2nd Place Short Story
“Lady of the Fire”

by Edward P. Schmidt, Fannin Chapter, Blue Ridge, Georgia

Prologue – In 1983 I purchased property in the mountains of north Georgia. At the time, I lived in Peachtree City, Georgia. The cabin on the property was new, but just a shell. It took me one year and many weekends to finish off the inside. I loved everything about the place, but especially the warmth, nurturing quaintness of the fireplace. However, there was something strange about the formation of the flames dancing. Somehow there seemed an odd eeriness of the movement of the flames. I never really quite understood what it was I was imagining. Over the years, I totally forgot about it. Now, after an absence of ten years, I am retired and in the cabin full-time.

The first time I noticed it, I didn’t pay much attention. I was in my rocking chair listening to my favorite Chopin CD, and watching the warm glow of the logs burning in the fireplace. I felt that someone or something was trying to communicate with me, but I was too mellowed out to give it much thought.

Two nights later in the same situation, my attention was piqued. On the right side of the burning logs, a distinct flame rose larger and higher than any other. It was shaped as a caricature of a lady dancing, arms stretched upward, bobbing, weaving, at once bowing down, then again reaching for the sky. I was fascinated, almost frightened by what I was watching! It was what I had seen two nights ago, in exactly the same place. I shivered as I realized that this was the enigma I had puzzled over ten years earlier!

I ruled out coincidence since these were new, different logs I was burning. Previous ashes had been taken out, and yet, there in the same spot was the dancing lady! I was shaken, and began to think of this dancing lady as a poor lost soul, whose eternal task was to forever dance as a flame in fireplaces everywhere, or perhaps only always in my fireplace? I cannot describe the fear I felt as I watched transfixed. I would not have been overly shocked had this flame called out my name!

I did not sleep well for a week, nor did I use my fireplace. At the end of the week I searched my woodpiles and carefully selected types of logs I hadn’t used the two previous times. I wondered about many things I had heard and read about – “life after death,” “reincarnation,” the “last time around,” and the “next time around.” Someone once said that if a person comes back in a form that entices a living person, that the two will trade places magically! As with so many other theories I considered this laughable. 

I carefully arranged the logs I would light in a few hours. I was almost afraid at what I would see again. I sipped on a brandy and listened to Rachmaninoff’s Second Symphony, movement III Allegro, which by the way, was to be played during my funeral!
God, what if she’s there again, I mused as I lit the kindling below the logs? The lower flames licked up at the upper logs and slowly lit them. Tonight it won’t happen, I thought to myself. As if on cue, the lady of the fire sprang up, all aglow, arms stretched high, staring at me. She made a hissing sound! I knew it wasn’t the sound of wet wood; these logs had dried for over two years.

As I watched, unable to turn away, I felt as if my inner self, my very soul, began to move toward the fireplace, ever so slowly, always staring directly in the face of the lady of the fire. When she stopped dancing, I started dancing. It seems I have taken her place now. As I burn and dance on the logs I lit, I watch as she slowly smiles and rocks back and forth in my favorite chair.
Epilogue – No one knows where I have gone.

