
He wakes alone in the bed, the room 
bathed in the hazy glow of four a.m. On 
the wall, mottled light from the window 
and the shadow of a tree blowing in the 
wind. For a moment, the shadow 
comforts him. It takes him back to when 
he was small, when the willow in the 
front yard caught the street lamp at 
night and whispered to the wall. The 
moment passes. This room, this light, 
this shadow disturb him. He is not in 
his childhood bed. This is her bed, 
fifty-four floors above the ground 
in a time when no willows grow. 
He falls to sleep again, taken by 
mottled nightmares, climbing one 
tree after another, falling from one 
tree after another, his father cutting 
one tree after another. The crack of 
splintering wood. Dead branches. 
How empty the house feels after 
such a razing, so stark, so lifeless. 
Branches ablaze in the night. He 
escapes though a window, escapes 

the cries of his parents and lies 
down on the basement floor, 

so cool, his head next to the 
drain. Water gushes up and 
carries him away. He 
wakes again, throws the 
covers from his body. 
The room is bathed in 
the hazy glow of four 
a.m. She reclines on 
the chaise, on the 
other side of the 
room. She is bathed in 
white as she speaks 
into the phone. She 
sees him rise, wide- 
eyed and startled. I am 
your guardian angel, 
she says, softly, into 
the phone. He sinks 
back into sleep,  the 
terrors outside held at 
bay, while she clicks 
her nails in the hazy 
glow of four a.m.W
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She curls 
her hand  
around the 
black of the 
receiver, her 
f i n g e r n a i l s 
nearly scratching 
her face, smoothed 
and drawn and red and 
glossed. The blue vase 
matches the walls, tulips 
bloom in high contrast. Tulips. 
Tulips. He sweats. In the parking 
lot, he had heard the steady 
clacking of a woman's high heels 
against cement, coming closer and 
closer, but he had quickly out-paced the 
sound and turned a corner. The clacking 
had followed, making the turn as he had, 
he had turned, hazarded a glance, turned to 
see a woman, dark hair, eyes hidden by 
sunglasses, a black blouse opened loosely at 
the throat, khaki shorts. Stretching downward 
from those shorts–legs, long legs, all the way to 
the high heeled shoes. He'd felt a sudden and 
inexplicable fear, a fear focused on the V of her 
blouse, on a yellow tulip. He'd fled. Her arm 
stretches to the vase, her fingers coil around 
the stem, draw it from the vase. He had 
forgotten her by the end of the day. Later, 
he'd bumped into the woman from 
behind and he'd bent, instinctively, to the 
pavement to retrieve the tulip from the 
crush of feet. Yellow petals against the cool 
gray concrete. Her lips had parted. He'd 
flushed with terror and fled. She inhales 

luxuriously and offers him its 
scent. Her lips part to 

speak into the phone.


