
The Door

He came into Brambles on Wednesday at four fifteen and ordered the small flat white with one sugar on the saucer, and as she set the cup on the counter he said, the same way he had said all the other invitations:

“Will you come to the brownstone on Friday evening. Six thirty. There is something I want to show you.”

She looked at him.

“Something.”

“The room upstairs. The one I told you about in November. The one I said I would open for you when I was ready. I am ready.”

She was holding the milk pitcher. She forgot to put it down for a moment.

“You are ready.”

“I am ready. It does not have to be Friday. It can be any night you would like. It can be a night next month if Friday is too soon. I am telling you on Wednesday because I would like you to have two days to decide whether Friday is the right day.”

“Friday is the right day.”

“Friday at six thirty. I will come to your apartment and walk you over.”

“Okay.”

He took his cup. He went to his table. He sat with his back to the wall and his eyes on the door, and Haley spent the rest of her shift trying not to think about a small room on the second floor of his brownstone that she had been thinking about, intermittently, for almost two months.

 

Friday came clear and very cold. The snow from the week before had stayed in the small front yards and on the rooftops of the brownstones, but the sidewalks had been shoveled by people who took shoveling seriously, and the walking was not bad.

He picked her up at six thirty. He was wearing the grey wool coat. He had no books in his pockets tonight that she could see. She put on her warmest coat over her better sweater and they walked the twenty minutes to the brownstone with their hands together in his coat pocket because she had remembered her good gloves but had forgotten how the cold ran up the sleeves of her coat anyway.

They went up the stone steps. He unlocked the door.

The cold of the street stopped at the threshold. Not faded. Stopped, the way a sound stops when a door closes on it. The fire was lit in the front room. The oil lamp was lit on the writing desk. The samovar of tea was warm on the small low table between the two armchairs. The dry-grass and old-paper smell of the foyer was already where her nose was reaching for it, the way it always was. Everything was exactly the way it always was.

He hung her coat on the rack. He hung his next to hers. He led her into the front room. He gestured to one of the armchairs.

“Tea first.”

“Tea first.”

He poured the tea. He gave her a small clay cup. He sat down across from her. The fire did the small soft crackle sound thing that fires occasionally do.

He did not begin immediately.

He turned his cup once between his hands, the way he turned his cup when he was thinking about how to start something. He looked at the fire for a moment. He looked back at her.

“I want to tell you what is in the room before we go up. The room is going to tell you in objects, and the objects are going to be a lot to look at all at once. I want you to hear it from me first, in words, in this chair, before you see any of it with your eyes. Is that alright.”

“That is alright.”

“The room is small. It is one of the smaller rooms in the house. It has shelves on three of its walls. The shelves are full of small wooden-and-glass display cases. Each case holds a single leaf. The leaves are timelocked, the way the leaf I gave you in October is timelocked when I renew it. They do not age. They do not wither. They are kept the way the moment they were taken kept them.”

She set her tea cup down very carefully on the small low table.

“How many leaves.”

“A great many. I have not counted in a long time. The number is large enough that counting it stopped being meaningful some time ago.”

“What are the leaves of.”

“Each leaf is from a person who mattered to me at some point in my life. I keep leaves. It is the thing I do for the people who matter to me. I have been doing it for a long time, longer than there have been the kinds of trees you would recognize. There are leaves in that room from trees that have been extinct for a hundred million years. The oldest one I am sure of is from a tree that lived in what is now Germany, in the late Cretaceous. The species has been gone since before there were grasses. The leaf is the only thing left of the tree, and it is the only thing left of the person.”

She held very still in the armchair.

“A hundred million years.”

“A hundred million years. There are older ones in the room that I am not sure of the dates on, because the dates were not the kind of thing I was keeping track of when I started doing this. The hundred-million one is the oldest one I have a date for. There may be older. I do not press myself to remember.”

“You have been keeping leaves for a hundred million years.”

“At least. Probably longer. It is the practice I have kept the longest. It is the practice I am the most private about. It is the practice that means the most to me of anything I do.”

She did not say anything for a moment.

He waited.

She said: “Are all the leaves from people you loved.”

He took his time with that one.

“No. Most of them are. Not all. Some of them are people I loved, in the way you mean. Some of them are people I respected so much that I could not let them go without keeping a leaf for them. Some of them are people I owed something to. Most of them, though, are people I loved.”

“Were they all people who loved you back.”

He looked at her over the small low table. The vibrant striking blue of his eyes did the careful thing they did when he was about to give her a true answer that he had not been asked for many times in his life.

“No. About a third of them are unrequited. Maybe a little more than a third. I have not counted. There are leaves in that room from people who never knew I had loved them. There are leaves from people who knew and chose someone else. There are leaves from people I told and who said no. The leaves are not about whether the love was returned. The leaves are about the love being real on my end. I keep the leaf either way. The love is the only obligation I keep.”

She had to look away from him for a moment. She looked at the fire instead. The fire did not ask anything of her.

“You have loved many people.”

“I have loved many people. I have been here for a long time. The people of the world are a great kindness to a person who is here for a long time. I have loved a great many of them, in many different shapes. Most of those loves did not last in the way the lovers wanted them to last, because the lovers were mortal and I was not, and the lasting was always going to be uneven. The leaf is what I do about the unevenness. The leaf is the part of the love that lasts on my side after the lover has stopped lasting on theirs.”

“And the leaves from the people who never loved you back.”

“Those are the same leaves as the others. They sit on the same shelves. I do not separate them. I do not know which case is which when I look at them. I have a sense of the room as a whole, and the room is a room of people I loved, regardless of what they did with it. The third that did not love me back are not less than the two-thirds that did. They are the same kind of leaf in the same kind of case.”

She picked up her tea cup again and held it because her hands needed to be holding something.

“I would not have known to ask about the unrequited ones.”

“That is why I am telling you about them now. I want you to know what is in






































































































































































Tell Me Why

It was a Friday in mid-December. Carla had fed them at their usual table by the back window with her usual unfussy attentiveness, and the small plate of something had appeared without him asking for it, and Haley had not been quite as nervous about being there as she had been the first time, because she had been to Carla’s three Fridays in a row now and was beginning to belong to the table.

They left at nine forty.

The street outside was the kind of cold a Northern Virginia Friday in mid-December gets when the air has decided to finally commit to it. Their breath made small white ghosts in front of their faces. The sidewalks were salted but not shoveled in every block. He took her hand in his coat pocket because she had her good gloves on but the cold was working on her fingers anyway.

They walked the way they always walked when they were going from Carla’s to the brownstone, which was through three side streets and one short stretch of a half-block alley between two old buildings on the older side of campus. The half-block alley was not really an alley in the bad sense. It was a narrow passage between two brick walls that shortened the walk by about four minutes. They had walked it twice before. She had not thought about it as a place a person would have any reason to be afraid of.

She was wrong, in the small way she was about to find out.

The young man stepped out of a doorway about halfway through the alley.

Her quills did the full alarm prickle, the kind that ran from the back of her neck all the way down her spine and braced her body for an injury it had not yet been told it was getting. Her shoulders dropped. Her chin pulled toward her chest. Some older part of her, the part that had been a small soft-bellied thing on a forest floor for a long time before anyone had taught it to be a person, was already trying to get her into a ball. Only after that did her eyes finish parsing him. He was not much older than her. Maybe twenty-three. Maybe twenty-four. He was wearing a coat that was not warm enough for December. His hands were shaking. He was holding a small dark gun in his right hand and he was pointing it in their general direction the way a person points a gun when they have not held a gun before tonight.

“Wallets. Phones. Now.”

He had practiced the line in his head and was not sure he had it right.

Kastagir did not flinch.

Kastagir did not even slow down for a half second. He stepped between Haley and the young man, putting his body between her and the gun in a movement so smooth she did not register it as a movement until it was over. His weight had settled low and even, the long folded muscle of his hindquarters loaded the way a thing is loaded that has decided it will not need to be used. His ears had laid flat to his skull. He raised both his hands slowly to chest height. His palms were open. His fingers were spread.

When he spoke, it was in the voice he used at the counter at Brambles when he asked for a small flat white with one sugar on the saucer.

“No one chooses to mug a passer-by for fun. Tell me why.”

The young man blinked.

“What.”

“Tell me why. You did not come out here tonight to do this for the joy of it. There is a reason. I would like to know what it is.”

“Just give me the wallets.”

“In a moment. The wallets and the phones are easy. They will be in your hands very soon. Tell me why first.”

The young man tried to repeat his demand. He tried to make his voice harder. The hand with the gun did the thing hands with guns do when the person holding the gun is coming apart. Small. Trembling. Not at all in control.

The air changed.

Haley felt it before she had any words for it. The cold did not get colder. The light did not get dimmer. The alley did not get smaller. Something else changed. The change was in Kastagir.

He had not gotten physically larger. His coat was the same coat. His shoulders had not moved. He had not stepped forward or back. But he was, in the alley, somehow more there than he had been a moment before. More present. More real. The way a thing in the foreground of a photograph is more real than the things behind it. The way a person who has just walked into a room and stopped talking changes the room without saying anything.

Haley’s quills lifted along the back of her neck in a different way than the alarm prickle. They lifted in awe.

His eyes started to glow.

It was the same blue she had seen in November when he had teleported Catherine. The slow steady moonlight blue, lit from inside the vibrant striking blue his eyes already were. The young man saw it. His hand shook harder.

Then she heard him speak in her head.

The words were not in English. They were not in any language she knew. They were in something deeper than language, something with a long structure and a slow weight, something that had been a way of saying things before there had been any of the things she would have called words. The sounds in her head were not sounds. They were the meaning of sounds, dressed in shapes she did not have a name for.

And the meaning was perfectly clear.

<<Tell Me Why.>>

The meaning landed in her chest the way the warmth of a hand lands when a hand is held against your skin. She understood the question completely. She understood it more completely than she would have understood it in English. She understood it the way a child understands a parent’s voice before the child has learned what the words are.

The young man’s face changed.

He had not been in control of his face for the previous minute, but now he became something else than not-in-control. He became unmade. The hand with the gun lowered without him deciding to lower it. His mouth opened. The line he had practiced in his head had been wiped out of his head, and what came out instead was the truth.

“My mom is sick. She has been sick for six weeks. She does not have insurance. I lost my job in October because I missed too many shifts taking her to the doctor. The unemployment runs out next week. I have not eaten since Wednesday. The rent is due on Tuesday and I do not have it. I have never done this. I do not have a gun, this is my friend’s gun, I borrowed it tonight and he does not know I borrowed it. I was just going to scare somebody. I was not going to use it. I am sorry. I am so sorry. I do not know what I am doing.”

He started to cry.

The crying was not quiet. It was the kind a person does when a thing they have been holding for six weeks gets opened all at once by a question they did not see coming.

Haley had not moved. She had not moved through any of it. She had not moved when the gun came up, and she had not moved when the air changed, and she had not moved when the question landed in her head in a language she did not know.

Kastagir lowered his hands very slowly. His ears came up off his skull and resumed their tracking, one toward the mouth of the alley, one toward the young man’s voice.

He did not say anything for a long moment. He let the young man cry. He waited until the worst of the crying was over and the young man was just standing there in his too-thin coat with his shaking hands.

Then he said, in his ordinary voice:

“Thank you for telling me.”

The young man wiped his face with the sleeve of his too-thin coat.

“I am sorry.”

“You do not need to apologize to me. I want you to listen to me for a moment.”

“Okay.”

Kastagir reached into his coat pocket. He brought his hand out. He was holding the small dark gun.

The young man looked at his own right hand, which was empty.

He looked at the gun in Kastagir’s hand.

He looked back at his own right hand. He had not felt the gun leave it. He had not seen it leave it. The gun had been in his hand a moment ago and now it was in Kastagir’s hand and he had no memory of the part in between.

Haley had not seen it either. She had been looking at Kastagir’s face, at the slow blue glow in his eyes, and at no point had she seen Kastagir’s hand move toward the gun. It had not moved toward the gun. It had been at his side, and then it had been in his pocket, and then it had come out holding the gun.

He put the gun back in his pocket without looking at it again.

He reached into his other coat pocket.

He put his hand into his coat pocket. The hand did not go in because there was anything in the pocket to reach for. The hand went in because the pocket was where the work needed to happen, where nobody would see it happen. There was a small soft flash of blue inside the pocket, hidden by the wool, and his hand came out holding a small white envelope that had not been in the pocket a moment before.

He did not open it to look. He knew what was in it because he had put what was in it where he could find it again. Five thousand dollars in twenties and fifties, in the kind of bills a bank would not look at twice and a landlord would take without raising an eyebrow. He held the envelope out to the young man.

“Take this. It will be the start of help.”

The young man stared at the cash.

“I cannot take that.”

“You are going to take it. I am asking you to take it. The amount is enough to pay your rent on Tuesday and to feed you until next Friday. After next Friday there is going to be other help available to you, which is the second part of what I am about to give you.”

The young man took the cash with shaking hands. He held it as if it were going to come apart in his fingers.

Kastagir rolled the fingers of his other hand once, the way a person rolls their fingers when they are about to do a small careful trick. There was another small soft flash of blue, this one even smaller than the first, the size of a single match flame, and a small white business card appeared between his thumb and forefinger.

He held it out to the young man.

The young man took the card. He looked at it. The card had a single phone number on it, in plain black type, and nothing else. No name. No company. No address. Just the number.

<<You will call this number tomorrow.>>

The instruction was in her head again. The same deep slow weight. The same perfect clarity. The young man’s eyes met Kastagir’s eyes, and the young man nodded slowly, and Haley knew that the young man had heard the instruction the same way she had.

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning. The person who answers will know to expect you. They will help you. The help will be real. Your mother will be looked at by a real doctor who will not bill you. The job is going to be the second thing they help with. The rent is the third. Do not lose the card.”

“I will not lose the card.”

“Go home now.”

The young man went home.

He turned and walked to the end of the alley with the cash in one hand and the card in the other and his too-thin coat pulled tight around him. He walked the way a person walks who has just been turned upside down, shaken, and set back down on his feet right side up. He turned the corner. He was gone.

 

Haley was still standing in the same place she had been standing the entire time.

Her quills were doing several things at once. The alarm prickle from the first moments was still partly there. The awe-lift from when the air had changed was still there. Over both of those lay the flat stunned stillness of too much happening at once.

She made a small sound that was not a word.

Kastagir turned to her.

The blue had faded out of his eyes mostly. There was still a faint trace of it at the edges.

“Are you alright.”

“What just happened.”

“I helped someone who needed help. I am going to walk you home now.”

He took her hand in his hand. They started walking. They walked out of the alley and onto the sidewalk and toward the brownstone in the cold December dark.

She had questions.

“He had a gun.”

“He had a gun.”

“He could have shot us.”

“Oh, no. He would not have.”

“How do you know.”

“I could see from the way he stepped out that he did not intend to hurt us. I could have disarmed him before he finished raising the gun at me. The disarming could have hurt him in a way I did not want to hurt him. So I did the work of asking him a question instead. I do not see threats, Haley. I see people in need. The work is to find what they need and give it to them. The disarming is the last thing I would have done. The first thing I do is ask. Most of the time the asking is enough.”

“Most of the time.”

“Most of the time. Sometimes the asking is not enough. Tonight the asking was enough.”

“There is something else I want to ask you about.”

“Ask.”

“The language.”

“Which language.”

“The one I heard in my head when you asked him to tell you why. The one I have never heard before but I understood completely. It was not English. It was not anything I know. It was not even a language, exactly. It was the meaning of words without the words being there.”

He thought for a moment.

“It is the root of all language. The thing that is underneath every other way of speaking that has ever existed. You will understand it no matter what is happening to you. When someone like myself talks in it, as I did, the words become a suggestion. The asking is not a forcing. He could have refused. I have been refused before. He answered because the question found something that was already trying to get out of him and gave it a door. He chose it. There are harsher methods, if the suggestion does not work. I do not use them unless I have to. Why scream, when whispering works.”

“Whispering.”

“Whispering. The asking I did tonight was the whispering. The harsher methods are the screaming. The screaming is what I do when the whispering has not worked and the situation is not going to wait.”

“I heard you too.”

“Yes you did. You were near me. You heard the question because you were near me, in the same way you would have heard me speak in English if I had spoken in English. The question was for him. The hearing was a side effect of being close to me when I asked it.”

“I have never heard a language I understood without knowing it before.”

“It is spoken words. You would hear them as you would any normal words.”

“Did I have a choice about understanding it.”

“No.”

She walked a few steps without saying anything.

“Could you aim it at me.”

“If you want to experience it directly, so you can feel and understand it, that is your choice to make. I have never done that at you. You would know instantly if I had.”

“Show me.”

“Not tonight. This is the wrong time for that demonstration.”

“It is the only language that is older than I am,” he said after a moment. “I learned it the way no other languages are learned, because I had already known it, in a place I will tell you about eventually.”

“In a place you will tell me about eventually.”

“In a place I will tell you about eventually. Tonight is not eventually. The list is the list.”

“The list is the list.”

He looked at her in the cold dark. He took a slow breath and decided to give her something more.

“There is something else I should tell you, while we are on the asking. I could have done more than ask. The asking was the smallest version of what I could have done in that alley. I could have spoken directly into his mind, the way you saw me speak to Catherine when I went to bring her here. There is no language for that, root or otherwise. There is just the speaking and the listening. If he had intended to harm us, he would have failed.”

“So like, telepathically take him over or something.”

“I am going to be very precise in saying this, because precision is the only honest way to say it. I am extremely against taking the agency of a person away from them. I would rather have a person hand their agency to me than force it from them. The forcing is a thing I can do. The forcing is a thing I have done a small number of times in a very long history, in moments that did not have any other option. I do not like having done it. I would not have done it tonight. The young man got the smallest version of me that the situation allowed. But yes, in extremis, I could have taken over his mind, among many other ways I could have restrained him.”

“So we weren’t in any danger.”

She had her arms around her own elbows now without remembering when she had started holding herself that way.

“I am the most dangerous thing that walks this world, Haley. The young man with the gun was frightened, and scared, and felt he was running out of options. He was in a position to harm us, were things different. There is nothing in this town that is in any position to harm us. There is very little anywhere that is. Tonight you saw me ask a frightened young man a question and listen to his answer. That is the thing I prefer to do. The other things I do are not for tonight.”

She did not say anything for a long moment.

She was walking next to him on the cold sidewalk in the December dark, with her arms around her elbows and her quills doing the still thing they did when too much had been said for them to react to it, and she was thinking about the man next to her being the most dangerous thing that walked these streets.

She had been with him for two months. She had been holding his hand. She had been kissing him in his front room and her studio. She had been listening to his stories about Italian villages and orchards and the eleventh-century oil lamp. She had been driving him in her quill-trunk Smart fortwo and laughing at him folding himself into her passenger seat.

He had been the most dangerous thing that walked these streets the whole time.

The afraid came.

It arrived the way large things arrive: not as a spike but as a settling, a new weight distributed through her chest and her arms and the backs of her hands. She had been waiting for it since Carla’s, turning it over, expecting it. Here it finally was. Not the alarm-prickle from the alley; that was the old animal afraid, reflex and body, over in seconds. This was slower and larger. This was the afraid of understanding that she had been sitting across candlelit tables from the most dangerous thing on the planet, arguing herself into trusting it, and had not felt it in her body until now.

She let it be there.

She walked with it for half a block. The man next to her had not changed. His hand was the same hand. The sidewalk was the same sidewalk. The afraid stayed at the size it arrived at. It did not grow.

“Okay,” she said.

“Okay.”

“I have a lot of questions about that.”

“I know.”

“Not tonight.”

“Not tonight.”

“You took the gun without me seeing.”

“I took the gun while he was talking. He was not paying attention to his hand. The taking was easy. He did not even feel the gun leave his fingers. I did not want him to know that the gun was gone until I had given him the cash and the card, because the knowledge of having lost the gun is a kind of shame, and I did not want to add a shame to his evening.”

“He never knew.”

“He never knew. He knows now, walking home. He is going to think about how the gun left his hand for a long time tonight, and the thinking will be its own kind of work for him.”

“And the cash.”

“I decided that I had cash on me.”

“In an envelope. That you pulled out of your pocket. With a flash of blue.”

He looked at her for a moment as they walked.

“There is a warehouse. It is on the list of things to come.”

“Of course you do this.”

He looked at her for a moment, then kept walking.

“And the business card.”

“A number. The person who answers will know to expect him. His mother will see a doctor by Tuesday. The rest will follow.”

She stopped walking.

“You set all of this up.”

“A long time ago. Yes.”

She started walking again. He kept her hand in his and kept walking with her.

After a while she said:

“He had a gun. You took it. Where is it now.”

He stopped walking.

“One moment.”

He stepped a small step away from her. He took the gun out of his coat pocket. He held it in both hands at chest height, with his palms cupped under it the way you cup your palms under a thing you are about to do something to. The gun was small and dark and ugly. It was the kind of gun a friend of a friend has in a drawer for a reason that nobody asks about.

His eyes started to glow again. The slow steady moonlight blue. The glow was steadier this time, more committed.

The gun glowed.

The metal of the gun went red, then white, then a color she did not have a name for. The shape of the gun softened. The grip melted. The barrel curled in on itself. The trigger guard flowed. The whole gun rounded and rounded and ran together and became a small smooth metal sphere about the size of a walnut.

The sphere cooled in his palms. He waited a moment. The metal went from the unnamed color back to white, then back to red, then to a dull dark grey.

He held the small sphere in his palm.

He looked at it for a moment.

Then he tossed the sphere casually into the small front yard of a brownstone they were walking past. The sphere landed in the snow with a small soft sound and disappeared into it. The snow closed over the top of it.

The glow faded out of his eyes.

“There. The gun no longer exists. The metal is now a sphere in someone’s front yard. The sphere is harmless. Spring will surface it, and a child will probably find it, and a child will probably keep it because children keep small odd dark spheres they find in the spring. It will be a good small odd dark sphere for a child to keep.”

“You melted a gun.”

“I melted a gun. The melting is not difficult for me. The shape was the work. The sphere is the simplest shape. I did not want to leave the gun in any shape that could become a gun again. A sphere can never be a gun. A child can never be hurt by a sphere they keep in a pocket.”

She looked at the spot in the snow where the sphere had vanished.

She looked at him.

“I have a lot of questions.”

“I expected as much. Ask them.”

“Not tonight. Tonight I am sitting with this. I am going to ask them tomorrow. Tomorrow I am going to have the notebook out and we are going to be at the small low table with the kettle and we are going to spend a long evening on this.”

“That is a very good plan.”

“Tell me one thing tonight. Just one.”

“What is the one thing.”

She thought about it for a moment.

“Tell me you have done that before.”

He looked at her in the orange light of the streetlamp at the corner.

“I have done that before. Twice before, just this year alone. Many times. In many cities. In many centuries. The shape of the desperate person at the end of the gun has changed many times. The asking has not changed. The asking has always been enough. There have been a handful of times in a very long history when the asking was not enough and I had to do the other thing, and those are nights I am going to tell you about eventually but not tonight.”

“A handful of times?”

“In a very long history.”

“Okay.”

“It happens more often than you would think. A rabbit in a wool coat is read as wealthy and harmless. I am only one of those.” He took her hand again. Neither of them said anything else for the rest of the way.

 

He walked her up the four flights for the first time on a Friday night. He had been walking her up on weeknights since Thanksgiving and on Saturday nights since the first kiss, but Friday nights had stayed at the lobby, because Friday nights had been the Carla’s nights and there had been a kind of formality to them. Tonight the formality had gone out of the night in the alley, and he climbed the four flights with her without her having to ask.

In her studio he made her tea on the small stove. He sat at the small table by the window with her. They drank the tea. They did not talk about the alley. They talked about Carla’s bread, which had been particularly good tonight. They talked about a customer at Brambles who had decided that morning to tip a one-dollar bill folded into a swan. They talked about the small things that had been the small things of the day.

He stopped at the bedside table on his way out and held the leaf for a few seconds and put it back down. The leaf was a fuller green than it had been an hour ago.

“Goodnight, Haley.”

“Goodnight, Kastagir.”

He left.

She locked the deadbolt and the chain.

She crossed to the bedside table.

The leaf was green. It would have been green in any case, because he had renewed it. The metal sphere from a gun was somewhere in the snow of a brownstone front yard about half a mile from her building. A young man not much older than her was in his apartment somewhere on the other side of campus, looking at a phone number on a business card and a thick fold of twenties and fifties and trying to understand what had happened to him in an alley on the way home from somewhere.

She thought about the question she had heard in her head. The question that had not been in any language she knew but that she had understood the way a child understands a parent’s voice. Tell me why. The shape of the question in her head had been bigger than English would have made it, the way the sphere in the snow had been smaller than the gun had been. He had been able to ask the question in her body and in the young man’s body at the same time, in a language that was not a language, and they had both understood it the same way.

She thought about him being able to do that. She thought about him having been able to do that the whole time she had known him. She thought about him having chosen not to.

She did not turn the lamp out.

She got into bed in her clothes.

In the dark, on the bedside table, the leaf stayed green. Half a mile away, in someone’s front yard, the small sphere lay in the snow.

 


Christmas Eve

She came to the brownstone at six on Christmas Eve.

It was already dark. It had been dark since four thirty, the way Northern Virginia gets dark in the last week of December. She had walked the twenty minutes from her apartment with her hands in her coat pockets and her breath in small white ghosts in front of her face, and the streetlamps in the old part of town were doing the soft yellow thing they did when there was a thin layer of fresh snow on everything.

She had her one shopping bag in her left hand. The bag held the small thing she had made for him.

She had gone home to Richmond for two days the previous weekend, partly to see her family and partly because her father’s garage still had the welder she had used at sixteen, and she had spent four hours on the Saturday afternoon making something. She had not told Kastagir she was going. She had told him she was running an errand and would be back by Sunday night. She had wanted the thing to be a thing he had not been told was coming. The thing was wrapped in brown paper and a length of red string she had found at the bottom of her mother’s craft drawer. It was about the size of his palm. It weighed almost nothing. It was a small piece of welded scrap she had made by bending a thin strip of copper into a shape and adding two small steel beads to the ends. The shape was the shape of a hedgehog and a rabbit standing back to back, in the way two prey animals stand back to back when they are watching for trouble together. The shape was abstract enough that it could be read as a single small odd shape, but if you knew what you were looking at, you saw it.

She walked up the stone steps and lifted the brass knocker.

The door opened almost immediately. He was in a sweater she had not seen him wear before, dark green, the same dark green as the dress she had worn to Carla’s. He had been waiting near the door. The fire in the front room was lit, and the oil lamp on the writing desk was lit, and the smell coming from the back of the house was the smell of a stew he had been making since the late afternoon. The stew Catherine had made him promise to make, and that Haley had helped him make on the Sunday Catherine had visited.

“Good evening, Haley.”

“Good evening, Kastagir. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas.”

She took the shopping bag past the foyer into the front room and set it on the small low table between the two armchairs. He hung her coat on the rack. She noticed him noticing her noticing the green sweater.

“I have not worn this one in eleven years.”

“It looks good on you.”

“You have a green dress. It seemed appropriate.”

“You wore it to match my dress.”

“I wore it to match your dress.”

She unwrapped the scarf from around her neck. He took it from her and hung it next to her coat.

 

Dinner was the stew.

The stew was the kind of stew a person makes when they have made the same stew many times over many decades and have stopped having to think about the recipe. There were carrots and potatoes and small soft pieces of something he had not named, which turned out to be a kind of mushroom he kept dried in a small jar on a shelf in the kitchen, and the broth was the kind of broth that had been simmering since the early afternoon. There was a small loaf of bread he had baked himself that morning. He was good at the bread. She had not known he could bake bread. She made a note to ask him about it later.

They ate at the small table in the kitchen at the back of the house, which she had not been at before. The kitchen was a kitchen. Old wood cabinets, a small stove that was older than her grandparents, a sink with the kind of faucet that did not exist in new houses, a small high window looking out into the bare back garden where the snow had collected on the bird bath he had not put away for the winter. She liked the kitchen. It felt like the kind of kitchen a person could live in for a hundred and forty years and still have things to find in.

They ate. They talked. He asked her about her family in Richmond. She asked him about his Christmas Eves over the years.

“Was there ever one you remember the best.”

He thought about it for a long moment.

“Yes. There was one in 1873. I was in a small village in what is now northern Italy. The snow had come early and hard. The village had a small church with a single bell, and the bell had been ringing for an hour by the time I got into the village, because the family in the bell tower had been up there since dusk and was not going to come down until the snow stopped. The snow did not stop. They rang the bell for nine more hours. I sat in the back of the church and listened. The villagers came in and out all night. The bell did not stop. By the time the morning came, the bell had been ringing for almost twelve hours, and the villagers were about half of them in the church and half of them in the snow outside, and they were all of them tired and quiet and in a state I have very rarely seen people in. I have remembered that night for almost a hundred and fifty years. I have not been back to that village. I do not think the village still has a church.”

She had stopped eating partway through.

“You were in northern Italy in 1873.”

“I was in northern Italy in 1873.”

“Why.”

“I was passing through. I had been somewhere else. I was going somewhere else after. The village was in between. The bell and the snow held me there for the night.”

She thought about that for a moment. She drank some of her wine, which was a small bottle of red he had brought up from a shelf in the kitchen that had a number of similar small bottles on it.

“You have a lot of these.”

“I have a great many of these. Christmas Eve has been a good night for me, in many of the years I have been alive. There is something about the way people gather quietly when it is cold that has always been good to be near.”

 

After dinner he asked her if she would like to walk through the old part of town to see the lights.

“You walk to see lights.”

“I walk to see lights. I have done it on most Christmas Eves I have been somewhere with lights. The light through old windows on a snowy night is one of the prettier things this time of year does.”

“I would like to walk.”

He helped her into her coat. She put her gloves on and her scarf on and her hat. He put on the grey wool coat and a pair of gloves she had not seen him wear before, dark wool, and a scarf that looked as though it had been hand-knit by somebody’s grandmother sometime in the last century. He had no hat. He did not seem to need one.

They went out the front door. The brownstone street was quiet. The streetlamps along the row were doing the soft yellow thing. Most of the brownstones had small electric candles in their front windows, which was a thing the old families on this street did at Christmas, and the candles made small steady cones of yellow light against the cold.

He walked her slowly through the side streets she had walked with him in October on the first Sunday afternoon walk. The houses were the same houses she had not been able to keep up with him about then. Now they were dressed for Christmas. Wreaths on doors. Garlands on porch railings. Strings of lights along the eaves. Some of the windows had Christmas trees behind them with the lights on. Some of the windows had a single candle. Some of the windows had nothing at all. The houses with nothing on them were no less themselves than the ones with everything.

They walked for about an hour.

The cold got into her gradually. She was wearing the warmest coat she owned, and her gloves were good gloves, but the temperature had been dropping all evening, and by the time they had walked through the old neighborhood and crossed the campus green and started toward the small wooded park behind the old library, she was cold in the way she got cold when the cold had been working on her for a long time and had at last found the part of her it was going to take. The quills along the back of her neck had lifted a little under her scarf, the small unhappy lift they did when the cold had crossed from a thing on her coat into a thing on her skin, and underneath the coat her soft underside had pulled itself in tight against her ribs in the small clenched way it had since she was small.

She tucked her hands deeper into her coat pockets without deciding to.

“I’m cold,” she said, before she had thought about saying it.

The contraction slipped through. It was the first one she had used in his presence in some weeks. It came out small.

He stopped on the path.

“Take your right glove off.”

“What?”

“Just for a moment. I am going to do something. It is a small thing. I want you to feel it.”

She took her right glove off. Her fingers felt the cold immediately.

He took off his right glove. He put it in his coat pocket. He took her bare hand in his bare hand.

The warmth was instant.

It was not the warmth of his hand against hers, although his hand was warm. It was a different warmth. It started where his palm met hers and it ran up her wrist and up her arm and across her shoulder and into her chest, in a steady spreading way, like warm water poured into a cup that had been cold all day. The warmth went all the way through her. It reached her feet. It reached the small place at the back of her neck where the cold had been making the worst of her quills lift in protest. It reached her face.

She was suddenly, completely, deeply warm.

The warmth was not like a fire. A fire warmed you on one side. The warmth was not like a hot bath. A hot bath warmed you from the outside. The warmth was inside her, evenly, in every part of her body at once, the way a summer afternoon would be inside her if a summer afternoon could move directly into her bones without going through her skin first. The quills along the back of her neck eased back down. Her soft underside let go of her ribs.

She made a small sound that was not a word.

He waited.

She looked down at her hand in his. Her hand looked the same as it always looked. Their fingers looked the way fingers looked when two people held hands.

“What is this.”

“The power I have. A trickle. You do not need to be cold, Haley. Just hold my hand.”

“This is what it feels like.”

“This is what a very small piece of it feels like. The piece I am giving you right now is the smallest amount I can give. There is more if you would like more. I am not giving you more right now because I want you to be able to talk to me about it, and a little more than this would make it harder to talk.”

“There is more.”

“There is more. There is a great deal more. I am not going to give you more tonight unless you ask. Right now I am just keeping you warm.”

She stood very still in the path of the small wooded park behind the old library, with her bare hand in his bare hand and the warmth spreading through her body, and she looked up at him in the soft yellow light of the streetlamp at the edge of the park.

“You can do this any time.”

“I can do this any time.”

“You have been able to do this the whole time we have been walking together.”

“I have been able to do this the whole time.”

“Why have you not before tonight.”

“You never said you were cold before.”

She held very still for a moment.

“That is the only reason.”

“That is the only reason. You have been cold on other nights. I have noticed. I do not give a person something they have not asked for, even if I can see that they need it. The asking is a piece of the giving. You said it tonight. Now you have it.”

“I did not exactly ask.”

“You said you were cold. That is enough.”

She looked down at her hand in his. She looked up at him.

“Is the warmth going to last after I let go.”

“For a little while. It will fade. If you want it back, you can take my hand again. If we keep walking and you want it the whole time, you can hold my hand the whole time. I am not going to run out. I will never run out. I have all of it.”

“You have all of it.”

“I have all of it.”

She thought about him having all of it for a moment.

She did not know what to do with her body, which was warmer than it had been in months, and which had been carrying the cold for the whole walk and had now just been told it did not have to.

She let the warmth spread the rest of the way into her, until even the small place at the small of her back was warm.

She squeezed his hand once.

“Thank you for the warmth.”

“You are welcome for the warmth.”

She put her glove back on her left hand because her left hand was still cold, and she kept her right hand in his bare hand, and they kept walking through the small wooded park behind the old library on Christmas Eve in the snow, and the warmth stayed in her body the whole way.

 

They walked back to the brownstone the long way, along the side streets she had walked with him in October. Her right hand stayed in his bare hand the whole way and the warmth stayed in her body. She did not get cold again. She did not get warm in a too-warm way either. The warmth was the right amount, the way a perfectly drawn bath is the right amount, only she was the bath.

They went up the stone steps. He unlocked the door. They went in.

He let go of her hand to take her coat off, and the warmth started to fade slowly out of her, the way it had done in the park when she had let go briefly to take her left glove out of her pocket. He helped her with her coat. She helped him with his. They went into the front room. The fire had burned down a little but was still doing its small soft work. He added a log. She crossed to the small low table where her shopping bag was still sitting from when she had set it down before dinner.

“I have something for you.”

“You do.”

“It is small. It is the kind of thing a twenty-one-year-old hedgehog with eleven dollars in the food budget can give a man who has owned a brownstone since 1881. So set your expectations.”

“My expectations are set.”

She took the small wrapped shape out of the shopping bag. She handed it to him.

He turned it over in his hands. He looked at the brown paper and the red string. He pulled the red string. The paper unwrapped.

He looked at the small welded shape in his hand.

He held it for a long moment without saying anything.

Then he turned it slowly, looking at it from every angle. Then he turned it back to the angle from which the shape was clearest, which was the angle where the hedgehog and the rabbit were standing back to back with their bodies touching.

His face did the small still thing it did when something he had not expected had landed in him.

“Haley.”

“Yes.”

“This is a remarkable object.”

“You have called my car a remarkable object.”

“I am calling this also a remarkable object. They are both remarkable. They are remarkable for the same reason.”

“What reason.”

“Because you make things. With your hands. Out of metal. With a welder you stole when you were sixteen and have not stopped knowing how to use. You went home to Richmond last weekend to make this for me. You did not tell me you were going for that reason. You told me you were running an errand. You did not want me to know it was coming until you handed it to me. That is the reason it is a remarkable object. The shape is the second reason.”

“The shape.”

“Yes. The shape is two prey animals standing back to back. That is what they do when there is something they are watching for together. That is the most accurate description of you and me I have seen anyone make in any medium, in the time I have known you.”

“You like it.”

“I love it. I am going to put it on my writing desk next to the oil lamp.”

“You will keep it.”

“I will keep it.”

He crossed the room with the small welded shape in both hands and walked to the writing desk under the tall narrow window. He set the small shape down on the desk next to the oil lamp from the eleventh century. The eleventh-century brass lamp and the three-week-old welded copper-and-steel were the same size, more or less, and they sat next to each other on the desk in the soft yellow light, and the desk did not look any different except for the small new shape next to the lamp.

He stood looking at it for another moment.

Then his eyes took on the very faintest beginning of the glow she had seen in November. The glow was not the full moonlight blue. It was just a hint of it, the way a candle starts to brighten a moment before the wick takes the flame.

“What are you doing.”

“I am holding it in time. Not the way I am holding the leaf you have on your bedside table. The leaf is a living thing and I am keeping it the way it was when it was alive in September. This is an object you made out of metal three weeks ago and it is in the shape it is in tonight, and I am going to keep the metal in the shape it is in tonight. The copper will not turn green. The steel will not rust. The shape will not soften where you bent it. The welds will not let go. The object will be the object you made, in the form you made it, for as long as I have it.”

“You are timelocking it.”

“I am timelocking it. It is a smaller use of the work than the leaf would be. The metal does not change very fast on its own, and it would have stayed mostly the way it is for a long time without me. I am locking it because I do not want it to change at all. I want it to be exactly the shape your hand made it in, on the day in your father’s garage in Richmond when you welded it. The garage day will not erode out of the object. I am putting the day in the object and keeping it there.”

“You are keeping the day in the object.”

“I am keeping the day in the object. The object is going to be my way of remembering the Christmas Eve you brought it to me in the green sweater, and your father’s garage in Richmond on the Saturday before that, and the welder you stole at sixteen, and the hedgehog and the rabbit standing back to back. All of those are in this small piece of metal now. They are not going anywhere.”

The faint glow faded out of his eyes.

She had not breathed for a moment.

“You did the work to keep it.”

“I did the work to keep it. It was a small piece of work. It cost me nothing. It cost me less than nothing. It is one of the smallest things I do. I am very glad to have done it for an object that you made for me.”

Then he turned away from the writing desk and looked at her.

“I have something for you too. I have not wrapped it, because the kind of thing I would like to give you is something I would like you to choose. So I am going to ask you what you would like, and then I am going to give it to you.”

“What do you mean.”

“I mean ask for any one thing, and it is yours. Anything. A new car. A trip somewhere, to a place you have always wanted to go or a place you only just thought of tonight. A book that exists somewhere in the world. A piece of land. A meeting with a person who is alive and would meet with you if I asked them to. Any single thing you can name. I have the means, and I have the time, and I have very few things to do them on. Tonight I would like to do them on you.”

She stared at him.

“Anything.”

“Anything you can think of, in the moment, that you would actually want.”

She had been twenty-one years old and on a five hundred dollar a month allowance from her parents her entire adult life and had never been on the receiving end of an offer like this. She did not know how to scale her wanting to the size of it.

She thought.

She thought for a long moment. She thought about a new car. She did not want a new car. She had a Smart fortwo. The Smart fortwo was the right car. She thought about a trip somewhere. She thought about a piece of land. What would she do with land. She thought about a meeting with a person. Which person.

Most of the things he had listed were things her body did not actually want. Her body had a budget for wanting that did not know what to do with an offer this size.

She stopped.

She thought about the village in northern Italy in 1873 with the bell.

“I want to go where the village was.”

He looked at her over the writing desk.

“The village in northern Italy.”

“The one you told me about at dinner. The one with the bell. The one where it snowed for twelve hours and the family in the bell tower would not come down. The village does not have a church anymore. You said so. But the place is still there. The hill is still there. The road into the village is still there, even if it is not a road into a village now. I want you to take me to where it was. I want you to stand in the place where you stood in 1873 and tell me what was where, and I will look at it with you. That is what I want.”

He was very still for a long moment.

His eyes did the small thing they did when something he had not expected had landed in him for the second time tonight.

“You want me to take you to the village.”

“I want you to take me to the village.”

“That is what you would like.”

“That is what I would like. Out of any one thing in the world, that is the thing I would like.”

“I can do that.”

“You will take me.”

“I will take you. I will take you in the new year, when the snow over there has cleared a little, so we can walk the road into the village without losing the road under our feet. We can take a slow flight or we can do it the way we did Henry’s. You can choose. I will book whichever you would like. The trip will be however long you would like it to be. It will be a real trip. We will go and we will stay and we will walk the village, and we will come back.”

“That is the gift you would like to give me for Christmas.”

“That is the gift I would like to give you for Christmas. The warmth tonight was a kindness because you were cold. The trip is the gift. There is a difference between the two. I would like you to know there is a difference.”

She walked the four steps to him. She put both her hands on the front of his dark green sweater, in the same place she had put them in her studio for the first kiss, and she went up on her toes, and the fourth kiss happened.

The fourth kiss had room in it for the warmth still spreading faintly through her body, and the small welded shape on the writing desk, and the night in 1873 in northern Italy with the bell, and the bare hand in the bare hand on the path through the small wooded park behind the old library on Christmas Eve.

When she came back down off her toes, she rested her forehead against his sweater for a moment, and he put one hand on the back of her head in the small soft place where her quills did not grow, and they stayed that way for a long quiet moment in the front room of the brownstone on Christmas Eve.

 

He walked her home after midnight.

The streets of Vixenberry were empty and very cold and very quiet. He held her bare hand in his bare hand the whole way and the warmth stayed in her body the whole way. At her building he stopped on the sidewalk.

“Goodnight, Haley. Merry Christmas.”

“Goodnight, Kastagir. Merry Christmas.”

She climbed the four flights to her studio. She let herself in. She locked the deadbolt and the chain. She crossed to the bedside table without taking her coat off.

The leaf was still green.

She did not turn the lamp out. She got into bed in her clothes. She lay on her side facing the bedside table. She looked at the leaf, and she thought about a small welded shape on a writing desk in a brownstone twenty minutes from where she was right now, and a man who had put the day she made the shape into the metal and locked the day there so the metal would not forget. She thought about the warmth that was still faintly in her body even though he had let go of her hand fifteen minutes ago. She thought about a village in northern Italy in 1873 where a bell had rung for twelve hours in the snow.

She was going to see the place where the village had been. In the new year. With him.

Her quills lay flat against her back the way they did when nothing was wrong.

She fell asleep with the lamp on.

In the dark, on the bedside table, the leaf stayed green. On the writing desk of a brownstone twenty minutes away, the small welded shape held the day.

 


Home

The room had been a studio for two years.

The shelves were clear. The boxes were in the center of the floor, three of them, the third only half full. The bedside table had the leaf on it and nothing else. The February light came in flat and low, and there was no good way to look at a room like this.

He had arrived before she woke up. He had a key now. He had made tea in her small kitchen and set the cup on the floor beside the one chair she had not boxed yet, because there was nothing else to set it on.

She had drunk the tea and then started on the last box.

“You do not have to do this today,” he said.

“I know.”

“There is no rush.”

“I want it done.” She folded a sweater. “I want to be finished with it.”

He was quiet. He understood wanting things to be finished.

She wrapped a photograph in the sweater, her parents in the back yard, and set it in the box. She picked up the last few things from the shelf and put them in.

“I will move the boxes while you are at work,” he said. “The room will be ready when you come back tonight.”

She looked up.

“What room.”

“The second room upstairs. I have been clearing it for a while. I wanted to wait until there was something to show you before I said anything.” He paused. “It faces east. The room gets the morning.”

Her quills went still against her back. She thought about a room in the brownstone that got the morning light.

“Okay,” she said.

She put the last thing in the box. She folded down the flaps. She looked at the three boxes in the center of the floor, the bare shelves, the flat light on the bare floor.

She picked up the one chair.

“Up,” she said.

He stood. She folded the chair and set it in the half-full box and closed that one too.

The room was down to the boxes and the bedside table and the leaf.

She picked up her work bag and her coat.

He crossed to the bedside table. From inside his coat he took out a flat case, the size of a leaf, thin as two pages pressed together. He had made it for this. He opened it, laid the leaf inside, and closed it. He put the case back inside his coat.

She watched him do it. She did not ask where the case was going.

She looked at the room one more time. The three boxes in the center. The light coming in low, finding nothing to rest on.

“I will see you tonight,” she said.

“I will see you tonight.”

She went down the four flights. She went out into the cold.

 

At two fifteen she was finishing a pour for the table by the window when the door opened and the cold came in with him.

He unwound his scarf. He came to the counter in the grey wool coat and stood in the place he always stood and studied the specials board with the complete attention of a man who had never seen a specials board before in his life.

She set the finished cup on its tray and looked at him.

“What can I get for you?”

He took his time with the board.

“The flat white,” he said. “Small. One sugar on the saucer, please.”

“We have that.”

She made the drink. She steamed the milk the way she had spent three years learning to steam it, and her wrist did what it knew.

She slid the cup across the counter.

He picked it up and looked down at the foam.

She had done a heart.

Not the leaf. A heart. The kind a person who has been making coffee for three years makes when she means it, pulled clean and small in the milk.

His ears shifted before he looked up. Something crossed his face that was not the corner of the mouth and was not any of the ones she knew, something that was its own thing and did not have a category yet, something she had a long time to learn.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Enjoy your drink,” she said.

He went to his table.

She watched him go the way she had watched him go the first time: in the coat, settling into the chair against the wall with his back to the room and his eyes on the door. He set the cup on the table. He did not look back. He put both hands around it the way he always did.

Her quills were flat against her back. She had not noticed them settle.

She turned back to the counter…

 

Authorword

There will be another volume. The stories between book 3 and 4 will populate it.  Slices of lives,  a bull’s Origin, Family adventures.  Plenty more to come!

 

Thank you for reading,

-R
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