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Noah’s Ark


Noah’s Ark


“Not many people know this,” she said, “but there are four times as many fatalities from bee stings as from snake bites.” 


Noah couldn’t bear to watch her give herself the injection. Crouching at the base of a pine tree beside the trail, he scanned the woods for bees, wasps, hornets. Suddenly the forest seemed a sinister place, full of small but deadly hazards.


“You’d better get me to a hospital,” she said, returning the syringe to her first-aid kit. She was sitting against the tree, this woman he barely knew, her curly brown hair dangling to her shoulders. She looked healthy. She looked fine. His only experience with allergic reactions had been his mother’s sniffling and sneezing every spring when pollen rode the air like a flock of microscopic geese. 


“Cardiovascular collapse,” she said, as though responding to a question from the jaybirds swooping down from the canopy.


“Can’t you just keep taking the shots until we get back?” he asked.


She shook her head. “Each one lasts about fifteen minutes, but after an hour or so, the medication stops working.”


It had taken forty-five minutes to hike this far from the clearing where he had parked the car. After entering the woods, they had crossed the stone bridge spanning Simmons Creek. This modest waterway had carved out the “Grand Canyon of Cutler County,” which did not seem especially grand unless you had to retrace your route in search of emergency medical treatment.


“How can you be so calm?” he asked her.


“I’m not,” she said, raising a hand to her heart. “I’m having palpitations already.”


At his suggestion, she climbed on his back, and he hooked his wrists beneath her knees. It was only their second date, and this was the first time their bodies had touched. Her skin smelled powdery, slightly sweet. She was a small woman. Carrying her was like giving a child a piggyback ride.


“Ride high,” he said. “As high as you can.”


She raised herself to center her weight between his shoulder blades. As he lumbered along the trail at a half-trot, he felt a ticklish caress on his forearm that turned out to be a long-legged spider. He hoped it wouldn’t bite.


“Annie told me you were more than muscles.” Her lips were close to his ear, as though they were talking in bed. “She said you were a real sweet guy.”


“I don’t know about that.”


“Who else would carry me to safety?”


“Anybody.” Drops of water splattered on Noah’s head. At first he wasn’t sure whether it was raining or whether the trees were still dripping from showers the night before. There was a question on his mind, and he tried not to sound accusatory when he asked it. “Why did you agree to go hiking with me … in your condition?”


“My condition?”

“I said it would be an all-day trip, out in the middle of nowhere.”

“You invited me.”

“I didn’t know about your problem with bees.”

“I don’t have a problem with bees.”

Right, he thought. They have a problem with you.

As he sidestepped protruding roots and slippery stones, he felt her chin nodding against his shoulder. “Hang in there,” he said.

When they stopped so she could give herself another injection, Noah turned his eyes to the drizzling sky.

“Big guys are always squeamish,” she said rather wistfully. He heard her first aid kit snap shut. “You can look now.”

“This has happened to you before?”

“Not quite.” She was lying flat on her back, her hair spread on a pillow of pine needles, her chest heaving. “This is the real thing.”

“Is it that bad?” he said.

“My heart’s racing.”

“You can’t breathe.”

“I can breathe. A little.”

By now the rain was like a persistent knocking, steady and forceful. Leaves trembled on the trees. Where no sign of running water had been before, rills cut furrows across the trail and ran down into the canyon. Noah shivered. “We’d better get going.”

He helped her to her feet, then squatted so she could mount him more easily. When he stood and began to move, he felt as clumsy as a sleepy bear. The earth, softened by the rain, seemed to be giving way beneath him.

“I’ve got a confession to make.” She spoke to him quietly, pausing for breath after each phrase. Her breath was like a kiss on his neck. “I’ve had a crush on you. Since high school. You didn’t know me then. I used to go to the football games. Every Saturday. Just to watch you play. I didn’t care about the score.”

Noah had been an all-state center, the spearhead of a potent running attack. “Noah’s Ark”— that was the nickname of his offensive line. He found it hard to believe she could have recognized him with the number on his jersey covered in mud most of the time. He remembered the damp turf chewed up by the controlled frenzy of twenty-two high school athletes. He remembered the grunting of his teammates to his left and right, and the strain on his lumbar from gaining leverage against an enormous opponent. Pushing, pushing. Even at its best, line play resembled a futile contest between handicapped wrestlers born without hands.

“You should have paid attention to the score,” he said. “Usually we won.”

As they emerged from a stand of evergreens, still twenty minutes from the bridge, the rain became a deluge that matted Noah’s hair and streamed down his face. Though his chest felt cold, his back felt warm. Her body hung from him like a heavy coat with the front undone. He thought he could sense the echo of her irregular heartbeat through his spine. 

“Are you okay?”

She made a guttural sound he could not interpret. When she tried to swallow, she coughed into his ear. Her lungs whistled. Little by little she slipped down to his waist, and no matter how often he stopped to boost her higher on his shoulders, she always sagged back again. The force of gravity seemed to be increasing, trying to thwart him. Mud sucked at his feet. His bum knee ached — an aftereffect of a football injury. He didn’t know how much more of this he could take. On the practice field, his least favorite exercise had been to run twenty-yard sprints hugging a tackling dummy. Another test of endurance. After graduation he had put it all behind him: the single-mindedness and physical stress of sports. He preferred life as an ex-local hero.

When it was time for her next dose of medication, Noah eased her down beneath the inadequate shelter of a leafy birch. Her eyes were open and she was breathing, but she couldn’t speak. He opened the first aid kit strapped to her waist and removed the syringe. He held his breath, averting his eyes as he gave her the injection. When Noah looked at her arm, he noticed the puncture mark already turning blue. He felt nauseous.

No longer could she hold onto him. He lifted her over his shoulders fireman style, and she rode him like a doe draped over the hood of a hunter’s car.

To Noah, blue skies and sunlight now seemed like a myth. The trees were mere shadows. The presence of animals was beyond his imagination. As he plodded along in this soupy washed-out world, where soil turned fluid and ran in rivulets down the slope to Simmons Creek, he felt himself transforming, as if merging with the rain. He forgot why he was doing what he was doing. His shoulders and neck were in agony. To fight off exhaustion, he tried breathing deeply and evenly, just as his football coach had taught him.

Finally they reached the bridge. Only a thigh-high wall of stone separated them from the water below. The creek was pruning its banks of leafless branches and decayed logs. Transfixed by the rushing water, Noah stood at the barrier wearing his limp hiking partner, who felt heavier than a high school linebacker. Suddenly his bad knee buckled, and he reeled at the wall. Her body shifted, relieving one shoulder of her weight. His hip braced against the masonry, he maintained a tenuous hold on this crushing mass of extra flesh and soggy clothes. He let her slip just a little bit more. He felt better. Much better. Flexing his free arm to regain circulation, he watched the stream overflowing its banks, dislodging dead leaves and limbs, carrying the flotsam away. Gradually he loosened his grip on her. The tension in his muscles seemed to liquefy until he relaxed completely and let her drop into the creek. Again he staggered at the wall. By the time he steadied himself, she had disappeared in the torrent.

Noah looked at his ice-cold hands, his numb fingertips. No way, he thought. No way he could have felt her pulse.

