TheLight that Blinds, the Clawsthat Caich

by Mike Resnick

_"And when my heart's dearest died, the light went from my lifefor ever.”
-- Theodore Roosevelt

_InMemory of my Darling Wife_(1884)

_"Beware the Jabberwock, my son!

_Thejawsthat bite, the clawsthat catch!"

-- Lewis Carrall

_Through the Looking-Glass_(1872)

* * % %

The date is February 14, 1884.

Theodore Roosevelt holds Alicein hisarms, cradling her head againgt his massive chest. The houseis
cursed, no doubt about it, and he resolvesto sall it as soon as Desth has claimed yet another victim.

Hismother liesin her bed down the hall. She has been dead for amost eight hours. Three rooms away
his two-day-old daughter wails mournfully. The doctors have done dl they can for Alice, and now they
gt inthe parlor and wait while the 26-year-old State Assemblyman spends hislast few momentswith his
wife, tears running down his cheeks and faling onto her honey-colored hair.

The undertaker arrives for his mother, and looks into the room. He decides that perhaps he should stay,
and hejoinsthe doctors downgtairs.

How can this be happening, wonders Roosevet. Have | comethisfar, accomplished this much,
triumphed over so many obstacles, only to lose you both on the same day?

He shakes hishead furioudy. No!_, he screamssilently. | will not alow it! | have looked Degth in the
eye before and stared him down. Draw your strength from me, for | have strength to spare!

And, miraculoudly, she_does _draw strength from him. Her bresthing becomes more regular, and some
thirty minutes later he sees her eydidsflutter. He yellsfor the doctors, who come up the stairs, expecting
to find him holding acorpsein hisarms. What they find is a semi-conscious young woman who, for no
earthly reason, isfighting to live. It istouch and go for three days and three nights, but finaly, on February
17, sheis pronounced on the road to recovery, and for thefirst timein amost four days, Roosevelt

sleeps

* k % %

And as he degps, strange images come to him in hisdreams. He seesahill in a strange, sun-baked land,
and himsdlf riding up it, pistols blazing. He sees avast savannah, filled with more beasts than he ever
knew existed. He sees amansion, painted white. He sees many things and many events, a pageant heis
unableto interpret, and then the pageant ends and he seemsto see alifefilled with the face and the scent
and the touch of the only woman he has ever loved, and heis content.

* k% k% %



New York istoo smal for him, and helongsfor the wide open spaces of his beloved Dakota Badlands.
He buys aranch near Medora, namesit Elkhorn, and moves Alice and his daughter out in the summer.

Theair istoo dry for Alice, the dust and pollen too much for her, and he offersto take her back to the
city, but she waves his arguments away with adelicate white hand. If thisiswhere he wantsto be, she
will adjust; she wants only to be agood wife to him, never aburden.

Ranching and hunting, ornithology and taxidermy, being a husband to Alice and afather to young Alice,

writing a history of the West for Scribner's and a series of monographs for the scientific journas are not
enough to keep him busy, and he takes on the added burden of Deputy Marshdl, asign of permanence,
for he has agreed to atwo-year term.

But then comes the Winter of the Blue Snow, theworst blizzard ever to hit the Badlands, and Alice
contracts pneumonia. Hetriesto nurse her himself, but the condition worsens, her breathing becomes
labored, the child's wet nurse threstensto leaveif they remain, and finaly Roosevet puts Elkhorn up for
sale and moves back to New Y ork.

Alicerecovers, dowly to be sure, but by February sheisonce again able to resume asocid life and
Roosevdt fedsagreat burden lifted from his shoulders. Never again will he make the mistake of forcing
the vigorous outdoor life upon afrail flower that cannot be taken from its hothouse.

* * % %

He deeps, more restlessly than usual, and theimages return. He is aone, on horseback, in the Blue
Snow. The drifts are piled higher than his head, and ahead of him he can see the three desperadoes heis
chasing. He has no weapons, not even aknife, but he feds confident. The gunsthey used to kill so many
otherswill not work in thiswesther; the triggers and hammerswill be frozen solid, and if evenif they
should manage to get off ashot, the wind and the lack of visibility will protect him.

He pullsapiece of beef jerky from his pocket and chewsit thoughtfully. They may have the guns, but he
has the food, and within aday or two the advantage will be his. Heisin no hurry. He knowswhere he
will confront them, he knows how he will take them if they offer any resistance, he even knows the route
by which he will return with them to Medora

He studies the tracks in the snow. One of their horsesis aready lame, another exhausted. He dismounts,
opens one of the sacks of oats heis carrying, and holdsit for his own horse to et.

Thereisacave two miles ahead, large enough for both him and the horse, and if no one hasfound it there
isasupply of firewood helaid in during hislast grizzly-hunting trip.

In his dream, Roosevet sees himself mount up again and watch the three fleeing figures. He cannot hear
the words, but hislips seemto be saying: _Tomorrow youremine...

* k% k% %

He runsfor mayor of New Y ork in 1886, and loses -- and immediately begins planning to run for
Governor, but Alice cannot bear the rigors of campaigning, or the humiliation of defeat. Please |, she
begs him, _please don't give the rabble another chance to rglect you . And because he loves her, he
accedesto her wishes, and loses himsdlf in hiswriting. He beginswork on a history of the opening of the
American Weg, then stops after the first volume when heredlizesthat he will have to actually return to
the frontier to gather more materia if the seriesisto go on, and he cannot bear to be awvay from her.
Instead, he writes the definitive treatise on taxidermy, for which heis paid amodest stipend. The book is
well received by the scientific community, and Roosevet isjudtifiably proud.



* * % %

Thisdream is more disturbing than most, because his Aliceisnot init. Instead an old childhood friend,
Edith Carow, firm of body and bold of spirit, seemsto have taken her place. They are surrounded by six
children, his own daughter and five more whom he does not recognize, and live in ahuge house
somewhere beyond the city. Their lifeisidyllic. He rough-houses with both the boys and the girls, writes
of the West, takes anumber of governmenta positions.

But thereisno Alice, and eventualy he wakes up, sweating profusdly, trembling with fear. He reaches
out and touches her, sighs deeply, and lies back uncomfortably on the bed. It was a frightening dream,
thisdream of alifewithout Alice, and heisafraid to go back to deep, afraid the dream might resume.

Eventualy he can no longer keep his eyes open, and hefallsinto arestless, dreamless deep.

* * % %

_ltisamazing_, hethinks, staring at her: _sheisamost 40, and | am till blinded by her delicate beauity, |
gtill thrill to the sound of her laughter._

True, he admits, she could take more of an interest in the affairs of the nation, or even in the affairs of the
city inwhich shelives, acity that has desperately needed a good police commissoner for years (he has
never told her that he was once offered the office); but it isnot just her hedlth, he knows, that is ddlicate
--itisAlice hersdf, and in truth he would not have her any other way. She could read more, he
acknowledges, but he enjoys reading aloud to her, and she has never objected; he sitsin his easy chair
every night and reads from the classcs, and she sits opposite him, sewing or knitting or sometimesjust
watching him and smiling a him, her face aglow with the love she bearsfor him.

Sowhat if shewill not dlow talk of this newest war in the house? Why should such a perfect creature
carefor war, anyway? She exists to be protected and cherished, and he will continue to dedicate hislife
to doing both.

* k % %

He has seen thisimage in adream once before, but tonight it is clearer, more defined. His men are pinned
down by machine gun firefrom atop ahill, and finaly he climbs onto his horse and races up the hill,
pistols drawn and firing. He expectsto be shot out of the saddle at any instant, but miraculoudy he
remains untouched while his own bullets hit their targets again and again, and finaly heisatop the hill and
his men are charging up it, screaming their battle cry, while the enemy races away in defeat and
confuson.

Itisthe mogt thrilling, the most triumphant moment of hislife, and he wants desperately for the dream to
last alittlelonger so that he may revel iniit for just afew more minutes, but then he awvakensand heis
back in the city. Thereisagarden show to be visited tomorrow, and in the evening hewould like to
attend a peech on the plight of New Y ork'simmigrants. Asagood citizen, he will do both.

On the way home from the theater, two drunks get into afight and he wadesin to break it up. He

receives abloody nosefor histrouble, and Alice castigates him dl the way homefor getting involved ina
dispute that was none of his businessto begin with.

The next morning she hasforgiven him, and he remarksto her that, according to what he hasread in the
paper, the trusts are getting out of hand. Someone should stop them, but McKinley doesn't seem to have



the gumption for it.

She askshimwhat atrust is, and after he patiently explainsit to her, he sits down, as he seemsto be
doing more and more often, to write aletter tothe _Times . Alice gpproaches him just asheisfinishing it
and urgeshim not to send it. Thelast timethe _Times_ran one of hislettersthey printed his address, and
while he was out she had to cope with three different radical reformers who found their way to her door
to ask him to run for office again.

Heisabout to protest, but he looksinto her delicate face and pleading eyes and redlizesthat even at this
late date he can refuse her nothing.

* k% k% %

It isapresumptuous dream thistime. He strides through the White House with the energy of acaged lion.
Thismorning he attacked J. P. Morgan and the trusts, this afternoon he will make peace between Russa
and Japan, tonight he will send the fleet around the world, and tomorrow ... tomorrow he will do what
God Himsdlf forgot to do and give American ships a passage through the I sthmus of Panama.

It seemsto him that he has grown to be twenty feet tal, that every chdlenge, far from beating him down,
makes him larger, and he looks forward to the next one as eagerly asalion looksforward to its prey. It
isabully dream, just bully, and he hopesit will go on forever, but of courseit doesn't.

* k * %

Alice's health has begun deteriorating once again. It isthe dust, the pollution, the noise, just theincredible
_pace_of living in the city, a pace he has never noticed but which seemsto be breaking down her body,
and findly he decides they must move out to the country. He passes a house on Sagamore Hill, ahouse
that fills him with certain vague longings, but it isfar too large and far too expensive, and eventualy he
findsasmall cottage that is suitable for their needs. It backs up to aforest, and while Alicelaysin bed
and triesto regain her strength, he secretly buys arifle -- shewon't dlow fireearmsin the house -- and
spends a happy morning hunting rabbits.

* * % %

In thisdream heis standing at the edge of aclearing, rifle poised and aimed, as two bull eephants charge
down upon him. He dropsthe first one at 40 yards, and though his gunbearer breaks and runs, he waits
patiently and drops the second at ten yards. It falls so close to him that he can reach out and touch its
trunk with the toe of his boot.

It has been agood day for e ephant. Tomorrow hewill go out after rhino.

* * k% %
Alice hearsthe gunshots and scolds him severdly. He fedsterribly guilty about deceiving her and vows

that he will never touch afirearm again. Heisin astate of utter despair until she relents -- as she dways
relents-- and forgiveshim.

Why, he wonders as he walks through the woods, following asmall winding stream to its source, does he
aways disappoint her when he wants nothing more than to make her happy?

* * % %

He deeps sitting down with his back propped againgt atree, and dreams not of astream but awild,
raging river. Heis on an expedition, and hisleg has abscessed and he is burning with fever, and heisa



thousand miles from the nearest city. Tapirs come down to drink, and through the haze of hisfever he
thinks he can see ajaguar approaching him. He yells a the jaguar, sendsit skulking back into the thick
undergrowth. Hewill die someday, he knows, but it won't be herein this forsaken wilderness. Finaly he
takes a step, then another. The pain is excruciating, but he has borne pain before, and dowly, step by
gep, he beginswaking dong thewild river.

When he awakensit isalmost dark, and he redlizes that the exploration of the winding stream will haveto
wait for another day, that he must hurry back to his Alice before she beginsto worry.

* * % %

Within ayear shedies. Itisnot adisease or anillness, just the fading away of afragile spirit in an even
more fragile body. Roosevelt is disconsolate. He stops reading, stops walking, stops edting. Beforelong
he, too, ison his deathbed, and he looks back on hislife, the books he'swritten, the birds he's
discovered, the taxidermy he's performed. There was a promise of something different in hisyouth, ahint
of the outdoor life, abrief burst of palitical glory, but it was aroad he would have had to walk aone, and
he knows now, as he knew that day back when he dmost lost her for thefirst time, that without his Alice
it would have been meaningless.

_No,_ thinks Roosevelt, | made the right choices, | walked the right road. It hasn't been abad or an
unproductive life, some of my bookswill live, some of my monographswill till beread -- and | was
privileged to spend every moment that | could with my Alice. I am content; | would have had it no other

way.
And History weeps.
-- The End --



