its
plant-covered walls, wasn’t the best place for them, but he
could move them around.
The Japanese maple by the door was in need of repotting. And the violet… he lifted it from the shelf and looked
more closely at the planter. Then, slowly, he set it down. He
began to look at the dying plants more carefully.
It was cold in the solarium.

“W HERE ARE YOU GOING ?”
“For a walk.”
“Don’t you think that you’ve done enough walking,
Justin? I’m really starting to worry about you. Look at your
eyes, they’re —”
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“Chris, you aren’t my mother. I’ve got to walk.” He saw
her start to pull a sweater over her head. “Alone.”
“But —”
“I’ll be fine.” He tied the last knot and stood up.
“Justin — I’d like the company.”
He shook his head, feeling pained. “I’ll be back, I promise. And I’ll be better company then.”

W HEN HE LEFT THE GARAGE , he was pale. He carried a flashlight in one hand and a shovel in the other; the shovel was
heavy. He walked westward, with purpose. To the rowans.
He wasn’t surprised when they came. They fell into lock
step around him; he was certain they were growing in
number at his back. Almost, he felt as if he were leading
them to a bizarre religious service. They weren’t silent, of
course.
The rowans stood out in the moonlight and the bitter,
bitter cold. But they were not the trees that he had once
disliked; they were guardians, they were living henges. He
passed through them with ease, but his followers did not.
He turned to see them, wide-eyed, as they began to ring the
rowans.
“Spring, eh?” He said, as lifted the shovel. “I’ll do my
best.” His hands were shaking so much that he dropped the
shovel three times before he managed to clear away some of
the snow. The dirt was frozen, and it was harder than the ice
to get rid of. But he worked; didn’t even sweat.
The night passed into dusk, and finally, when dawn
broke, the ground had been shifted enough so that Justin
Larkin could see what was buried at the heart of the circle.
It was what he expected, no more, no less.
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No one heard his scream; it was voiceless.

“C HRIS ?”
She looked up from the paper, but the smile that was
beginning shattered when she met his eyes. She set the
paper aside. “Yes?”
“How did I get up here?” He came and sat down beside
her on the old couch; she was a foot away, but the distance
might just as well have been miles.
“You drove.”
“Where’s my car?”
Her face paled. “Your car?”
“My car.”
“It’s — it’s at the shop. Repairs.”
He nodded. Passed a hand over his eyes. “Why do you
have my plants?”
“Y-your plants?”
“Chris, I recognize those planters; I should’ve seen it
right away. Why do you have ‘em?”
She looked down at her hands; they were clenching and
unclenching almost convulsively. “I —” Her eyes teared.
“Chris — I’m dead, aren’t I?”
“No you’re not!” She stood suddenly, and the tears began
to fall; her eyes were red, her lips shaking. “You aren’t dead
— don’t you see? You’re here, you’re with me!”
“How long have we been here? How long has it been
winter, Chris?”
“And we don’t have to leave, don’t you see? The circle
keeps us together. You aren’t dead, Justin.”
“I’m not — alive.” It was hard to talk. Justin was afraid. “I
dug up the circle, Chris. I saw my body.”
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She blanched. Shook her head, covering her mouth with
both of her hands.
“This is a forest of dead things,” he continued, “of dying
things. It’s going to be winter forever. Nothing will grow,
nothing will change.” He caught her hands; they were
warm, where his were not. “What happened to Bill — you
were starting to date again, remember?”
She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter anymore.” She
turned away from him, and stared blindly into the fire; the
tears running down her cheeks were orange.
“I — I took your plants, you know? I took them, even
though I knew I’d kill them. I had to try; they were like a
little bit of your life. But when they started to die — it was
like I couldn’t even keep that part of you —”
He walked over to her back, and put his arms around
her, being as gentle as she would let him while still
holding on.
“And then, your body.” She began to cry harder. “I identified it, sort of. It was —” She couldn’t speak. Minutes
passed as she gulped air. “After a few months, I couldn’t
stand it. I disinterred you, and had you brought here. I
wanted you to be near me. I’m sorry; it was selfish. I know
you never loved the rowans, not like I’ve always loved them.
“They were the heart of the forest, and you — you were
such a big part of my heart. It — it made sense to bury you
there.” She tried to pull away, and then changed her mind
and burrowed back into his arms. “I prayed so hard. I’d’ve
died for you, Justin. I prayed there, in the circle.”
“You always were a sentimentalist and a romantic,” he
said, crying softly into her hair.
Her voice changed, softening, lightening. He heard the
miracle in her tone; she had always been too prosaic to
deliver it with words. “And then, I woke up the next morn-
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ing. You were here. It was winter. And I knew it was going to
be winter forever. All the animals left. All the birds. It was
sudden. Like they couldn’t be where you were.
“And I didn’t care. Winter — frozen — I didn’t care. I
don’t care, Justin.” She put her hand over her mouth. “I don’t
want to lose you, I don’t want you to leave me.”
He held her. He just held her.

A FTER SHE HAD FALLEN ASLEEP , exhausted, he cradled her in
his arms. He had choices to make, and he was afraid of all of
them. He loved Chris, he loved life — and he understood
that he was supposed to have neither.
Well, what of it? He could live as he chose; the rowans
had seen to that, for her sake.
For her sake …
He gazed out of the window, at the brilliant, icy day.
They were waiting for him, with their hungry eyes, their
angry eyes, their painful eyes. They had no life, and they
belonged to the green.
And Chris — admit it, Justin — Chris had no life, either.
Just a shadow of it, a tiny, small slice of unending winter.
Because of him. Because he died, but she was better than
most at holding on.
Oh, Chris, he said, although it was silent. You’re going to
break my heart.
It snowed that night, for the first time that Justin could
remember. The window was shut, but not shuttered; he
stared at it as if it were a television. The flakes fell, fast and
furious, as the wind whipped them around the barren landscape. The rowans were seeing to his body.
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F OR FIVE DAYS , he refused to think about it at all. Life in the
cabin was almost normal, if night-time visitations by hissing
nightmares were discounted — and as long as he stayed
indoors, they gave him no trouble. But…
The plants were the worst. He went to them daily, spoke
to them, watered them, moved them to where the light
conditions were right. But they didn’t recover; they didn’t
grow.
At least, he reflected, they haven’t died. But they weren’t
alive either. He wasn’t sure what the diﬀerence was between
life and death anymore, but he knew there was one — knew
there had to be one.

“… and this is why it has to be repotted. The roots have
gotten too large for the — Chris, you aren’t listening.” He
caught her hands as she stared at his face. “Look, if you can
love a bunch of smelly trees, you can learn to appreciate a
beautiful jade plant, okay?”
She said, “why are you teaching me this?”
“Because I want you to know it. You can’t go around just
killing every plant you’re given.”
She tried to laugh, but it was the ghost of a laugh that
she oﬀered him. He hugged her. “Now comes the most
important part so far. It’s about water —”

T HE SIXTH DAY . The world in winter was bright and cold.
Breakfast was good — and he didn’t even worry about
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cholesterol. He had cream with his coﬀee, used liberal
amounts of butter, ate bacon by the half pound.
“Justin — the way you eat, it’s not good for you.”
He looked up from his plate and grinned. “I’m dead.
Food is going to hurt me?”
She couldn’t laugh. Her silence, uncomfortable and
tight, stretched between them until Justin left his chair.
“Where are you going?”
“For a walk.”
“Can I — can I come with you?”
“Chris —” He walked around the table and hugged her
tightly, thinking that he had never hugged her so much in
his life. “Of course. Come with me.”

H E LET her fuss about his boots — too light, and too short
— and his snowshoes, and when that didn’t satisfy her, he
left his coat unzippered. He also neglected to put on a hat,
and her gentle haranguing took the edge oﬀ her tension and
made her seem almost normal.
It was cold out, of course, and Justin could feel it at the
bone level. I’m dead, he told himself sternly, but apparently it
didn’t make a diﬀerence, and after about ten minutes, he put
on his hat, scarf and mittens, even though it made Chris
insuﬀerable.
Behind the naked trees, they were watching him.
“We’re being watched,” he said, casually.
She whipped around, and he covered his face.
“You have no idea what the word subtle means, do you?”
But she was scanning the same trees that he saw; her
brows were furrowed, her face pale. “Watched by what?”
“Just checking.”
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The dead voices sounded like the rustle of dry leaves
gone mad. Justin listened to them whisper and mutter, and
it was always with a longing for spring, the turn of
seasons. He looked at Chris’s face, seeing the winter
written there.
“Do you like the snow?”
“I’ve always liked the snow.” She looked over her
shoulder surreptitiously — or at least, she tried to.
“What about Spring? Summer? Fall?”
She was quiet.
“There are no birds at the feeder this year, are there?” He
slid his arm around her shoulder and she pulled away.
“Justin, please —”
“Come on, Chris.” He held out a mitten, and after an
awkward pause, she put her hand into it. She was shaking.
“Don’t do that,” he said gently. “Your eyes will freeze.”
“Justin, I don’t want to go there.”
“But you love the rowans,” he replied. “And you’ll never
see them in spring again, either.”
She bit her lip and nodded. “I don’t care.”
“You don’t have to right now. I do.” He pulled her
through the snow, and because it was him, she came. She
always had, really.
Behind her, they followed, shuﬄing awkwardly. He
turned once to look over his shoulder, but he contented
himself with a nervous glimpse. He didn’t want to meet their
eyes; he knew whose death he saw there.

T HE ROWANS WERE cold and ice-coated, but they were still a
circle. Within their confines, the snow was pristine and
perfect. If he had come with a shovel, had broken the crust
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of snow, ice, and dirt, no trace remained of his labour. He
was grateful for it.
“Come on, Chris.”
“I can’t.”
“Why?”
She swallowed. “I just can’t.”
“It’s the circle. That’s all. And I’ll be with you.” He hated
to make her cry in this cold.
“You won’t be with me,” she said; it was an accusation.
“I’ll be with you for as long as you want.” He held out his
arms, and after a minute, hesitating on the boundary, she
stepped into them. The circle seemed to close; the trees
almost huddled over them, as if for warmth. “Come and sit
down.”
She looked a bit dubious, but as they were dressed for
cold, she bit her lip and settled down to the right of the
circle’s centre. She wouldn’t sit over the centre itself, but he
didn’t push it. He didn’t want to sit there either.
He sat in front of her, and she pulled him back into her
arms, the way she had often done when they were both
much younger.
“What’s the worst thing about me that you remember?”
She was quiet for a long time. “The worst thing? Mom.”
“What about mom?” The question was a bit sharp.
Chris laughed. “You asked. I don’t have to answer — I
mean, it hasn’t bothered me for years.”
“No — I want to know.”
“Mom was the worst thing. She wanted a boy, I don’t
know why. She always loved you best.” She caught his hands
and pulled them up. “But I guess I learned from her, too. I
love you, even if you did try to sell my diaries. Closest you
ever came to dying —” She stopped speaking, and he pulled
her arms into a closed circle around them both.
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“What’s the best thing?”
“Best? There isn’t a single best thing. There are so many,
I could go on for days. I tried to remember everything I
hated about you. I even hated you a bit, for dying. You know,
I’m wrong. Mom isn’t the worst thing.
“The worse thing about you is that you died.”
“I’m not thrilled about it either.”
“You don’t even remember it.”
“True. But I’m not thrilled about the idea.” He swallowed. “But if you want me to make sense of it, I can’t.”
“I don’t want you to make anything of it. I want you to
stay here, as if it never happened.”
“And if I stay here, you’ll stay here, as if the rest of your
life never happens.”
“Maybe you should let me make that choice,” she
replied. Her hands became tight, even through two layers of
mittens.
He was quiet; her hands gripped his like anchors
imbedded into the skin. “You know,” he said quietly, “When
we were really young, you were like another mother, but
closer. You went to school with me. You protected me from
Tony Fisker — remember him?” He laughed. “You promised
you’d protect me from anything.”
“I remember.”
“I didn’t realize just how serious you were.” His voice
was light. “But I can’t let you make that choice. And I think I
understand, now, why no one should have to make it.” He
pulled his hands away from hers; it was hard; her grip was
fierce. “I’m your past, Chris.”
“And what’s wrong with the past? All our lives are made
up of our pasts! Our futures come from it — how can you
just say you’ll walk? Justin, you selfish —”
“I’m selfish?” He said. “Me? You’ve killed an entire forest
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because you can’t face the death of one man, and I’m
selfish?”
The rowans creaked in the wind that rose suddenly,
lifting a veil of powder-fine snow. She looked up, her voice
lost.
“They weren’t meant to live in eternal winter,” Justin said
quietly, as his sister turned, slowly, to look at the perimeter
of her living circle. “You always loved life. You said nature
was your gardener.”
She began to weep. “But th-they’re o-only t-trees.”
He put his arms around her awkwardly, and held her,
because he knew she was lying.
“The worst thing about you,” he said softly, as if
changing the subject, “was that you were always so damned
insecure as we got older. You were afraid that I’d grown
away from you, that I didn’t need you anymore.
“The best thing about you…” He thought about it for a
minute. Laughed. “You’re right. The best thing isn’t easy to
pin down. I’ve got so many memories, Chris — it’d take days
to sift through them all.”
She was tense.
“My death doesn’t change those memories, or the truth
of them.”
“I don’t want just memories.”
Justin began to laugh. “That’s exactly what you want —
can’t you see it? That’s exactly what I am, now. Memory,
Chris.”
“No, you’re —”
“How long have we been here?”
She didn’t answer.
“Have I gotten older? Have I learned anything, made
any new mistakes, had my heart broken another dozen
times? Have I found a job I finally like, found a way to
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contribute to the causes I believe in? Have I changed at
all?”
“Justin, why are you doing this to me?” Her voice was so
small, he wanted to stop.
He didn’t. “I don’t remember dying,” he said, his voice
the monotone of someone deep in thought. “I don’t even
remember living, anymore. I remember things that
happened years ago, but I don’t remember the details of last
month.” He pulled away from her gently shaking body, and
stood. She started to get up but he waved her back, into the
snow beneath the rowans.
They were watching it all, but their sibilant chant had
ceased. He could hear a collective drawing of breath, like the
death rattle of a man with emphysema.
“Tell me how I died.”
She was silent for so long, he thought she was going to
refuse. He turned to look at her face. The afternoon sun was
wending its way toward the horizon; they had been here
longer than he thought.
“You were speeding,” she said, her voice toneless, almost
cold. Her eyes were on snow, on the circle’s centre; they were
dark and wide. “It was raining and the roads were slick. I
always told you I hated it when you sped. You weren’t drinking, thank God — I think it would have killed dad if you had
been.
“But it was dark, it was late. I guess you must’ve been
more tired than you thought. You knew that stretch of road.
I’d’ve bet you could travel it in your sleep.” She laughed
feebly. “Anyway, you killed four trees. The fifth one was a
large, old maple with a trunk like a steel girder.”
“Figures.”
“They told me how fast you must’ve been traveling. I
don’t remember it — the number only came up once, and it
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just wasn’t real. I nodded a lot. I remember that. Everyone
would ask me questions, and I’d nod and smile. It was really
important to me that I not embarrass dad or you by having a
stupid breakdown. I wasn’t going to be the typical hysterical
female, not me.”
He knelt a yard away from her, like a religious pilgrim at
the feet of a very holy man.
“Funerals are expensive, but funeral directors aren’t very
tacky. They know how to deal with people made stupid by
grief. It’s the rest of the world that’s hard. People feel like
they have to fill up all the silences with words, that they
have to trip over themselves to make it clear how much of a
loss it was — as if we didn’t know it already.
“And they mean well, so you can’t tell them to drop
dead.”
“I’m not sure they’d get the joke,” Justin said, smiling.
“Joke? What — oh.” She rolled her eyes; tears slipped
down the rims and onto her lashes, where they began to
freeze. “And then your close friends and relatives — they
know when to leave you alone. They give you privacy and
space. But… but sometimes they don’t know when not to
leave you alone.
“I hate it. The first week, I thought I’d die. I wanted to.
But I held on, because I wasn’t about to add my death to
yours, and because there was work to do. All your papers to
go through, your house, the plants.
“But after that… after the funeral, everyone seemed to
think it was just over. And it was, in a way. You were gone.
But I kept thinking about what I could have done diﬀerently.
I’d fantasize about turning up, like magic, at just the right
moment to save your rotten life. I’d dream about selling my
soul, just to get you back.
“Do you know that I woke up one morning, and I called
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you? I wasn’t thinking. I just picked up the phone and
dialed. And then, when I got the stupid message about the
number being no longer in service, I screamed. I just
screamed and screamed — I thought I’d never stop. Because
you were gone, and it was suddenly real.
“Eventually, I talked to dad, and he said we could move
your body from Mount Pleasant to here. He was worried
about me, by then — and he knew it couldn’t hurt you any.”
She smiled with a shadowed shyness. “The rest you already
know.”
It was his turn to be quiet.
“Are you afraid, Justin?”
“Of death? I don’t feel dead, but I’m not afraid of making
you let go.”
She nodded as if she believed him. “Is there an
afterlife?”
“How the hell should I know? I can’t even remember
dying.” He shook his head. “But if I had to guess, I’d say yes.
I mean, I’m here.”
“I wanted to believe in God and heaven. But I couldn’t,
because you were dead.”
“People die all the time, Chris.”
“Yes, but none of them were you. Will you wait for me on
the other side?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know if there is another side.” He
saw that she was crying openly now, but it was important to
him — had always been important to him — to tell her the
truth. “I can’t make sense of death for you by giving you
false promises or platitudes. Death doesn’t make sense.
That’s not the way it works.”
“Then what am I supposed to do?”
“Make sense of life. Just because I don’t have mine
anymore doesn’t mean I’d like you to lose yours. I can’t tell
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you for certain that I’ll wait for you, because I don’t know if I
can. I can’t tell you there’s a real afterlife, because I don’t
know it. I can’t tell you anything that’ll make any of this any
easier. But I always made your life diﬃcult — why should I
stop now?” He held out his arms.
She scrabbled to her feet and hugged him.
“I can tell you the two things I know for certain: I want
you to go on living.”
“That’s only one thing.”
“And I love you.”
“That’s t-two.”
He raised his head and looked out into the trees. “Is it
getting warmer in here, or is it just me?” He let her go very
gently and removed his winter wear.
“It’s warmer,” she said, faintly. She pulled oﬀ her hat and
held it in shaking hands.
“The spring is coming.” His voice was soft. He looked
over her head to the periphery of the circle. “The spring is
coming!”
They knew it. But they did not leave, or move, or even
speak. He saw the knowledge in their eyes as they stared,
unblinking each one, at the centre of the rowan circle.
“Justin —”
“It’s really getting warm in here. Maybe there is an afterlife, and I’m going to hell.”
“That’s not funny!” She said, and she whacked him on
the side of the head. But her lips twitched at the corners.
The snow began to melt. Or rather, vanish. It receded
from sight, shrinking and dwindling as a warm, brisk breeze
blew in through the trees. The scent of the rowans coming
to spring life began to fill the air. Justin caught Chris’s
shaking hands, and together they watched the trees unfurl,
leaves springing up along multiple branches, flowers blos-
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soming like a spray of white and gold in time-lapse
photography.
As if the centre of the circle were a pebble, and the forest
itself a lake, green rippled out in concentric circles. Silence
reigned for seconds, but it was overtaken by bird-calls, forest
songs, the sound of life returning.
It wasn’t spring; it was summer’s height.
“Jesus, Chris — how long has it been winter?”
She didn’t answer. She was facing, not him, but the
forest itself, her mouth half-open, her eyes unblinking.
Everywhere, the snow receded, called back to the season in
which it belonged.
He smiled crookedly and watched her face. Saw it
changing slowly as she recognized the bird calls that pierced
the silence. He had never been able to tell one bird from
another, and obviously being dead didn’t give him any extra
information. But the rowans’ scent was strong and sweet, as
it had never been in life.
“Take care of her,” he said to the trees, and they seemed
to nod, although that was a trick of the wind.
We will.
He looked up, and saw that the edge of the circle was
still guarded, but by no winter creatures. God, he thought, it
figures. My sister had to find a stretch of forest with imaginary
people and walking legends in it. He didn’t know what or who
these summer people were, but they were grand and
glorious — a miracle of life. What had once been mummified was now restored; the grey pallor of lifeless skin was
gone to a golden glow, and eyes that had been slate and steel
were now greener than the forest itself.
They smiled at him, these forest beings; smiles that were
full and wise and heavy with the unsaid. “Don’t hold it
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against her,” he said. “People — we’re like that. Help her, if
you can.”
“We can’t,” one replied. It was hard to tell if the voice was
male or female, young or old. “She will not let us in.”
“Not yet. But she will. The forest was always her biggest
weakness.”
“Then we will be there, when the circle opens again and
we are free to dance within its confines. Thank you.” They
turned and began to walk, almost to prance, back into the
woods.
He wanted to ask them where they were going, but he
knew it didn’t matter. They weren’t of the dead. He was.
Their roads didn’t coincide further. And how the hell do I
know that?
“Hey, Chris?” She looked up at him. “The tears’ll catch
up to you all the time. You always were a mush-brain.” He
hugged her again, because it was the last time. “I gotta get
going.”
“Where?”
“I don’t know. But I’m getting restless.” It was true. The
breeze almost made him itch with the desire to be gone. “I’ll
write you a postcard.”
“Bullshit,” she said, but she smiled, even if the smile was
faint and sad. “You never wrote a damned thing to me when
you were alive.”
“I called sometimes.”
“When you were near a phone.” She hugged him back,
fierce. But she couldn’t hold him that way for long. “You’d
better be waiting for me when this is all over.”
“If I can, I’ll wait. You’d better take your time coming.” He
wanted to wait and watch her; to be certain that she would
return to the life she’d been leading before his accident.
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But that was a matter for the living, and he was truly
dead. Very quietly, he kissed her on the forehead. “Gotta go,”
he said again.
“I know.” And her face seemed lighter, somehow; the
weight was gone. “Can I walk with you?”
“Not a chance.” He began to whistle quietly as he left the
rowan circle.
Chris watched him go, and because she did, she missed
the sudden rush of life in the circle’s centre, as a sprig
popped out of the ground, unbending and leaning towards
the sun’s light.
It was a young rowan.
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