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PART ONE: TUESDAYS
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Tuesday Problem

The problem was not the coffee. Carla June Maynard had been making coffee at the Hollow Diner for nine years — through every incarnation of the Pike County Hollow Diner, through three owners and two renovations and the specific Tuesday rotation of the lunch crowd that had been the same since she was twenty-two and newly hired and had not yet fully understood that this diner and this town and these specific people were going to constitute the entire content of her life and she was going to be very happy about that. She was good at coffee. She had opinions about coffee. She kept a notebook under the counter with her notes on the coffee, which was the kind of notebook that only a woman who took her work seriously would keep, and she was a woman who took her work seriously in a way that other people sometimes mistook for a lack of ambition, because they confused loving the particular thing you do with not wanting anything larger, which was a confusion she had stopped trying to correct.

The notebook was not really about coffee, though it was, on its surface, entirely about coffee. The notebook was a thing her mother had taught her to keep, and her mother had learned it from her own mother, and so on back along the Maynard women in a line Carla June had never thought to count. Lorene Maynard had kept notebooks her whole life — not diaries, nothing so personal as that, but records: who in town was sick and what they needed, whose marriage was thin and which child was struggling and which old man at which counter had nobody left to notice whether he came in or not. Carla June had grown up watching her mother pay a specific kind of attention to people, an attention that was warm without being soft and constant without being intrusive, and had absorbed the practice so early and so completely that she had reached adulthood before she understood it was a practice at all — before she understood that most people did not, in fact, walk through the world keeping a running honest account of who needed what. Her mother had died when Carla June was twenty-three, two years into the diner. Her grandmother before that. The notebooks were the inheritance. The attention was the inheritance. Carla June kept both going at the counter of the Hollow Diner the way other families kept a recipe or a piece of land, and if you had asked her whether there was anything more to it than habit she would have said no, and she would have been wrong, and she did not yet know she was wrong.

She loved the diner. She had loved it since the first morning she came in for her interview at six-thirty, when the cook had given her a cup of coffee and she had looked around the room — at the specific amber light coming through the east windows, at the worn-smooth counter stools, at the particular quality of a room that had been feeding the same people for thirty years — and she had understood, with the gut-level recognition of a woman who trusted her gut, that this was a place that meant something.

What the diner was, though she would not have used the words and would have been embarrassed by them if someone else had, was a place people came to be known. Old Hollis Pruitt came in every morning at six and sat at the second stool and drank two cups and said almost nothing, and Carla June had understood within a month of being hired that the two cups were not about the coffee — they were about being a man whom someone expected, in a specific seat, at a specific hour, in a world that had stopped expecting him anywhere since his wife passed. She kept his seat. She poured before he asked. She said his name. On the mornings he did not come she noticed, and on the second such morning she called his nephew, and twice in the years since that call had mattered. She did this for Hollis and she did a version of it for everyone — not as a service the diner provided but as the air the diner was made of, the thing she had learned at her mother's counter without ever being taught it directly: that a room where people were genuinely, specifically, reliably noticed was a different kind of room than one where they were merely served, and that the difference, though invisible and unbillable and absent from every menu, was the actual product. She had been making that room for years. She would have told you she was making coffee.

She had gotten the job. She had kept it for nine years. She was thirty-one years old and she had watched three of her high school friends move to Lexington or Columbus or Atlanta and send her photographs of themselves in restaurants that had cement floors and small plates and she had thought, good for them, and meant it, and gone back to keeping her coffee notebook. The problem was not the coffee. The problem was the man at table four. He had been coming in on Tuesdays for eight months. He always ordered coffee — black, because she had made him try it black on the second Tuesday after he'd first said however you make it and she had made it black and he had looked at the cup with the expression of a person who has never tasted coffee before and is trying to work out whether they are going to survive the experience, and he had survived it, and he had looked at her afterward with something that she had filed under significant and not examined further, and now he ordered it black. He always ordered the same thing. He always sat at table four. He always came between two and two-thirty in the afternoon, which was the lull — the hour between the lunch rush and the school-bus crowd when the diner was quiet and the light came through the east windows at the long flat angle that meant the day was past its peak. She suspected — in the way she suspected things about customers, which was with the specific warm persistent intuition of a girlhood and an adulthood of watching people over a countertop — that he had chosen that hour deliberately. That he had mapped the diner's rhythms and identified the hour when she was most likely to have time and he was least likely to have to manage the variable of an audience. He always left a tip that was exactly twenty percent. He had, in eight months, never said more than approximately thirty words to her. He was not rude. He was not cold. He was — she had been trying to identify the word for eight months and had not yet settled on one — he was the specific quality of a person who was doing something very carefully without telling you what it was. He was the quality of a person who had a reason for being here and was choosing not to share the reason. The choosing was visible. That was the thing she had noticed first, even before the third Tuesday and the quality of his presence at close range — she had noticed, from very early on, that his distance was a decision. Not a default. A decision, made every time, with the specific quality of a thing that cost something. She found this interesting. She was a woman who found people interesting, which was distinct from being a woman who simply liked people. Carla June liked people. She was also interested in them — in the specific way a naturalist was interested in a territory, not extractively but attentively, with the conviction that the longer you looked at a thing the more it had to show you. He had been showing her things for eight months. She had been watching. She had known, since the third Tuesday, that he was not entirely what he looked like. She had known it the way she knew when the creek was going to flood — not from data exactly, but from the accumulation of small precise observations that added up to a picture her body had assembled before her brain caught up with it. She had been at table four with his coffee and a refill and she had experienced the specific quality of his presence at close range — the thing that was not quite warmth and not quite cold but was something the body registered as significant, the way the body registered a storm front before the air pressure dropped. Not threatening. Not dangerous. Just — present in a way that regular people were not present, with an extra register of it, like a chord that had a note below the audible range that you felt in your sternum without hearing. She was a woman who trusted what her body registered. She had told no one. She left notes instead. She had started leaving notes on the second Tuesday — small things, just notes the way she left notes for any regular. Try the Tuesday special, it's good today. We've got the good roast this week. She had put them under the coffee cup, on the saucer, written on a corner of the order pad paper in her small precise handwriting, because the notes were easier to ignore than words. She understood that he needed the option to ignore things, and she respected the option without being willing to leave it available indefinitely. He read the notes. He never commented on them. He left twenty percent. He came back. The notes evolved. They had started in coffee territory and they had moved, by May, into weather territory — the holly berries are out early, means frost — and by June she had been writing about the great horned owl she had been hearing in the south wood behind the parking lot. She had not said, in any of the notes, I know you're not entirely what you look like. She had not said I know the shape at the tree line behind my diner is connected to the man at table four. She had not said I have been leaving you notes the same way a person leaves water out for a stray animal who is not ready to come in yet. She had said, in the early-November note, the south wood is the best place to see the Leonid meteor shower if you know the right clearing. She had said, in the December note, the coffee is stronger today because it's December and December requires stronger coffee. She had said, in the January note, with the specific decision of a woman who has been patient long enough, I need you to say something back.

There was one note she had not left, because she had not known how to phrase it and because it was not really for him — it was a thing she had been turning over for herself, in the notebook, for about a year. People had been telling her their dreams. Not on purpose; people did not come to a diner to report their dreams. But across a counter, in the lull, with coffee in front of them, people said things, and what an unusual number of them had been saying for the better part of a year was some version of the same thing: that they had been dreaming about flying. Not falling —flying. Old Hollis's nephew had mentioned it, laughing, a little embarrassed. The woman who did the church flowers had mentioned it. Bobby the cook had mentioned it twice. They all described it nearly the same way, which was the part Carla June had filed and underlined: not a nervous dream, not a strange one, but a good one — a dream of being something large and free and high up over the mountains, looking down at the hollows with a feeling they all reached for the same clumsy word to name, and the word was always joy. She had started keeping a small count in the back of the notebook. The count was going up. She did not have any idea what it meant. She only had the gut-level sense she trusted that it meant something, that the something was getting nearer, and that the diner — her warm, bright, reliably-noticing diner — was for some reason she could not articulate the right place to be keeping track of it.

He had been sitting at table four when she set down the note. He had read it. He had looked up. She had made the call. She had gone to the counter. She had poured his coffee. She had walked to table four and she had said, “You've been coming here for eight months.”

“Yes,” he said, carefully.

“I've been leaving you notes for eight months.”

“Yes.”

“I'd like you to say something back.” She paused. “I'm not asking for much. I'm not asking for your whole story. I know you have a whole story and I know it's a long one and I know it involves things I'm probably not fully equipped for. I'm asking for one sentence. Something you want to say back.”

He looked at her. She had been on the other side of this look for eight months —standing at the table with the coffee pot or moving through the room or at the counter — and she had filed it in the notebook under the look, because it was unlike any look she had catalogued in years of watching people. It was the look of a being who was fully in the room and fully somewhere else simultaneously, and the somewhere else was very old and very large and had nothing to do with Pike County, and yet here it was, at table four, looking at her with that look. “The great horned owl has been nesting in that south wood since before your diner was built,” he said.

“There we go.” She pulled out the chair across from him and sat down. She set the coffee pot on the table and folded her hands. “How long before?”

He looked at the coffee cup. “A long time.”

“How long is a long time?”

He was quiet. She had eight months of practice in waiting out this particular quiet. She understood the quality of it — not reluctance, not evasion, but the pause of a being deciding how much to hand over at once. She had been getting comfortable with the pause since March. She was comfortable with it now. “Before this building was here. Before the road was here. Before this county had a name.”

She looked at him. “Okay.”

He looked at her. “Okay.”

“You've been in this valley for a long time.”

“Yes.” 

“Is the owl still there? I haven't heard it since December.” 

“She nested earlier this year. She's in the north wood now. There was a coyote at the south wood fence in December and she relocated. She'll come back in the fall.” 

Carla June picked up the coffee pot. She refilled his cup, though it did not need refilling. She set the pot down. “What's your name?”

The pause again.

“I can call you something else if you want. I've been calling you Table Four in my head but that seems like it's past its usefulness.”

Something moved in his face. It was the smallest thing — the very beginning of something that in a human face would have taken up more room but in his face was contained to a two-second window, like a feeling that had permission to exist but not permission to stay. She had been watching for it. She filed it.

“My name is Baraqiel,” he said.

“Baraqiel.”

“Yes.”

“I'm Carla June.”

“I know.”

“Of course you do.” She said it without any sharpness, the way she said everything — with the warmth of a woman who had decided that the most useful response to an unusual situation was the same response she gave to all situations, which was warm and direct and specific. “You've been coming here for eight months. You know the whole staff by name. You probably know the cook's grandmother's maiden name.”

“I don't know the grandmother's maiden name.”

“What do you know?”

He was quiet again. Different quality this time — not decision-making quiet. Considering quiet.

“The cook's wife is expecting. He hasn't told anyone yet. He's going to tell you first because you are the person he trusts most at this diner.”

“Bobby's wife is pregnant?”

“Yes. About eleven weeks.”

“He didn't tell me.”

“He's going to tell you tomorrow. He decided this morning.” She sat with that for a moment.

“How do you know that?”

“I've been watching this valley for a long time,” he said. “I know what is happening in it.”

“That's a delicate way to put it.”

“There is not a less delicate way to put it that I know how to use.” She looked at him. She looked at him with the look she gave things she was deciding to understand before she decided how to feel about them — the look that Mercy had once told her, slightly exasperated, was her most characteristic expression, the one that meant she was filing rather than reacting, and which Mercy had also told her was the reason that Carla June was the last person in Pike County who would be genuinely surprised by anything.

“You’ve been at the tree line behind this diner since before the road was here.”

“Yes.” 

“And you've been coming in on Tuesdays for eight months.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why Tuesdays?”

He looked at the cup. “Because Tuesday,” he said, with the specific care of a word that was costing him something, “is your double shift. You close. You're here from nine until nine. And the lull is at two-thirty. And the lull is — ” He stopped.

“The lull is what?”

“The lull is when you sit at the counter and write in your notebook. I have been watching you write in your notebook from the south wood for eight months, and I came into the diner on a Tuesday at two-thirty because I wanted to see what you were writing.” 

Carla June looked at him. She thought about the notebook under the counter. She thought about years and years of Tuesday lulls, sitting at the counter with the afternoon light coming through the east window, writing her coffee notes and her weather notes and the small observations of the day that she had been keeping since she was twenty-two because it was the kind of thing her mother had done and her grandmother had done and she did not have a better reason than that. “What did you think I was writing?” she said, very carefully.

“I didn't know. I had been watching you for six years and I had never seen you at that close range and I wanted to know what you were writing.”

“Six years?”

“Yes.”

“You've been in the south wood for six years?”

“I've been in this valley considerably longer than six years. Six years ago, you started writing in the notebook. I noticed. The practice of it — the way you did it, the same time, the same light. I — I began watching more deliberately after that.” 

She looked at him. “Baraqiel.”

“Yes.”

“I'm going to ask you something and I need you to answer it honestly.”

“All right.”

“Are you lonely?”

He went very still. The diner was quiet. The afternoon light was doing the specific thing it did at two-forty on a January Tuesday — coming through the east windows at the angle that caught the dust in the air and made it gold, the specific Pike County winter light that Carla June had been writing about in her notebook since she was a girl. The coffee in his cup was giving up its steam. The jukebox was playing something old and quiet from across the room. She waited.

“I don't know what word to use for it,” he said, after a very long time.

“Start with yes or no.”

He looked at his cup. “Yes.”

Carla June nodded. She picked up the coffee pot. “Okay. I'll be back with a slice of the apple pie. It's good today. Then you're going to tell me about the owl.” She stood up. She went back to the counter. She sliced a piece of apple pie. She brought it back. She set it in front of him and she sat back down and she said, “Tell me about the owl.” He told her about the owl. He talked for twenty-three minutes — which was, she would later tell Mercy, easily the longest conversation she had ever had with a regular who had been coming in for eight months without saying more than thirty words. He talked about the owl in the south wood with the specific precision of a person who had been watching it for a long time and had not previously had anyone to tell. He told her about the nesting habits of great horned owls in the Appalachian range, and about the specific family of owls that had been in that south wood for two hundred years, and about the year in 1987 when a logging operation had displaced them and they had moved to the creek bank for three seasons before coming back. She listened. She did not take out her notebook. She stored it. She asked questions. He answered them.

He did not tell her — not that first Tuesday at the table, not for a long time after —the rest of why he had come in. He had told her the true part: that he had wanted to see what she was writing. But under the true part was a truer one, and it had to do with the thing he had been feeling in the valley for about a year, the thing that had no name yet because the language for it had not been built. The sleepers of Pike County had begun to dream differently. He felt it the way he felt weather coming — a change in the deep register, faint and slow and getting less faint: the dreams of flying, the dreams of being something vast and high and glad, rising up out of the hollows at night more and more often, a frequency lifting toward the surface from somewhere very far down and very old. It was not a danger. It was the opposite of a danger, for now; the dreams were joy, and joy was the early sound of the thing, not the late one. But it was rising, and a Watcher who had stood at this tree line longer than the county had a name knew that rising frequencies did not stay early forever. And in all the valley there was exactly one place where the rising thing felt not loose but held —gathered, steadied, made bearable — and it was a diner on Route 119 where a woman with no idea what she was doing had spent the better part of her life building a room so warm that even a frequency twelve thousand years old seemed to quiet down inside it. He had come in to see what she was writing. He had also come in because hers was the one room in Pike County where the thing he could feel coming felt, for an hour on a Tuesday afternoon, like it was going to be all right.

At three-thirty, the school buses started coming past the windows and she had to go back to work. She stood up. She refilled his cup one more time. “Same time next week.”

He looked at her. “Yes.”

She went back to work. She did not let herself watch him leave. She did not need to. She knew he was going to be there next Tuesday. She had known it since March.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Notebook Under the Counter

The notebook was a standard composition book, black cover, her name written on the front in the permanent marker she kept by the register. She had twelve of them. Eleven were in the cedar chest at the back of her bedroom closet, stacked by year, going back to the first one from the summer she was twenty. The current one lived under the counter at the diner, in the specific spot between the order receipts and the extra sugar packets that had been its spot since she started working here and that the three people who had owned the diner since had all respected without asking why.

The thirteen in the cedar chest were the years. She did not reread them often —the point of keeping a record was not to relive it but to have it, the way you kept a deed in a drawer without taking it out to admire — but she knew what was in them, and once or twice a year, usually in the deep part of winter, she took them out and went through a season or two. The oldest one was thin and the handwriting was rounder than her hand had become. The first entry she had ever made, the summer she was twenty, two years before the diner had hired her, was four words long and she had never been able to bring herself to feel embarrassed by it the way you were supposed to feel embarrassed by the things you wrote at twenty. It said: “Mrs. Hatley seemed tired.” That was all. She had written it because she had carried Mrs. Hatley's groceries up the church steps and had noticed, in the noticing way, that the woman was carrying something heavier than the groceries, and she had not known what to do with the noticing except write it down. Mrs. Hatley had died ten weeks later. Carla June had been twenty years old and had understood, looking at her own four words after the funeral, that the noticing was real, that it saw true things, and that seeing a true thing and being able to do something about it were not the same and never would be — and that you wrote it down anyway, because a thing witnessed was different from a thing unwitnessed, even when witnessing was all you could give it. Tucked into the front of that first notebook, where she had put it after the funeral and never moved it, was a single page in her mother's handwriting and, above it, three lines in her grandmother's — the only thing she had in the older woman's hand. Her grandmother had written, in a script that slanted hard to the right: “The noticing is not a gift you have. It is a debt you pay. Pay it daily and it will hold you up. Skip it and it will not be there when you reach.” Her mother, underneath, in the rounder Maynard hand that Carla June's own had come from: “Mama meant: keep the book.” Carla June had kept the book. Fourteen of them now. She had been writing the debt down daily since she was twenty, and paying it in the noticing since long before that, without ever once having called it that, and the strange thing — the thing she would not understand the size of until a being in a kitchen on Second Street told her what it weighed — was that the debt had been quietly accumulating into something, the way water accumulates behind a wall you did not know you were building.

It was not a diary. She was specific about this. It was a diary in the sense that she wrote in it every day, and it was not a diary in the sense that she did not write about her feelings. She wrote about what she observed. The coffee, the weather, the people who came in, the things they said, the specific quality of any given afternoon's light through the east windows. She wrote about the south wood and the creek and the seasonal patterns she had been tracking for as long as she could remember — which year the dogwoods bloomed first, which years the Leonid meteor shower was obscured by cloud cover, the hawk family that nested in the ridge above town and how many juveniles they produced each year. She wrote about Baraqiel. Not from the first Tuesday. She had not written about him from the first Tuesday because on the first Tuesday she had not known there was anything to write about. He had come in, ordered coffee, sat at table four, left twenty percent, and gone. She had noted new regular, table four, black coffee, twenty percent, which was the standard entry for a first visit. She had been keeping first-visit notes for years and they were all in approximately the same format. On the third Tuesday, she had written more. Table four again. He came at 2:28. Black coffee. Same table. Same position in the chair —back to the wall, facing the door, but his eyes go to the east window. He is not reading the room for threats. He is looking at the light. He stayed until 3:15. Did not speak beyond the order. Twenty percent. The quality of his presence at close range when I was at his table for the refill — something I don't have a word for yet. Will keep observing. She had kept observing. The entries got longer through the spring. She had tracked the note-leaving in the notebook — noting the content of each note and his response, which was always the same non-response. She had tracked the weather on Tuesdays and noticed, by June, that the weather on his Tuesdays was different from the weather on the rest of the week in a way she could not attribute to ordinary Pike County meteorology. On the Tuesdays he came in, the air had a specific quality — charged, she wrote, like the air before a storm, but without the storm arriving. She had written charged Tuesdays in the margin of the June entries and drawn a small lightning bolt. She was not a Hollow Witch. She had been clear about this to herself for thirty-one years. The Maynard line did not run the way the Combs line or the Calhoun line ran. Her mother had not been a fence-holder. Her grandmother had not been a Weaver. What the Maynard women had was something older and less categorized — a quality of attention, a specific responsiveness to the world around them, the kind of relationship to the land and its patterns that preceded any formal magical practice. Her grandmother had called it the noticing. Her mother had called it paying attention properly. Carla June called it her notebook.

The distinction mattered, and Carla June had spent a fair amount of her notebook over the years trying to get it exactly right, because getting things exactly right was the whole of what she was for. A Hollow Witch did something to the world. She held a fence, sealed a boundary, read a contamination out of the soil and pulled it; the practice acted. What the Maynard women did was the older thing the acting had grown up out of, and it did not act at all. It received. It paid such close, such honest, such undefended attention to a person or a place or a season that the person or the place or the season became, for as long as the attention lasted, fully known — and being fully known, it turned out, did something to people that no fence ever did. It steadied them. It warmed them. They came back to the place where it happened the way cold things come back to a stove, without quite knowing why the room felt better than other rooms. Her grandmother had received the whole town that way for fifty years from a front porch. Her mother had done it from a kitchen. Carla June did it from a counter, and she did not call it a gift, and she did not call it a tradition, and she did not call it magic, because all of those words implied she was the one supplying the warmth, and she had always understood, in the gut-level way, that she was not supplying it. She was only paying enough attention to let it through.

She was not a Hollow Witch. She was, she understood — and had understood since the third Tuesday when she had stood at table four and felt the charged-air quality of him against her skin — adjacent to something that the Hollow Witch tradition had been trying to articulate for generations. She was not inside the tradition. She was near it. Close enough to feel it through a wall. Close enough to feel him through a wall. After the January Tuesday — after the conversation about the owl and the apple pie and yes, I'm lonely — she opened the notebook to a fresh page and she wrote for forty minutes. She wrote about the quality of his voice, which was careful and contained in the way that ten-thousand-years-of-not-talking was careful and contained, and which still managed to be specific. She wrote about the way he had looked at the east window light. She wrote about six years of watching and the owls and the 1987 logging operation and the twenty-three minutes he had talked once she had given him permission to talk and how she had understood, listening to him, that what she was listening to was a being who had been waiting to be asked. Not to be impressed. Not to be granted an audience. To be asked. She wrote: He was not lonely the way a person gets lonely from too much time alone. He was lonely the way a thing gets lonely from too much time at a distance from what it chose to be near. Those are different kinds. The second kind is worse because it is a choice the person keeps making. He has been choosing the south wood for six years. He has been choosing the south wood long enough that coming in on Tuesdays feels, to him, like the radical act.

Before she closed it that night she turned, the way she had been turning more and more often lately, to the back page — the page she did not show anyone and would have had trouble explaining if she had. The tally was longer than the last time she had looked. She added two: the dream Bobby had described that morning while the grill heated, and the one the church-flower woman had told her at the register, both of them the same dream everyone was having, the flying one, the joy one, the up-over-the-mountains one. She looked at the count for a moment. She thought about the charged quality of Baraqiel's Tuesdays, the storm that never arrived, the small lightning bolt in the June margin. She did not have a thread connecting the two things — the dreams getting more common and the being at the tree line getting closer — but the noticing, which did not bother with threads, had set them on the same back page in her mind, side by side, the way it set down everything that felt like it belonged to the same weather. She underlined the count. She did not yet ask it the question. She had learned from her grandmother's three slanted lines that you paid the debt by writing the thing down honestly and then waiting, and that the meaning, if it was coming, came on its own schedule and not yours.

She wrote: He told me about the owls like a man who had been saving that story for a long time for no reason he could name. She wrote: I am going to figure out what he needs. She closed the notebook. She put it under the counter. She went to close up the diner. She did not worry, on the walk to her car, about whether she had gotten in over her head. She had been in over her head since the third Tuesday and she had been managing it fine. She was a woman who had been paying proper attention to the world for thirty-one years. She was a woman who had built an entire system of notebooks around the conviction that the world had things to tell you if you stayed still enough to hear them. She was a woman who had been leaving notes under a coffee cup for eight months for a being who existed in two registers simultaneously and had been at the south wood tree line for longer than the diner existed. She was not worried. She was, if she was honest with herself — and she was always honest with herself, it was one of the things about her that Mercy said was her best and occasionally most inconvenient quality — she was quietly, cautiously, correctly excited.

She thought about calling Mercy and decided against it, for the same reason she had not written the dreams as a note for Baraqiel: she did not yet have the thing in a shape she could hand over. Mercy Tackett was the person Carla June handed things to once they were in a shape — had been since the two of them were girls, Mercy three years younger and twice as loud, the kind of friend who arrived at your worst moment with food and opinions and stayed until the worst moment had been argued down to a manageable size. Mercy did not have the noticing, or said she didn't; what Mercy had was a fierce flat refusal to let the people she loved tell themselves comfortable lies, which was its own kind of seeing and which had saved Carla June from more than one bad decision over the years. They talked most days. Carla June told Mercy almost everything. She had not told Mercy about Baraqiel, not really —had mentioned a quiet regular, nothing more — because some part of her, the part that had been right about the third Tuesday and right about the dreams, suspected that whatever was starting at table four was going to reach Mercy's own life before it was over, in a way Carla June could not see the shape of yet and did not want to name before it was true. So she did not call. She drove home. But she thought, turning onto her road, that she was going to have to tell Mercy soon, and that when she did, the telling was going to change something — and that her certainty about that was itself one more thing for the back page, one more piece of the same gathering weather.

Something had just started. She could tell. She drove home. She thought about the owl. She thought about the word lonely. She thought about what it meant to be at a tree line for six years and then come in. She fell asleep thinking about it.
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CHAPTER THREE
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His Voice

He came the next Tuesday. He came at 2:31, which was three minutes later than his usual time, and she noticed the three minutes because she was a woman who noticed things. She did not say anything about the three minutes. She brought his coffee. She sat down across from him. He looked at the coffee. “I've been thinking about what you asked me.”

“Which thing?”

“Whether I'm lonely.”

“Okay.”

“I want to modify the answer.”

She put her hands on the table. “Modify it however you want.”

He was quiet a moment. “I've been alone for a very long time. I understand that this is not the same as lonely. I understand the difference. What I don't know how to describe is what happens when — when I am in close proximity to something I would like to be near. What happens at the distance between the south wood and this table. That is the thing I don't have a word for.”

Carla June looked at him. “That's a very precise way to say it.”

“I'm trying to be precise.”

“I appreciate that.” She picked up her coffee. “What's the south wood like?”

“In what sense?”

“In any sense. You've been there for six years. What do you do there?”

He considered it. “I watch,” he said. “I watch the valley. I watch the patterns. The seasonal changes, the weather systems, the particular ecology of this specific stretch of the Appalachians. I've been watching this part of the range for — considerably longer than six years. But six years ago you started sitting at the counter at two-thirty in the afternoon and writing in a notebook, and that — that changed what I was watching.” 

“Because it was interesting?” 

“Because it was — yes. Because you were specific. You were paying close attention to the same things I was paying close attention to, and you were writing them down, and I had not — in this valley or in any valley — encountered a person who was doing that before. I had encountered people who could feel the boundary, people who could work the Thinning. I had not encountered someone who was writing the south wood owl's nesting history in a notebook because they wanted to know it.”

“I didn’t know the owl had a history.”

“I know. You were building one from scratch.”

“That's what the notebook is for.”

“I know.”

They looked at each other.

“Tell me what you are.”

“I'm a Watcher,” he said, without hesitation.

“Book of Enoch Watcher?”

“Yes.”

“Chief of the Grigori?”

“Yes.” He paused. “You know about the Grigori?” 

“I know about the Thinning. I know what the Combs family does and what the Calhoun family does and I know that there is a version of the world underneath this one that has been here longer than anybody currently alive. I am not a Hollow Witch. I have never been trained. But I pay attention, and I've paid attention in Pike County for thirty-one years, and you learn things.” She leaned back in her chair. “What's your domain? What do you —what do you do?”

He was quiet. She waited.

“Lightning. Atmospheric electricity. Storms.”

She looked at him. She thought about the charged-air Tuesdays. She thought about the small lightning bolt she had drawn in the margin of her June entries. “The air on Tuesdays.”

“Yes.”

“When you come in.”

“Yes.”

“That's you.”

“Yes.”

“I've been writing charged Tuesdays in my notebook since June.” Something moved in his face again — the contained two-second thing. This time she was close enough to see more of it and what she saw was not humor exactly but the specific quality of a being encountering something that had taken it by surprise, and the surprise was pleasant, and the pleasantness was being held very carefully. “Is that funny?”

“No.”

“It looks like it might be funny.” 

“It is — Carla June. The fact that you were writing charged Tuesdays in your notebook. That is — no. It's not funny. It is the most — ” He stopped. He looked at the cup. “It is the most specifically correct thing anyone has ever said about my presence in this valley.”

There was a thing under the way he said it — under the carefulness, under the held pleasantness — that Carla June noticed and did not name, because naming it would have been reaching across a line he had not opened yet. It was the quality of a man for whom being noticed had, at some point, very long ago, gone catastrophically wrong; the quality of a being who had learned that the thing which felt warmest was precisely the thing it was most dangerous to allow. She saw it pass behind his eyes for less than a second — some old grief with a specific shape, something that had a name he was not going to say today — and she saw him set it down again, the way he set down the charge, with the same trained gentleness. She filed it under later. She had a sense, the gut-level sense, that whatever it was, it was the reason for all the rest: the distance, the south wood, the thirty words in eight months. She did not push. Pushing was not the noticing. You waited, and you kept the room warm, and the thing came to the surface on its own schedule, if it came at all. “Because you didn't know I'd noticed.”

“Because I did not know you'd noticed. Yes.”

She looked at him. “I notice everything. It's what I do.” She picked up the coffee pot and refilled his cup, though it did not need it. “What else should I know? About what you are and what you do.”

He looked at her. She understood that this was a question he had not been asked before. Not in this way. Not by someone sitting across from him at a diner table in January with a coffee pot and a composition notebook and the specific quality of attention she brought to everything. “My power responds to what I feel,” he said.

“Okay.”

“That is not — that is not a small statement. Lightning that responds to what a Watcher feels is — the reason I have been at the south wood for ten thousand years instead of in any kind of proximity to anyone is that my power responds to my emotions in a way that is dangerous. When I feel something strongly, the atmospheric electricity around me — I can feel it happening. I have been managing it for ten thousand years. I manage it well. But the management requires a specific kind of distance. A specific kind of —” 

“Self-control?”

“Yes.”

“I want to be clear with you about something,” he said, and his voice did the careful thing it did when the precision mattered most, “because you are not a person who wants things softened, and because softening this would be a lie. When I say dangerous, I am not describing a risk of discomfort. I am describing a risk of death. Your death. If I lost control of the atmospheric charge at this distance — at the distance of this table — the discharge would not frighten you. It would stop your heart before you understood it had happened. It would not leave a mark anyone could read. People who die that way, in this valley, are recorded as having died in their sleep, or of a sudden failure of the heart, and in eleven of them across the centuries the failure of the heart was me, losing the management for the length of a single breath, too near to someone who should not have been near me. I have not lost it in two hundred years. But I am telling you the true size of the thing, because you sat down across from me, and a person who sits down across from me has the right to know exactly what she has sat down across from.”

The lights along the counter buzzed.

It was very slight — the kind of flicker a diner's old wiring produced a dozen times a day, the kind no other customer would have looked up at. But Carla June was a woman who noticed things, and she saw him notice it too: saw the small tightening at the hinge of his jaw, saw his hand go still and flat on the table the way a man steadies himself against a thing that is happening inside him, and felt — there was no other word for it, she would write felt in the notebook later and underline it — the air at the table draw tight, the way the air draws tight in the half second before close lightning, the charge gathering itself toward a center that was him. A spoon on the saucer trembled, one small ringing tick against the china. The hair on her forearms lifted.

Then he closed his eyes, and breathed, and put it back. The lights steadied. The air let go. The spoon went still. It had lasted perhaps three seconds, and in those three seconds Carla June had understood, all the way down, in the gut where the noticing lived, that the man across from her had just told her the plain truth: that she had been sitting two feet from a thing that could kill her between one word and the next, and that the only reason she was alive to refill his coffee was that he was, every single second, choosing not to.

She let that sit in her, all the way down, the way she let a hard fact about weather sit before she wrote it. Most people, she thought, went their whole lives without once being told the true size of the thing across the table from them. The man had just handed her his — not to frighten her, not to make himself large, but because he had decided she had a right to it, and because softening it would have been a lie, and he did not seem to have it in him to lie to her. That was its own kind of information. A being could be the most dangerous thing in the valley and also the most scrupulously honest one she had ever served coffee to, and the two facts did not cancel; they sat side by side, both true, the way the warmth and the lightning sat side by side in the charged air on Tuesdays. She understood that he had just paid her the deepest respect available to him, which was the truth at full size, undimmed, and she understood that the only adequate answer to a truth handed over like that was a truth handed back the same way.

She looked at him. “And coming in on Tuesdays is hard on the self-control?”

He did not answer. He did not need to.

“You've been coming in for eight months anyway.”

“Yes,” he said, very quietly.

She sat with what she had just seen. She did not perform calm — performing was not a thing she did — but she took a moment, an honest one, to let her body finish telling her what it had registered: that the danger was real, that it was not a story he told to seem interesting, that the spoon had rung and the hair on her arms had stood up because a lethal thing had gathered three feet from her face and then, by an act of will she could not imagine sustaining for ten thousand years, declined to arrive. A reasonable woman, she thought, would be afraid now. A reasonable woman would find a reason to be at table six and stay there.

She examined the fear, the way she examined everything, turning it over to see what it was actually made of. And what she found was that it was not, in fact, fear of him. It was the ordinary animal fear of the charge itself, the same fear she felt standing on her porch when the lightning walked the ridge — a fear she had lived alongside her whole life and had never once mistaken for a reason to go inside and stop watching. She respected the storm. She had never been ruled by it. And the thing across the table was not the storm. The thing across the table was the man holding the storm, every second, so that she could sit here — and a being who had held a lethal thing away from her for the length of an entire conversation was not, by any reading the noticing could produce, a being to be afraid of. He was the most carefully safe dangerous thing she had ever sat near.

“Baraqiel.” She said his name directly, the way she said everything directly. She had practiced it since last Tuesday — the specific sound of it, four syllables, the weight of the el at the end. “I want to tell you something.” 

“All right.”

“I am not afraid of lightning.”

He looked at her.

“I have never been afraid of storms. I grew up in this county. I have been through every kind of weather this valley produces. I respect storms. I pay attention to them. I write about them in my notebook. I have never been afraid of them.” She put the coffee pot down. “I wanted you to know that. It seemed relevant.”

He looked at her for a long time. “It is relevant.”

“Good.” She stood up. “I have to go check on table six. Corn chowder. Come back next Tuesday. I want to hear about the meteor shower clearing you mentioned in the south wood.” She went to table six. She did not look back. She was aware, without looking, of the quality of the air in the diner — the specific charged-Tuesday air that she had been writing about in her notebook since June — shifting, warming, becoming something slightly different from what it had been when he sat down. She could not name what the something different was. She filed it.

What she could not see, because she had gone to table six and did not look back, was what the warming did to him. He sat at table four with the charge that had nearly slipped now fully quiet — quieter than it had been in a very long time — and he noticed, with the part of him that had spent ten thousand years monitoring the atmospheric layer around his own body, that he was not the one quieting it. The room was. Something about the room she had built, the warm specific reliably-noticing air of it, was settling his charge the way a hand settles a frightened animal, from the outside, without his effort. He had spent ten thousand years as the only thing in any room capable of managing what he carried. He sat in a diner on Route 119 and felt, for the first time he could remember, the management being shared — felt a room hold the edge of the
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