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BOOK SUMMARY

In the riverside town of Avesha, in the small country of Marenne, eleven-year-old Teo keeps a secret book. Into it he writes the name of every person, every animal, and every small beloved thing the world is about to forget–because his grandmother taught him that a name is a light, and that as long as one person remembers it, nothing is ever truly gone. 

Then the soldiers come.

The army they call the Column does not only take towns. It burns the records, the registries, the gravestones; it erases the names of the places it conquers so that, a generation later, no one will be able to prove those places ever lived. When the war reaches the river and Avesha begins to die, Teo is left with a brass keeping-lamp, a book full of names, and his six-year-old sister Mira’s hand in his–and a whole country to cross to reach the rumor of safety in the west.

On a road crowded with the lost, hunted by men who burn memory the way other armies burn fields, a boy who has promised his grandmother that he will never let a single light go out must decide which ones he can bear to carry. He will lose more than he thought a person could survive losing. He will meet a deserter who is running from his own ledger of names, a woman who gathers abandoned children, and, at last, the friend he believes he betrayed. And he will arrive, finally, in the safe and well-lit cities of the watching world–only to discover that the hardest name to keep is the one he can never bring himself to write.

THE BOY WHO CARRIED THE LIGHT is a novel about memory and survival; about what we owe the people we lose; about the difference between forgetting in order to live and remembering in order to stay human. It is the story of one small boy’s refusal, against an army and against grief itself, to let the world go dark.

Told in Teo’s luminous, unforgettable voice, it is written for the reader who loved THE KITE RUNNER, ALL THE LIGHT WE CANNOT SEE, and A LONG WAY GONE–and for anyone who has ever been asked to carry more light than two hands can hold.

The complete novel runs thirty-five chapters. What follows is the full text. Part One carries Teo from the world of Avesha before the war, through the slow tightening of the noose, to the night the sky fell. Part Two, The Road, follows the boy west: the seventh day, on which he both finds and loses what he loves most; the woman who gathers the children no one else will keep; and the crossing, at the last bridge, into the safe country. Part Three, The Well-Lit Years, traces the keeper’s life in a world that does not need his lamp–the anger, the love, the children, the book that opens, and the letter that calls him home. Part Four, The Ground, is the return: to Avesha, to Mira, to the reckoning with Karo, to the last blank page, and to the light that the road was always carrying toward.
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In the last summer before the soldiers came, my grandmother gave me a brass lamp and a book with no words in it, and told me it was my job to fill them both.

I was eleven that year. I remember it the way you remember the last warm day of a season–not because anything happened, but because everything was ordinary, and ordinary is the most beautiful thing in the world once you know it can end.

We lived in Avesha, where the river Lun came down out of the Karth mountains and slowed and widened and forgot, for a little while, that it was in any hurry to reach the sea. The town was built on both banks and stitched together by a single stone bridge so old that no one living knew who had laid the first stone. My father liked to say the bridge was older than the country, that Marenne had been invented and re-invented many times by men with maps, but the bridge had simply gone on being a bridge while the borders moved around it like weather. He was a schoolteacher, my father, and he said things like that and then looked pleased with himself, and my mother would tell him to eat before the soup got cold.

The lamp my grandmother gave me was small enough to hold in two hands. It was the color of old honey where the brass had been rubbed and the color of river-mud where it had not. It had a little glass chimney smoked grey at the top, and a wick you turned up with a tiny wheel, and a base heavy enough that you could set it down in a wind and trust it. It had belonged to her mother, and to her mother’s mother, who had carried it across the mountains in a year so terrible that we did not have a name for it, only a number, the way you do not name a wound, only count the stitches.

She gave it to me on my name-day, in the blue hour after supper when the swifts were screaming over the rooftops and the river had gone the color of poured metal. We sat on the step of her house, which was the oldest house on our side of the river, with a fig tree that leaned over the wall as if it were trying to read the street.

“Do you know what this is, Teo?” she said.

“A lamp,” I said.

She laughed, which was a sound like two stones knocked gently together. “Anyone can see it is a lamp. I am asking if you know what it is.”

I did not, so I waited, because with my grandmother waiting was usually the answer.

“It is a keeping-lamp,” she said. “When I was a girl, every house had one. You did not light it for seeing by–you had other lamps for that, cheaper ones, lamps you did not love. You lit the keeping-lamp on the nights when someone left, or someone died, or something happened that the family decided must never be forgotten. You lit it, and you said the name out loud, and you kept it burning until morning. And as long as it burned, the person was not gone. They were only somewhere the light could still reach.”

I looked at the lamp differently then. It is a strange thing to be handed an object and to feel it grow heavier in your hands without changing weight at all.

“And this,” she said, and put the book in my lap.

It was bound in soft brown leather gone pale at the corners, and when I opened it the pages were empty, cream-colored and faintly lined, hundreds of them, smelling of dust and of the cedar chest she kept it in.

“What do I write?” I said.

“Names,” she said. “Whatever the world is about to lose. People. Animals. The way a thing was before it was something else. You will know. You have always known–it is why I am giving these to you and not to your father, who is a good man but who believes that if a thing is written in the government’s books it is safe, and if it is not written there it does not matter.” She made a small sound through her nose to show what she thought of the government’s books. “The government’s books burn, Teo. Mine never have.”

“Why me?” I asked. I was eleven, and I asked the questions of an eleven-year-old.

She was quiet for a while. The swifts cut the sky into smaller and smaller pieces. Across the river, someone was beating a rug, and the sound came to us a half-second after the arm fell, so that the beating and the sound of the beating were always slightly apart, the way thunder lags lightning.

“Because you notice,” she said at last. “Your sister talks. Your father explains. Your mother fixes. But you–you notice. You came home last spring and told me old Bercu’s dog had died, and I asked how you knew, and you said because the chain by his gate had been let out to its full length and never pulled back, and a man does not give a dog the whole length of its chain unless the dog is gone and he cannot bear to shorten it.” She touched my cheek with one finger, dry as paper. “Most people walk past the chain. You read it. A person who reads the chain is the person who keeps the lamp.”

So that night I wrote my first name in the book. I sat at the table under the window while my sister Mira slept in the next room with her mouth open and one foot stuck out from under the blanket, and I dipped my father’s pen and I wrote, in the careful round hand he had taught me: Bercu’s dog, who had no name that I ever learned, but who barked at the moon as if the moon could be frightened off, and who is gone.

It looked small on the great empty page. But when I had written it I felt the strangest thing–I felt that I had caught something just before it fell, the way you catch a glass at the very edge of the table, your whole body moving before your mind has decided anything. The dog was not less dead. But it was, now, somewhere the light could still reach.

I would think of that feeling many times in the years that came. I would chase it down roads I cannot describe to you. But that night I only blew out the cheap lamp, the one we saw by, and I left the keeping-lamp unlit on the shelf above my bed, because nothing yet had been lost that needed the whole of its light. I did not know how soon that would change. We never do. That is the mercy of the last warm day–it does not introduce itself as the last. It just lets you have it.

We were four in our house, and then five when you counted Bel the dog, who counted himself, and six when my grandmother came for supper, which was most nights, because her own house two doors down was too quiet for her and too loud with memory. My mother was called Ana and my father Davi, and they had the kind of marriage that children take for granted and then spend the rest of their lives looking for: not without argument–they argued about money and about the radio and about whether my father gave too much of his salary back to the families of children who could not pay for their schooling, which he did–but the arguments were the small weather of a settled climate, and underneath them the ground never moved.

My mother kept us alive and my father kept us interested, and between the two of them I did not know, until later, how much keeping a family takes. She could make a meal out of a handful of lentils and the idea of an onion. She could sew a torn thing so the seam was stronger than the cloth. She had a way of putting her hand flat on your forehead that told her more than any doctor’s thermometer, and a way of saying “we’ll manage” that made it true by saying it. She was not a tall woman but rooms arranged themselves around her without being asked.

And there was Mira. My sister was six that summer, and she was the kind of child the whole street loved and was a little frightened of, because she said the true thing out loud. She asked the baker why his nose was so big and she asked the priest whether God got tired, and she asked me, once, lying in the dark across the room, whether I would still be her brother when we were both dead, and I said yes, and she said good, and went to sleep, having settled a thing that had clearly been troubling her. She had a wooden horse my father had carved her, with a tail of real horsehair, and she had given it a name she would not tell anyone, because, she said, a name was a private thing between her and the horse. I did not understand then that she had grasped, at six, the very heart of the thing my grandmother needed a lamp and a book and a whole philosophy to teach me: that to name a thing is to take it into your keeping, and that some keeping is too dear to share.

My father’s school was one long room with a stove at one end and forty children in it, the small ones in front and the big ones at the back, and on his desk a globe that he turned slowly while he taught, so that the world seemed to revolve at the speed of his voice. He taught letters and sums and the history of Marenne, which was a complicated history because Marenne had been so many things–a kingdom, a province of an empire, a republic, a province of a different empire, a republic again–and through all of it, he said, the bridge had simply gone on being a bridge. “Borders are arguments,” he told us, turning the globe. “And arguments end. But a bridge is a promise–I will help you across–and a promise, children, is meant to outlast the man who makes it.” I have thought about that more than almost anything he taught me, because in the end the bridge did not keep its promise, or rather it kept it for the army instead of for us, and I have wondered ever since whether a promise can be stolen, whether the men who took the bridge stole the promise too, or whether the promise was always only as good as the people guarding it. I think the second. I think a promise is a lamp, and a lamp does not light itself.

Let me tell you about Avesha, so that you will miss it the way I do. I want you to miss it. I think that is the only honest reason to tell any of this.

It was not a beautiful town the way the towns in the south were beautiful, with their painted shutters and their squares full of orange trees. Avesha was a working town, a river town. It smelled of fish and tar and woodsmoke and, in August, of the apricots that grew in everyone’s yard and fell faster than anyone could eat them, so that the gutters ran sticky and gold and the wasps grew fat and slow and stupid with the sugar of it. We had a market on the eastern bank that opened on the days the boats came down from the mountains, and a church with a bell that was cracked and gave two notes instead of one, a high note and then a lower, sadder note half a heartbeat behind it, so that every hour in Avesha was rung twice, once for the time and once, it seemed to me, for the grief of the time passing.

We had the bridge. We had the ferry too, for the days the bridge was crowded, run by a man we called Ferro, who had one eye and a boat as wide and patient as he was, and who would take a child across for nothing and a grown man for a coin and a priest for the price of a blessing, which he said he was saving up.

We had a school, where my father taught forty children in one room, the small ones in front and the big ones at the back, and where he kept a globe on his desk that he turned slowly while he talked, as if the world were a thing he was personally keeping in motion and might, if he stopped, let fall.

And we had the war. We did not have it yet, that summer. But we had the rumor of it, the way you have the smell of rain a long time before the rain.

It came on the radio, mostly. My father kept the radio on a shelf too high for Mira to reach, and in the evenings he would turn it on low and lean his ear toward it the way you lean toward someone who is whispering something you are afraid to hear clearly. The voices on the radio spoke of places far to the east, near the old border, places with names I did not know–and then, as the summer went on, places I did know, places where my mother had cousins, places the boats came from. The voices used careful words. Tensions. Incidents. The situation. My father said that when a government starts calling a thing “the situation,” it means they have decided not to call it a war yet because a war is a thing you have to do something about.

“Will it come here?” I asked him once, that summer, while he leaned toward the radio.

He turned it off. He did that whenever I asked the real questions–turned the radio off, as if my question and the radio could not both be in the room at once.

“The Lun is a wide river,” he said, “and the Karth is a high mountain, and we are a small town that has never been worth the trouble of anyone’s army. Wars go where the money is and the roads are. We are off the road, Teo. We are a backwater.” He smiled. “Do you know that is the only time in your life you will be glad to be told you live in a backwater?”

I believed him. I want you to understand that I believed him completely, the way you believe your father at eleven, when his voice is the wall the whole world leans against. I believed we were off the road. I believed the river was too wide. I believed the bridge that had outlived every border would outlive this one too.

I was right about the bridge, in the end. It outlived all of us. But not in the way I thought.

That night–the night of the lamp and the book–I lay awake a long time listening to the town. I could hear the river, which you stopped hearing in Avesha the way you stop hearing your own heart, except on the nights you went looking for it. I could hear Ferro’s dog answering Bercu’s empty chain across the water. I could hear, very far off, a sound I told myself was thunder in the mountains, a long low rolling that came and went and came again, too regular for thunder, but I was eleven and I wanted it to be thunder, so it was thunder.

And under all of it, under the river and the dog and the not-thunder, I could hear my grandmother, two houses down, singing.

She sang every night, low, to herself. It was an old song, older than the country, older maybe than the bridge. It had no real words anymore, or the words had worn away the way the names wear off old gravestones, until only the shape of them was left. But the tune I knew the way I knew the smell of her house. It went up and it hung at the top a moment, the way the rug-beater’s arm hung at the top of its swing, and then it came down slow and certain, like something being set gently in the ground.

I did not know, that night, that it was the last summer. I did not know that within the year the radio’s careful words would run out, and the not-thunder would come down out of the mountains and stop being a rumor, and my grandmother would teach me the last thing she had to teach me, which was how to keep a light burning on the worst night of your life.

I only knew that she was singing, and that the lamp was on my shelf, and that I had caught one small thing–one dog with no name–just before it fell.

I thought I understood, then, what she had given me.

I understood nothing. But the lamp was beautiful in the dark, catching what little light there was and folding it small and warm into its brass, and I fell asleep watching it, and I was happy, and I did not know that either.
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The thing you have to understand about Karo is that he was braver than me in every way that did not matter, and that this is why he is dead, and that I have never decided whether to forgive him for it or myself.

But I am getting ahead. My grandmother would not approve. Tell it in order, she would say, or you will lose the small names between the big ones, and it is the small names that hold the world up.

So. Karo.

He lived three doors down from my grandmother, in a house that always seemed to have one more child in it than the time before, until there were six of them and Karo was the oldest and ran half-wild because his mother had no hands left over for him. His father worked the boats and was gone for weeks at a time up the river, and came back smelling of tar and other towns, and Karo worshipped him the way you worship a thing you rarely have. When his father was home Karo was almost unbearable, swaggering, full of stories that grew with each telling; and when his father was gone Karo went quiet and reckless at once, and would do anything anyone dared him to, as if daring were a kind of company.

We had been born eleven days apart and had known each other before we had words for each other. There is a friendship you can only have with someone like that, someone you did not choose any more than you chose your own hands. We did not even like each other, some days. But there was never a question of him being anyone but mine, or me being anyone but his.

Our country, that summer, was the river and the bridge and the abandoned mill on the far bank where the water had once turned a wheel and now only turned and turned in a stone race full of green light and frogs. The mill was forbidden to us, which is to say it was the center of everything we did. Its roof had half fallen in and the floor was rotten in patches you learned by heart, and from the top window–if you were brave enough, if you were Karo enough–you could see all the way up the river to where it came white and shouting out of the mountains, and all the way down to where it went broad and brown and lazy toward the sea and the places the careful radio voices talked about.

“That’s where the war is,” Karo said to me one day, up in that window, pointing downriver, south and east, into the haze. “Down there. My father says they took Sevuli. Burned the whole town. He saw the smoke from the boat, three days’ float away, and you could still see it.”

I had written Sevuli in my book the week before. My mother’s cousin had married a man from Sevuli, and after the radio said the name my mother had sat very still at the table with her hands flat on the wood, and then got up and gone on cooking, and I had understood that the name needed keeping. I had written: Sevuli, a town downriver, where Aunt Dorin lives, or lived, the place the apricots in the market came from, the sweet small ones, gone now, they say, into smoke.

“Why do they burn the towns?” I asked Karo. “If they want them?”

Karo shrugged, which was his answer to most things, a great loose roll of the shoulders he had got from his father. “To make people leave, I suppose. You can’t fight for a town that isn’t there.”

But it was more than that, I would learn. It was not only that the Column burned the towns to empty them. It was that they burned the record of the towns–the church books where the births and deaths were written, the school registers, the deeds, the gravestones if they had time and the inclination, which they often did. They were not only taking the land. They were arranging it so that, in twenty years, in fifty, a child standing on that ground could be told with a straight face that there had never been a town there at all, that the people who said otherwise were liars or dreamers or enemies of the state. They were burning the names. They had understood, those men, the thing my grandmother had understood, the thing my father with all his books had not: that a place is its names, and that if you kill the names thoroughly enough you do not even leave a grave to grieve at.

But I did not know that yet, in the window of the mill, with Karo’s arm pointing south. I only knew the smoke, three days’ float away, that you could still see.

We climbed down. We always climbed down. That was the difference between us, in the end–Karo wanted to climb higher and I always, eventually, wanted to climb down, and for a long time I thought this made him braver and me a coward, and it was not until much later that I understood it was only that he was in love with the height and I was in love with the ground, and that both of us were going to need what we loved before the end.

I should tell you how Karo and I came to be friends, except that there was no coming to it, the way there is no coming to your own name. But I can tell you the shape of our days, because the shape of those days is one of the things I keep.

We fished off the bridge in the mornings before school, with lines we wound on bottle corks and hooks Karo’s father brought back from the coast, and we caught the small silver fish that the whole town called by a name that I will not write because it was a name only Avesha used and if I write it wrong I will have got the last of it wrong. Karo always caught more than me. He had a stillness in him when he fished that he had at no other time, the only stillness I ever saw in him, as if the fish required of him the one thing he could not give the rest of the world, which was patience, and he gave it, for the fish, and I used to watch him give it and think that there was a different Karo in there, a quieter one, who only came out over water.

We went to my father’s school together, in the same row, because we were the same age, and Karo was clever in the way that does not show up on a slate–he could not spell, and his sums wandered–but he could look at a boat and tell you what was wrong with how it sat in the water, and he could look at a man and tell you whether the man was lying, and he could look at the sky in the morning and tell you whether the boats would come down the river that day, and he was right more often than the grown men were. My father, who valued the slate kind of cleverness, was forever despairing of him; and yet my father liked him, because Karo, for all his wildness, had a fierce sense of fairness that could not bear to see the small ones bullied, and more than once I saw him put himself between some big boy and some small one in the schoolyard, fists up, that loose-shouldered swagger gone hard, and I understood even then that this was the truest thing about him, truer than the swagger, truer than the dares: that he could not stand to see a weak thing hurt, and would step in front of it without counting the cost, every time.

I have held onto that. I have needed to hold onto that. Because of how it ended, people who did not know him think of Karo as the reckless one, the wild one, the boy who got himself killed climbing too high. And I will not let that be the whole of him. He was the boy who stepped in front of the small ones. Remember that, when we come to the firelight at Veshti. Remember that he was reaching for me not because he was reckless but because he was the kind of person who reaches, who steps in front, who does not count the cost–and that I, who counted everything, who read the chain, who climbed down, was the one who turned away. The book is honest about its keeper. That is the whole point of it.

I ate at Karo’s house perhaps once a week, all that childhood, and it was the opposite of my grandmother’s house in every way and I loved it for that. At Nene’s there was order and quiet and the lamp on its shelf and a place for each thing; at Karo’s there was a roar. Six children and never enough chairs, so that you ate standing or on the floor or on the stairs, with a bowl in your lap and a smaller child trying to climb into it. His mother cooked enormous flat pans of a bean stew that was different every time because it was made of whatever there was, and she ladled it out without ever seeming to look, talking the whole while, scolding and laughing in the same breath, with the baby on her hip and another at her knee, and I do not think I ever once saw her sit down to eat. She fed everyone first and ate standing at the stove from the pan, after, if there was after. I did not understand then what I was seeing. I thought it was just how their house was. I understand now that I was watching a woman hold six children above water with her two hands, every day, without rest, and that she did it the way you breathe, without calling it anything.

When Karo’s father came home the whole house changed its weather. You could feel it from the road–the windows brighter, the noise pitched higher, a particular wildness in it. He was a big man who smelled of tar and river and the cigarettes they sold in the coast towns, and he filled the doorway, and when he came in the little ones swarmed him and he lifted them two at a time, one on each forearm, like a man showing off his strength at a fair. He brought things. That was his magic. He brought a comb of real honey once, wrapped in waxed paper; he brought a tin whistle; he brought, the last good summer, a handful of fishhooks from the coast that were better than anything in Avesha, and Karo guarded them like gold and gave me three, which was the most extravagant gift anyone had ever given me, and I have them still. I have carried those three fishhooks across two countries and a war. I do not fish anymore. But I could not put them down.

What I remember most is that Karo, who feared nothing, who climbed to the top window of the mill and stood on the sill, went shy around his father. He would hover at the edge of the man’s attention, waiting to be noticed, and when his father clapped him on the shoulder and said there’s my boy the whole of Karo lit like a struck match, and then his father would turn to the little ones, who needed lifting, who needed the honey divided, and Karo would step back and let them have him, and arrange his face so the wanting did not show. I saw it because I was a person who watched faces. I do not think anyone else saw it. Karo, who could not bear to see a weak thing go without, went without himself, quietly, all the time, and called it nothing, the way his mother ate standing at the stove.

That summer the first of the leaving people came through Avesha.

You would see them on the south road in the mornings, coming up from downriver: a cart, sometimes, more often just people, with bundles on their backs and bundles on their children and that particular walk that I would come to know from the inside, the walk of someone who is going not toward something but only away. They did not stop, mostly. Avesha was not where they were going; nowhere was where they were going; they were only passing through on their way to the idea of somewhere safe, which moved always a little further west, like the end of a rainbow.

But some stopped, for water, for bread. And the town–I will say this for Avesha, I will say it and then I will never be able to bear how little it turned out to mean–the town fed them. My mother sent me down to the road twice that summer with bread in a cloth and a jar of the apricot preserve that no one could eat fast enough, and the second time there was a girl about Mira’s age sitting on the kerb with her shoes off and her feet in her mother’s lap, and her mother was picking small stones out of the skin of the girl’s heels, one by one, very gently, the way you would shell peas.

I gave them the bread. The mother thanked me without looking up from the girl’s feet. The girl looked at me. She had eyes too big for her face, the way the hungry do, and she watched me the way Mira watched strangers, with that total, unembarrassed attention small children have before the world teaches them to pretend they are not looking.

“What’s your name?” I asked her. I do not know why. Yes, I do. I knew even then that she was about to be lost–that she would walk up the road and out of Avesha and into the great grinding machinery of away, and that no one would ever write her down.

“Lala,” she said.

“Where are you from?”

She looked at her mother. Her mother said the name of a town I did not know, a small one, far downriver. And then she said, still not looking up, still shelling the stones from her daughter’s feet: “It isn’t there anymore.”

That night I wrote: Lala, a girl my sister’s age, from a town her mother said is not there anymore, who had stones in her feet, who passed through Avesha going west and is gone. I do not know her family name. I am sorry. I have kept what I could.

Karo thought the book was strange. He was the only one I had shown it to. He turned the pages and frowned at the names and said, “But what’s it for? What do you do with it?”

“You keep it,” I said.

“Keep it for what?”

I could not explain it to him the way my grandmother had explained it to me, with the lamp and the dark and the certainty. I tried. I said that as long as you remembered a thing it wasn’t really gone, and he looked at me the way you look at someone who has said something obviously untrue, kindly, because they are your friend.

“It is gone, though,” he said. “Lala’s town. It’s gone. Writing her name doesn’t put it back.”

“It’s not supposed to put it back,” I said.

“Then what’s it for?” he said again, and laughed, and I gave up, because some people read the chain and some people walk past it, and that is not a thing you can argue a person into.

But here is what I want you to know about Karo, because everyone who is left thinks of him as the reckless one, the wild one, the one who got himself killed by climbing too high. Before we came down from the mill that day–the day he pointed at the smoke–he made me swear something.

“Whatever happens,” he said, and he was not laughing now, he had gone very serious the way he only did about his father, “if it comes here. The war. If it comes here, we go together. You don’t leave without me and I don’t leave without you. Swear it.”

“It won’t come here,” I said. “My father says we’re off the road.”

“Swear it anyway.”

So I swore it. We pricked our thumbs on the rusted nail by the window the way we had a hundred times, over a hundred smaller oaths, and we pressed them together, and I swore that whatever happened, we would go together, that I would not leave without him.

I have kept many promises in my life. I have kept the names of strangers; I have kept the lamp burning on nights I wanted nothing more than the dark. I have kept faith with the dead past the point where it cost me anything to break it, because there was no one left to know.

That is the one promise I did not keep.

But I am getting ahead again. Tell it in order, Nene. The small names hold the world up.

CHAPTER THREE
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The River and the Radio
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My father believed in three things: the school, the bridge, and the radio. He believed in the school because as long as the school was open the town was alive, and a town that keeps teaching its children is a town that has decided it has a future. He believed in the bridge because it had outlasted every border. And he believed in the radio the way a sick man believes in his thermometer–not because it cures anything, but because as long as you are taking the temperature you have not yet given up.

He had a way with the radio. He would not let my mother near it, because she turned it off, and he said you could not protect yourself from a thing by refusing to know it was there. So every evening he leaned toward it, and the careful voices came, and we all pretended we were not listening while we listened.

The voices were less careful, that autumn, than they had been in the summer.

I remember the night they stopped saying “the situation” and started saying “the conflict,” because my father got up from the radio and went and stood in the doorway looking out at the dark and stayed there a long time without speaking, and my mother went and stood beside him, and they did not touch, but they stood the way two people stand when they are holding each other without using their arms.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing,” my father said, which was the second lie he ever told me, the first being that we were off the road.

The conflict, the radio said, had crossed the old border. The conflict was advancing up the river valley. The conflict had a name now, the thing that was doing the advancing–the radio called it the Column, the way you would name a weather front, as if it were a thing that happened rather than a thing men chose. The Column had taken this town and that town, names I knew and names I didn’t, and the radio said the people of those towns had been “displaced,” which is the careful word for what happens to a town’s people when the town is no longer there for them to be the people of.

I wrote the names down. I wrote them all down. My book was filling now, faster than I liked, and I began to feel for the first time the particular tiredness of the keeper, which is not like other tirednesses. It is the tiredness of a bucket in the rain. You are doing the work you are for. And still you cannot hold it all, and still it keeps coming, and you understand that the rain does not care how good a bucket you are.

I took this tiredness to my grandmother, the way I took everything to her that autumn, and she listened, and then she told me a story I had not heard before, about the year with no name, only a number, the year her own grandmother had carried the lamp across the mountains.

“There was a town,” she said. We were in her kitchen and she was shelling walnuts, the good ones from her own tree, cracking them in the hinge of an iron tool worn smooth by three women’s hands before hers. “A town in the high valleys, where my grandmother was a girl. I never saw it. It was gone before I was born. But I can take you through it street by street, because she took me through it street by street, the way her mother had taken her. The well in the square. The blue door of the house with the crooked chimney. The place where the road bent around a rock too big to move, so that the whole town was built crooked to fit the rock, and they were proud of it, they said a straight town was a town with no character.” She cracked a walnut. “An army came–not this one, an older one, they are all the same army wearing different coats–and it did to that town what this one does to towns. It emptied it and it burned the books and it salted the very registers so the ink would not take if anyone tried to write the town down again. And then it told the world there had never been a town there. And do you know, Teo–“ she looked up at me, and the lamplight was in the deep lines of her face– “the world believed it. The maps were redrawn. The histories were rewritten. Within forty years there was not one official paper in all the world that said that town had ever existed.”

“Then it’s gone,” I said. “The second death. The forgetting.”

“No,” she said, and cracked another walnut, and the small sound of it was like a full stop. “Because my grandmother carried it out in her mouth, and gave it to my mother, and my mother to me, and I have just given it to you. The well in the square. The blue door. The rock too big to move. You have it now. You are the seventh person to hold that town, and the army that burned it has been dust for a hundred years, and the empire that sent the army is dust, and the maps they redrew are dust, and the town”–she set the walnut in my palm, the meat of it whole, golden, perfect–“the town is in your hand. That is the war, my love. Not the one with the guns. The guns are only how they fight it. The war is over who gets to say what was real. And it is the longest war there is, and the only one that is never finally lost, because it takes only one rememberer to keep a town alive, and they can never be sure they have killed the last of us. They burn and they burn and they can never be sure. We are very hard to burn, Teo. That is the whole secret. We are the hardest thing in the world to burn.”

I ate the walnut. I have never tasted anything like it since, though I have eaten a thousand walnuts, because that one had a town in it.

The school began to empty that autumn, and it was through the school, more than the radio, that I came to understand the war as a real and arriving thing rather than a set of names.

My father kept the register the old way, in a clothbound book, calling each name aloud at the start of the day and making his mark, and I sat in the second row and watched the war eat his register the way it ate everything, one name at a time. First it was the Petran children, who lived furthest south, gone one Monday without a word, and my father called their names twice into the silence before he made the small notation that meant a child was no longer in his care, and went on. Then the two Ostrev boys. Then Mira would have started that year, but did not, because by then my mother would not let her out of arm’s reach. The rows thinned. My father did not change his manner. He taught the half-empty room exactly as he had taught the full one, with the same care, the same insistence that they learn the river’s old name and the date the bridge was built and the multiplication of large numbers, and I did not understand, then, why he bothered, why he poured the whole of himself into teaching arithmetic to children whose families were packing in the dark.

I understand it now. It was the same thing my grandmother did with the lamp, though neither of them would ever have admitted they were doing the same thing, the schoolteacher and the old woman who could not read. He was refusing to let the town agree that it was already over. As long as he called the register, there was a register to call. As long as he taught the date the bridge was built, the bridge had been built, and was real, and the children carrying it out of Avesha in their heads were carrying something the Column could not reach. He was a keeper too. He had only chosen a different book.

One morning he called the name of a boy named Sami, and there was a silence, and one of the older children said, not unkindly, the way children deliver these facts, “He’s gone, sir. They went west in the night.” And my father stood with his pen above the register for a long moment, longer than he had for the others, because Sami had been his best pupil, the one he had hoped to send down to the city school, the one he talked about at supper with a light in his face. Then he made his mark and said, “Then we will hold his place,” and he did not fill Sami’s seat for the rest of that autumn, so that the empty desk sat in the front row like a tooth not yet fallen, and every morning when he called the register he came to Sami’s name and paused, just for a breath, and did not call it, and went on. He was holding the place. He believed, I think, that if he held the place faithfully enough, the boy might come back to fill it. None of them came back to fill it. But I have thought, since, that holding the place was its own kind of keeping, and that my father, who did not believe in the lamp, kept faith in the only church he had, which was a half-empty schoolroom and a clothbound book of names.

There was a day that autumn that I keep separate from the others, the way you keep one stone separate in your pocket because it is smooth and you like the feel of it. It was a Sunday. The not-thunder had been quiet for a week, and the radio had said nothing new, and the apricots were long gone but the figs on my grandmother’s tree were ripe, and my father said we should go to the river while the weather held.

So we went, all of us–my father and mother and Mira and me, and my grandmother walking slow with her hand on my shoulder, and Karo of course, who attached himself to our family the way he always did when his own was too crowded. We went up the eastern bank past the last houses to the place where the willows came down to the water and the river made a long pool, deep and slow and green, where the boys swam in summer.

It was too cold to swim. But Mira took her shoes off and stood in the shallows shrieking at the cold and the silver minnows that came to investigate her ankles, and my mother spread a cloth and unpacked bread and the figs and a hard sheep’s cheese, and my father lay back in the grass with his hat over his face and pretended to sleep, and Karo and I skipped stones, and my grandmother sat on the bank with her feet in the cold water like a girl, and sang her wordless song very quietly to the river, as if the river were a thing that also needed keeping.

And for an hour, maybe two, there was no war. I want to be precise about this, because it is the most important thing I will tell you. For an hour there was no war. There was only my sister’s shrieking and the smell of the cut grass and the particular green of the willow light and my mother saying eat, eat, you are all too thin, and my father’s hat rising and falling on his chest, and Karo beating me at stones the way he beat me at everything, and my grandmother’s song going up and hanging and coming down.

This is the thing no one tells you about a war. They tell you about the noise and the fear and the leaving. They do not tell you that the war does not fill up your life all at once, like water filling a jar. It comes in around the edges of an ordinary Sunday by the river, and the ordinary Sunday goes on being ordinary right up until the moment it is the last one, and you do not get to know which Sunday is the last one until all the Sundays are behind you and you are counting them backward in the dark.

That was the last one. The last Sunday by the river. I did not write it in my book, because you do not write down the things you cannot imagine losing. That is the keeper’s great mistake, and I made it like everyone makes it. I wrote down Lala and Bercu’s dog and the towns the radio named. I did not write down the willow light or my father’s hat or my grandmother’s feet in the cold green water, because I could not conceive of a world without them, and so I did not think they needed keeping.

I have spent a long time, since, trying to write that Sunday down. I am doing it now. It is the hardest entry in the book. It will not hold still. It keeps becoming only words.

That night the planes came.

Not to us. They went over us, very high, three of them, with a sound that was not the not-thunder but a higher, thinner, more deliberate sound, a tearing sound, as if the sky were a cloth and something were dragging a nail across it. We all came out into the street to look. The whole town came out. We stood in the dark with our faces turned up, the way you turn your face up at fireworks, except no one made a sound, and the planes were only three small darknesses against the stars, going north, into the mountains, toward something we could not see.

A long time after they had passed, from the north, from the mountains, came a light. It bloomed against the underside of the clouds, orange and then white, and went out, and bloomed again. And then, much later, so much later that some people had already gone back inside, came the sound of it–the not-thunder, but harder now, more certain, a sound you felt in the soles of your feet through the cold stones of the street.

My grandmother was standing beside me. She did not look up at the planes the way the rest of us did. She looked at me.

“It’s only thunder, Nene,” I said. I was eleven. I still wanted it to be thunder.

She put her dry hand over mine. “No, my love,” she said. “It is not thunder. And you must stop pretending that it is, because the one thing the keeper cannot do is lie to himself. You can keep the worst names there are. But only if you are willing to say them true.” She squeezed my hand. “Go and get the lamp,” she said.

So I went in and got the keeping-lamp off my shelf, and I brought it out into the street, and my grandmother showed me how to light it in the wind, cupping the flame with both hands until it caught and steadied. And we stood there, the two of us, with the light blooming and dying in the north and the not-thunder coming up through our feet, and she told me to say the name.

“What name?” I said.

“You know what name,” she said.

And I did. So I said it. I said, “Sevuli,” for the town downriver where the apricots had come from, the first town I had written, the smoke you could see three days’ float away. And then I said the others, all the names the radio had given me that autumn, all the displaced towns, one after another, into the dark, while the lamp burned in my hands.

It did not put them back. Karo was right; it never put anything back. But the people who had come out into the street to watch the planes–they heard me. And one by one, they came and stood near us, in the light of the small lamp, and some of them said names too, names of their own, cousins and towns and the dead, and for a little while the street was full of the murmur of it, a whole town saying its names into the dark so that the dark would not have them for free.

My father stood at the edge of it with his arms folded and did not say any names. He believed in the radio, not the lamp. But I saw him watching my grandmother with an expression I did not understand then and understand completely now. It was the expression of a man who has spent his whole life believing the wrong one of his two teachers, and has just begun to suspect it, and is afraid.

CHAPTER FOUR
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The Last Market Day
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There is an old saying in Marenne, or there was, in the country that the maps no longer admit existed: A town dies twice. Once when the people leave, and once when the last person who remembers it forgets. My grandmother used to say it, and I used to think it was just a thing old people said. I did not understand that she was giving me a job. I did not understand that I was the second death she was trying to forestall, and that she had chosen me for it the way you choose the strongest of your children to carry the heaviest jar–not as a gift, but as a duty, because someone has to, and it might as well be the one who will not drop it.

The last market day in Avesha was the first week of the cold, when the boats came down with the last of the mountain harvest before the high passes closed. Everyone knew, by then, that it might be the last–not the last because of the season, but the last because of the war–though no one said so, because to say so would have been to admit that we were no longer a town with a future, and a town that admits that is a town that has already begun to leave.

So instead we made it a festival. I think the whole town conspired in it without anyone saying a word. The fishermen brought up everything they had. The bakers baked through the night, so that the whole eastern bank smelled of bread before dawn. Someone roasted a pig in the square and someone else brought out a fiddle and a drum, and there was the last of the wine from the year before, and the children ran wild between the stalls, and for one whole day Avesha behaved like a town that intended to go on forever.

I want to give you this day. I want to give it to you whole, because it is one of the last whole things I have.

There was the smell of the bread and the pig and, under it, the river. There was the cracked church bell ringing the hours twice, the high note and the low sad note half a beat behind. There was my father, who could not dance and danced anyway, badly, with my mother, who could, and who let him be bad at it because she loved him. There was my grandmother in her good shawl, the dark green one, sitting in the sun with a cup of the wine, watching everything with her terrible noticing eyes, keeping it, I understood later–keeping the whole day in the only book that mattered, the one behind her face.

There was Mira, who was six, and who that day was given a sugared apricot by the baker’s wife and held it without eating it for an hour because, she said, she wanted to keep it, and who finally ate it in three bites at the end of the day with tears running down her face because she had wanted both to keep it and to have it and the world would not let her do both. I have thought about my sister and that apricot more than I have thought about almost anything. You cannot keep a thing and have it. You have to choose. Almost everything that happened to us after that day was some version of my sister, crying, learning that you cannot keep a thing and have it.

There was Ferro at the last market, too, the one-eyed ferryman, who that day did not run his ferry but sat at a table by the landing with a jug, because, he said, on a festival day a man should be carried for once instead of carrying. People bought him drinks. He had carried every soul in Avesha across the river at one time or another, the living to the market and the dead to the churchyard on the far bank, the brides to their weddings and the priest to the sick, and he knew every family’s business because the ferry is a confessional that moves, and he kept all of it, the way I would learn to keep things, behind his one good eye. “I have carried this town across the water forty years,” he told my father, the two of them red-faced and fond with the wine, “and I will carry it





































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
“A luminous, unforgettable story about
the power of a name and the light
we refuse to let go out.”
—KRISTIN HANNAH

REICE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





