Abbey in the Mirror (complete) 5/31/98 (Green, CF 1)


A thin coat of glossy rainwater began to cover her face as she moved among the silent trees. There was no other movement in the trees of that forest in the cool dimness, and a tension broke every time she placed her foot, like the snapping of a rubber band.


She kept from making a sound, but every footfall still seemed a violation in this beautiful place which was not her own. A twig splintered under her toes with a sharp, small snapping of wood.


She flinched and drew back. From the mist-soaked meadow that bounded the forest came a gentle, chiding voice.


“Abbey? Are you out there, honey?” The voice masked apprehension with the overtones of a small chuckle, but her Aunt’s fear could be felt all the more, like a scent made more noticeable by the act of trying to hide it.


The girl stepped from the forest on aching bare feet. The matronly woman scooped her suddenly into the air, then clutched Abbey to her chest with crushing force. The girl winced, but she wrapped her small body around the woman’s large one.


“You know you’re not supposed to be out here, Abbey. It’s barely morning and you’re barely dressed. You might catch cold,” the woman said, as though a few days’ illness could harm Abbey, who had survived ten years of far worse than any cold symptoms. Abbey looked at her aunt with old, weary eyes, and said nothing.


When Abbey spoke, which was seldom, she used one word only. She spoke in a normal voice, very much like her aunt’s. When she spoke, her hands shook with anger, and her eyes burned and sometimes she cut her palm with her fingernails. She never used other means to communicate. No sign language, no writing, no keyboards for Abbey. 

She spent hours each day in the old house’s huge library, reading, apparently, book after book in alphabetical order. She would often 
commandeer the little radio that was the house’s only connection to the outside world, other than the road and the narrow telephone lines that paced it. Her listening was selective- classical but not symphonic, early Beatles but not late, all kinds of blues. As she listened she would sit perfectly still, legs crossed in lotus, or dance frantically with no regard for the pace of the music. Either way, her eyes would lose focus and her lips would freeze into a blissful smile.


She ate anything they served her, quickly, carefully. She never spilled a dish or glass, or even a piece of slippery pasta from her fork. Afterwards, she would wash the dishes she used and dry each one, except for the dessert spoon, which she invariably threw in the trash.


She woke suddenly, as always. Her eyes flew open and she choked on a scream. Gentle morning streamed in through her barely-open window. She dressed quickly and precisely, then brushed her hair in a carefully mapped pattern of strokes. She watched her eyes for a few minutes, seeing herself within herself within the mirror. She ran a finger over the cold, stiff glass and knew that her flesh was the same. Others might feel the warm pliability of a child’s skin, but Abbey knew she was made of glass.


She laced her shoes and slipped into a jacket. Clothed thinly against the cold world and the damp, bright morning, she stepped out the kitchen door.


Fog hung glacial from the hills and a thin streamer of vapor trailed across the ground, teasing her ankles. She padded softly into the woods. There was a softer padding behind. Abbey stopped, and silence was strong and pale behind her. She started forward again, picking up the beat of the feet behind her. There was a dance in her legs and laughter in her toes. Her face was still.


She and the follower ran, walked, jumped, paced- it was a long dance, and a joyful one. At the end, she stood on a ridge overlooking the valley she inhabited. The house was a light, square-edged blob stuck at the tree line. She looked away.


Her follower broke from the trees then. It was a huge cat, far larger than Abbey herself. It was beautiful, and Abbey sat suddenly on the damp grass.


The cat paced around her quietly. Its breath was steady against her cheek. She reached out to touch the lightly mottle fur, and the cat’s gentle nuzzle knocked her down and sent her spinning over the slope. The cat called happily and began pursuit.


Her aunt found her hours later as she stumbled, exhausted, from the woods. There was the usual scooping and soft chiding. The deputies were cheerful as they drank coffee and grinned at her, making small jokes. She stared back at them, incapable of supplying the laughter they sought or unwilling.


That night, as she prepared for sleep, she looked into the glass of the mirror, into the glass of herself. She was stained glass tonight. The brilliant colors of her self were pieced together with wire, and the wire was straining.


Her eyes tonight were deep and dark, cat’s eyes, and she couldn’t see the mirror within them. Her face broke into a smile, and then into a dozen dozen pieces.
She dressed quickly and brushed her hair. She slipped into a jacket, and out the door. The night was thick, and her sharp whistles were slow to move through it.


She followed the scent of cat into the forest, stopping only briefly to tie a handkerchief around her bleeding hand.
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