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 To those whose words come late
and whose hearts are already there. 
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The Nest


There was a guy at the animal shelter who never looked at anyone. I couldn’t remember exactly when I first started noticing him. For months I’d volunteered on Saturday mornings, and somewhere in there he had become part of the scene—the tall, dark-haired guy who kept to himself and was there most weeks when I was. I didn’t know his name. 
But the animals—that was the thing. I had watched him the last few Saturdays without quite admitting to myself I was doing it. He was not showy and didn’t make comments for everyone else to hear. He simply gave each creature a patient, total attention that I had never seen another volunteer manage. The trembling ones, the ones pressed into the back corners of their kennels—he didn’t reach for them. He sat and let them come to him, however long it took, and when they did, he had a way of touching them, deliberate and gentle.
He never approached people or even looked at any of us. His eyes stayed on the animals or whatever else he was doing. And I had spent my whole life reading rooms because I needed extra time to process things before responding, so I drew the obvious conclusion and was a little touched by it.
He liked animals and not people. That was why he was here, on a Saturday. Not for social media pictures, not for the company of the other volunteers, but only because the animals needed him. I understood that better than he could have guessed. So, I kept my distance and admired him as discreetly as I could, and that was the arrangement for another few Saturdays. Until the evening I ruined it, entirely by accident.
We had finished our work at the same time, and I hadn’t really noticed him as I gathered my personal things. But I came out through the side door while pulling on my jacket, and he was two steps ahead of me on the same path to the same gravel parking lot. Passing him would be strange, even for me. Staying behind him would feel worse. The social geometry of it was terrible. After two seconds of calculation, I chose the least impossible option and fell into step beside him.
I felt the familiar tension ratcheting up. I couldn’t simply walk beside a person in silence unless I knew them well. With a coworker or other acquaintance, I felt some kind of pressure to fill the space with pleasant chitchat. I did what I usually did.
“Long shift today,” I said. “The puppies wore me out.”
“Mmm,” he said. He didn’t sound unfriendly, but he kept walking beside me, silent.
I let three steps go by and I tried again. “Are you an Atlanta native?”
“Sort of.”
And then nothing. He didn’t offer any of the little small talk remarks or questions that I usually expected. 
I told him I was from the Marietta area originally, but that I’d bought a house over here—an old one, I said, a really old one, I’d fallen in love with it the minute I walked in even though it had turned out to be a sort of part-time job. The plumbing and all the other strange little mysteries, you really didn’t think about that part when you were standing in the hallway feeling like you had just discovered your home. I heard myself saying it. I heard my own voice doing the bright, competent-sounding thing it did, and I heard, underneath it, the older commentary that always ran during these performances, the one that said he didn’t ask, he doesn’t want this, you are doing all of it, stop, you can’t stop, don’t stop.
He was silent, and he nodded once, I thought, at the part about the house. He didn’t speed up or slow down or leave, just kept walking beside me, but I was deep in the work of carrying an entire conversation by myself, and didn’t know what to think. I only knew that my face was warm and my supply of small talk was running low and the lot was, mercifully, arriving.
I started to turn away when I got close to my car.
“Well,” I said, “have a great evening.”
“You too,” he said.
I got into my car as he continued to his. I sat with both hands on the wheel for a moment and made myself a vehement promise. I was not going to do that again. I had spent something on that walk that I did not get back easily, on a man who had given me sort of and mmm and a single nod in response. From now on, I would time my exit. I would linger over the clipboard or hang back with the cats—whatever it took. I was good at this, at the small, invisible engineering of not being caught in the open. I would simply make sure the awkward parking lot walk never happened again.

      [image: ]The next week, I found myself on kennel setup. A dog was coming in, a big shepherd mix that was due that evening, and I wanted to make his kennel look like home to him, at least temporarily. It was the part of the work I loved most, doing my best to make a place for an animal to feel safe and secure. I got down on my knees and put my head and both shoulders in through the door of the cage and set things up—the soft blanket folded and doubled at one end so there’d be a thicker place to lie, the water bowl in a corner where he could find it without it being in the way, two toys, because, I thought, although I knew it was kind of silly, two looked like someone had really thought about you.
I was deep in it, talking under my breath to the dog who wasn’t there yet, telling him that it was going to be all right, that this was a good spot, when a voice behind me said, “How’s it going?”
I pulled out of the cage, turning around and settling on my knees. It was him.
He was standing a few feet back from me with his hands relaxed at his sides. He was looking at my face, his expression pleasant and open, and he had actually asked me a question.
I had a number of smooth replies available, the usual banalities I kept on hand for this question, and I reached for one but—the way it sometimes went when I was excited or surprised—found myself blurting out the plain truth instead.
“I’m trying to build a really cozy nest in here,” I said. “For the dog that’s coming. So he’s not scared.”
I heard how it sounded. I steeled myself a little, the way I always did after the unvarnished words got out. A lot of people would have laughed at what I’d just said or looked confused.
But he didn’t look at me the way some did when they’d decided you were odd and were being nice about it. He looked past me, into the cage, at the doubled blanket and the placement of the bowl and the two—not one—toys. He looked at it the way he looked at the cats and dogs, taking it all in.
“That’s a good nest,” he said.
And then he nodded, once, and went back to his animals.
That was all of it. It probably lasted forty seconds. I knelt there with my hand on the soft blanket and felt a smile spreading across my face. I felt, absurdly, as though something important had happened.
He came and found me again the next Saturday. And the one after that. It was slow. I had to be honest with myself about how slow it was. The exchanges lengthened by small, deliberate increments, like something being built by nature itself. A “how’s it going” became, the next week, a “how’s it going—that shepherd looks happy.” Three sentences, one Saturday in October, about a beagle with an ear infection: practically an oration, from him. He never once asked me a question. I hated the questions that put a person on the spot—the so tell me about yourself questions I had spent my whole life dreading, so I felt the absence of them as a kind of unbelievable mercy. He just came to me every Saturday, stood at a comfortable distance, and offered me however many sentences he had managed to bring. Then he waited, with that complete patience of his, while I found whatever I was going to say in return.
And somewhere in there I learned how to really listen to him.
We were cleaning out the cat room, companionably enough, a few feet apart, and I decided to open a little door for him, if he wanted it. “It occurs to me I’ve talked your ear off for weeks and never told you my name—I’m Lila.”
“Jake.” He gave me a nod. It wasn’t quite a social smile, but he looked pleased.
I continued freshening up a cage with clean litter and water, then after a minute or so I asked him, “Do you have any pets?”
“Nope,” he said.
And I very nearly rolled my eyes. There it was again, his one-word answer, his terse little reply. Nope. I half-turned back to the cat I was resettling, starting to let my mind wander to something else, when he kept going.
“Got a huge project at work right now. Long hours.” He worked the latch of a kennel as he said it, not looking at me, but still with me. “It’ll ease up in about a year. My hours’ll get better.” A pause, while a sentence assembled itself, I guessed. “Then I’ll find my dog.”
And he smiled. Not really at me, but at the dog he didn’t know yet but that he could clearly already see. It was a real smile, and it changed his whole face.
I stood with the cat in my arms and felt something good. I felt as if I’d finally met someone from my own planet, whatever that meant.
Then I’ll find my dog. Not I’d like a dog someday. Not I can’t, my schedule. He had thought about it the way he seemed to think about everything: completely and with the welfare of the animal first. He had decided that he would not bring a dog into a life that couldn’t yet be good for it.
That was the thing I should have understood about him after the parking lot. With Jake, you didn’t get the real response in the first word. You got it if you didn’t jump in and fill the silence. You had to wait for the second sentence. That was the one he had had to think about. I got very good after that. At waiting for it.

      [image: ]I tried to explain him to Emma once but found I couldn’t quite convey what I meant.
Emma had been my closest friend for seven years; we’d met at our first jobs after college. She was warm and social in a way that seemed effortless to me, but she had never made me feel inadequate for needing solitude. She knew I was smart even when my words came slowly, and she understood that sometimes I needed time alone the way other people needed lunch. But Emma had never in her life met anyone like Jake, and so when I tried to describe him over coffee, the words kept arriving slightly wrong.
“He doesn’t really talk,” I said, and then heard
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