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Off-Season
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They had been together fifteen years, and somewhere in those years they had stopped holding hands.

It had not been a decision, the way the large losses never are. There had only been a season, early on, when wanting June had felt like a weather Ella moved through, a thing that could be used up if she wasn't careful with it, and so she had begun to be careful — to take June by the sleeve instead, two fingers hooked in the cuff, a smaller and more bearable claim. And June had let her, and had begun to do it back, until the sleeve became their private grammar, the thing they meant instead of the thing the word meant, and the open hand became something they kept for emergencies, for hospitals and airports, for the few nights a decade when one of them said the other's whole name in the dark and meant don't leave the room. This was not, Ella would have told you, a sadness. It was the opposite. It was the long married economy of two people who no longer had to spend the big coin to buy the small thing.

She thought about the sleeve on the drive up, because June was driving and Ella had nothing to hold.

The idea of the trip had come from June — or Ella thought it had; it was the kind of thing that, examined, came apart in the hands. There had been a photograph. A small lit screen on the kitchen table, the two of them leaning into it the way you lean into a fire, and a village on a coast neither of them had been to, painted houses going grey above a grey harbor, a single line of orange leaves caught under ice along a sea wall. We should go before the weather closes it, one of them had said. Ella could hear the sentence but not the mouth it came out of. She had assigned it to June because June was the one who found things — who read the world and brought back the good parts — but when she tried to find the moment of finding, there was only the photograph, and the leaning, and the wanting to go, which had arrived in her like a season turning, without anyone deciding.

"You've gone quiet," June said, not taking her eyes from the road.

"I'm storing it up," Ella said. "For when you talk too much."

June smiled at the windshield. She had a way of smiling at things slightly to the side of you, as if the joke were standing just past your shoulder, and Ella had loved it for fifteen years and had never once managed to describe it to anyone.

The road gave out before the village did.

It did not end so much as forget itself. The good tar held until the last town behind them, and then it thinned to a gravel that the early dark and the early snow conspired to erase, until they were driving by faith over a pale suggestion of road, the headlights catching nothing but the close black trunks of pines and the slow vertical drift of the first snow coming down into the beams and vanishing. June slowed to the speed of someone reading aloud. The trees stood near on both sides, dripping, holding the dark between them the way cupped hands hold water, and the car went into the holding, and the radio had given up two towns ago, and there was only the engine and the wipers and the small sounds June made when she was concentrating, a tuneless almost-humming that Ella could have picked out of any crowd on earth.

Then the trees stepped back, all at once, and there was the sea.

Ella had not expected it to be so quiet. She had expected the long breathing the photograph had promised, the surf, the announcement a coast makes of itself. But the water down under the cliffs only lifted and set itself down again without comment, grey going to pewter going to the color of nothing as the last light failed, and the cold came in through the seams of the car like something that had been waiting a long time and was patient about it, and below them, across the dark water of a small harbor, the village showed exactly one lit window.

"There," June said softly. It was what she always said when she found a thing she'd been looking for, and Ella, who had stopped wondering years ago how June always seemed to be looking for the thing she found, only put her hand on June's knee and left it there as they went down the last of the road to the water.

They parked by the harbor wall and got out into a cold that took the breath and kept it. Ella's exhalation stood in front of her face and would not leave. Along the wall the autumn had been caught and held: the iron railings furred white, and at their feet, when she crouched to look, a drift of fallen leaves still orange, still perfect, sealed under a clear lid of ice where the sea spray had frozen over them. Each leaf lay distinct down there, bright as the day it dropped, an inch beneath her hand and a whole season out of reach. She put two fingers to the ice. It did not give.

"Don't," June said — not sharp, just quick, the voice you use for someone leaning over a rail. "You'll feel how cold it is for hours."

"They're beautiful."

"They're beautiful," June agreed, and reached down and helped her up by the sleeve, two fingers in the cuff, finding it in the dark without looking, the way you find the light switch in your own house. And they went up the hill toward the lit window joined at the wrist, the one bag banging their knees, the snow coming down so lightly it seemed less to fall than to arrive.

The village was one street that climbed, and doubted itself, and climbed again.

The houses were old and wooden and had been painted once in colors that had been loud — a rust red, a deep sea green, a yellow gone to the yellow of an old tooth — and the paint had given most of itself back to the weather, so that the houses looked less built than grown, less standing than remembering how to stand. There were no clocks. Ella noticed the absence before she had the word for it, the way you notice a smell; and then she had it, passing a shopfront where a public clock should have hung and finding only a pale ghost-ring on the boards, the clean place where a round thing had hung for a long time, once, and been taken down, and left its shape.

The lit window belonged to a bakery, and it was the only warm thing on the street, and it pulled them across to it the way warmth does.

Through the fogged glass a woman in a brown coat was sweeping flour from a counter, unhurried, talking to the empty shop in the manner of a person who has talked to it for years and been answered. When the bell over the door went, she looked up and her whole face opened like a window thrown wide.

"Oh," she said. "Travelers. In this." She came around the counter wiping her hands on the brown coat. "You'll want something hot in you before you go finding beds. Sit, sit, you're letting the night in. I'm Mara."

She would not take their money. She set down two cups of something with cardamom in it and a plate of small dense cakes, the last of the day, they'd only go to the birds, and she stood over the table with her arms folded and watched them eat with a frank and uncomplicated pleasure, asking the ordinary questions — how far they'd come, how long they meant to stay — and then one that was not ordinary at all, though she asked it in exactly the same voice.

"What season do you remember best?"

June answered before Ella could find the strangeness in it. "Autumn," she said. "The smell of it. Wet leaves and woodsmoke."

"Good," said Mara, as if a thing had been settled, and laughed — a high, sudden, whistling laugh, the laugh of a kettle just come to the boil — and topped up their cups though they had not asked.

Ella tried to answer the question privately, to herself, and found she could not choose a season so much as a feeling, and the feeling had no weather attached to it at all. It was the feeling of the sleeve in the dark. She let the question go. The cake was very good. June's knee was warm against hers under the small table, and the strange woman's laugh was a kind one, and for the length of a cup the village was only a place — cold and far and beautiful — where two tired people had been given cake by a stranger.

"You found it, then," Mara said at the door, to June, pressing a twist of paper full of the last cakes into June's coat pocket for later. "People mostly don't, this late in the year."

"We had good directions," June said.

Mara looked at her a moment longer than the words needed — and at Ella — and something moved behind her open face. Not suspicion; nothing so cold. The soft, inward, adjusting look of a person placing a tune they can't quite name. Then it passed, and she was warm again, and she said, "Welcome back to the world," which Ella understood to mean out of the cold, and waved them on up the hill.

The inn was the last house and the largest, and the woman who kept it was already holding the door open before they knocked, as though she had heard them on the street, or heard them coming for longer than that.

"Your room's the warm one, at the back," she said. "I lit the fire an hour ago."

"You knew we were coming?" Ella asked.

"I keep the fires in all the rooms, this time of year." Which was an answer to a different question. She took the bag from June before June could refuse her. "I'm Halla. Mind the second stair, it's proud of itself."

The hall smelled of cut wood and old paper. On every surface — the hall table, the windowsill, a shelf above the stairs — there were notebooks. Plain ones, cloth-bound, soft at the corners with handling; some splayed open and face-down to keep a place, some stacked like bricks. Ella's eye snagged, for half a second, on a line of writing in the open one on the hall table, upside down, in a small slanted hand — don't tell her about the — before Halla closed the cover without hurry, the way you'd close a door on a room not ready for guests, and set the book on the stack.

Through a doorway Ella saw the dining room, already laid for the morning: a long table, and at the near end three places set, the cloth napkins folded, the cups turned down on their saucers. Three.

"Are there other guests?" she asked.

Halla paused on the proud stair. "No," she said. "Just the two of you." And then, perhaps catching Ella's glance back at the table, "Force of habit. I'll clear the extra." But she said it the way you say a thing you have said before and not done.

The room at the back was warm and low and lovely. The bed was deep, the window black with the sea. Under the window stood a small writing desk, and on the desk a notebook, cloth-bound like all the others, and propped against the lamp a card. Ella turned it over. Two words, printed, in a hand no one would ever admit to having written.

Write before sleeping.

"Does everyone here keep a diary?" she asked.

Halla was laying a second blanket along the foot of the bed. "Not a diary. A diary's for yourself." She smoothed the wool flat with both hands. "You write down the day. Who you saw. What they wore. The thing they said that was funny. Small things — the things you'd lose first." She straightened, and her face had a tiredness in it that the candor of it made almost beautiful. "It's a kindness we do for each other, here. People come, and the writing seems a strange old custom, and then one morning they understand it, and after that they never stop."

"Understand what?"

Halla smiled. It was a good smile, and a worn one, the smile of a person who has explained a grief so many times it has gone smooth as a stone carried in a pocket. "Sleep well," she said, instead of answering. "The sea's loud at three. Don't let it wake you."

The door clicked. The fire moved in the grate. And they were alone in the strange warm room at the edge of the strange cold sea, and June crossed to the window and looked out at the black where the water was, and Ella watched her do it, the long familiar line of her back, and felt the trip settle over them like the second blanket — the rest they'd come for, the reconnection, the us they had been meaning to get back to for a year of ordinary days.

They got into bed the way they got into everything now: by long habit, in the dark, June's cold feet finding the backs of Ella's knees and Ella hissing and not moving away. Outside the sea did its breathing. The fire ticked down.

"It's strange here," Ella said into June's shoulder.

"It's quiet. You're not used to quiet. You read wrongness into quiet." June's voice already had the slow underwater shape of someone going under into sleep. "Tomorrow it'll just be pretty."

Ella lifted her head to look at her in the last of the firelight. June's eyes were open, watching the ceiling. One blue, and one — Ella looked, and could not, for a moment, remember which was which. She would have sworn, at the bakery, that both were the ordinary blue of June's whole life; and now in the red light one of them ran darker, a green going to brown, and she could not say whether it had changed in the last hour or whether she had simply, again, failed to hold a thing she had been given fifteen years to learn. She had a small private terror about this, and did not name it, and laid her head back down.

"Is this our first time here?" Ella asked. It came out before she knew it was a question she had in her.

June was quiet a moment too long. "Where else would we have been," she said — which was not a yes — and turned over, and was asleep, or seemed to be, with the suddenness of the truly tired.

Ella lay listening until June's breathing went long and even. Then she got up, because the card had said to, and because she was the kind of person who did what cards said, and sat at the desk in the cold with the second blanket around her shoulders and opened the new notebook to its first blank page. She wanted to get the day down before it thinned. She wrote, in her small slanted hand:

Mara. The baker. Brown coat. Gave us cake and wouldn't take money. Laugh like a kettle coming to the boil. Asked what season we remember best. Kind. The only warm window on the street.

She read it back. It was true, and it was nothing — the dried husk a day leaves behind — and she felt a grief she did not understand, that you could write down everything a person was and still not have them. There was one more thing about the day; the thing Mara had said at the door, welcome back, and the soft inward look that went with it. It seemed, somehow, the kind of small thing the card meant. She held the pen over the line.

Then she closed the notebook, and left it out, and did not write it.

Some things, she told herself, you keep by not writing them down. She believed this. She had always believed it, for as long as she could remember — which was not, she would understand much later, very long at all.

Behind her, in the warm dark, June said something in her sleep. It was not a word. It had the shape of a name worn down to its weather, soft at every corner, and it was almost, almost Ella's. She did not hear it. She was already turning off the lamp, already coming back to bed, already fitting her cold body to the warm length of the only person in the world she could not, would not, ever learn to do without.

CHAPTER TWO
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The Long Table
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It snowed in the night, and the snow stayed, which Ella would learn was the first rule of the place: here, the snow did not melt, it accumulated, the way other towns accumulate years.

She woke first. She always woke first — she could not have said why she carried the job, only that she had carried it so long it felt less like waking than like relieving a watch from someone who had never been there. The room was blue with the early light. June slept with one arm flung off the edge of the bed, palm turned up and open, the way she slept only in places she had decided to trust, and Ella lay still a long while just to keep her there: the rise and fall of her under the blankets, the small unguarded sounds, the open hand. June's coat hung over the chair, and in its pocket, Ella knew, was the twist of paper with the last of Mara's cakes. She did not get up to check it. She would wish, much later and for a very long time, that she had thought to hold it while it still held what it held.

When June woke she did it all at once, the way she did everything — eyes open, present, reaching across the cold sheets for Ella before she was fully out of sleep, finding her by the wrist.

"Tell me where we are," June said, eyes still shut, smiling. It was an old game. They had played it in a dozen rented rooms over fifteen years, the waking ritual of two people who traveled enough to lose track: tell me where we are, and the other would narrate the room back into existence.

"Edge of the world," Ella said. "Cold sea, tall mountains, a village that's mostly given up. There's a woman downstairs named Halla who knows things before you tell her. And there was a baker last night who fed us and wouldn't take money, and laughed like a kettle."

"Mara," June said.

"You remember her name."

"Of course I remember her name. She had a kind face." June opened her eyes — one blue, one green; Ella checked, and got it wrong, and corrected herself, and hated the small daily failure of it — and pulled Ella in by the wrist until their foreheads touched. "Don't be strange today," she said softly. "You were strange last night. I could feel you lying there building a haunted house out of a quiet town."

"I wasn't."

"You were. You do it. You feel things before they happen and then you're disappointed when they don't, or terrified when they do, and either way you've spent the whole night somewhere I can't follow." June kissed her forehead. "Be here with me. We came to be here."

"I'm here," Ella said, and meant it, and for the length of the morning it was even true.

Breakfast was laid in the long room. Halla brought bread still warm — though there was no baker, Ella thought, and then unthought it, because of course an innkeeper could bake her own bread — and a hard pale cheese, and a pot of something dark and bitter, and she stood the way she stood, hands folded at her waist, watching them eat with that worn, attentive patience, as if their eating were a small good thing she had been waiting some time to see.

The table was set for three.

As Ella took her chair she watched Halla notice it — the third place, the turned-down cup — and watched her reach to clear it, and watched her stop, her hand resting a moment on the back of the empty chair, before she took the setting away after all: plate, napkin, cup, gathered against her chest. She held the little stack there a beat too long, the way you hold something you are not quite ready to set down, before she carried it out.

"Who sat there?" Ella asked, when she came back.

"No one, love. Habit." Halla refilled the bitter pot. "You set for who you're used to. The hand does it before the head can stop it." She said it lightly. But she did not look at the chair when she said it, and Ella noticed that she did not look at it, the careful way you don't look at a thing.

"Eat," June said, under the noticing, and pressed her knee to Ella's under the table, and Ella ate.

After, Halla sent them out into the village. "Go and say good morning to it while there's light," she said. "The light goes early now. By three it's already thinking about leaving."

By day the village was even more beautiful, and even more clearly dying, and the snow had laid a clean grace over the dying that made it almost unbearable to look at. They went down the doubling street and the painted houses leaned their failing colors into the white, and the frozen leaves burned their orange up through the ice along the wall, and a man splitting wood in a side yard straightened and lifted his hand to them — not a wave so much as an acknowledgment, the gesture you make to people you have decided about. A woman watched them pass from a downstairs window with the frank, unhurried interest of a place where a stranger is an event. June read the world aloud as she always did, naming it to herself under her breath — fishing floats, that's a net-loft, those are storm shutters, somebody loved that doorframe once — and Ella walked along inside the feeling of the place, which was grief, plainly and enormously: a gentle grief laid over everything like more snow, so total and so old that the village seemed not to suffer it but to be made of it, the way a house is made of wood.

They met the old man on the second turning of the street.

He was sitting on a bench outside a green house — the only house whose paint had mostly held — with a notebook open on his knee and a pencil in his fist, and he was not writing; he was looking at the sea and talking, quietly, to the empty half of the bench beside him. He stopped when they came near, and looked up, and his face did the thing Mara's had done: the soft inward reaching, the placing of a tune. Then he smiled, and it was a complicated smile, and he closed the notebook over the pencil to keep his place.

"You'll be the two from the inn," he said. "Halla said there'd be two." He patted the empty half of the bench, then seemed to recall it was occupied, and gestured instead at the low wall opposite. "Sit a minute. You don't get the good of a view by walking past it."

His name was Tove. He had lived in the green house, he said, all his life, and his wife had lived in it with him for forty-one years, and he said had and has about her in the same breath without seeming to feel the seam between them — she planted those, she'll tell you they never took, she was wrong, look at them — nodding at a frostbitten tangle under the window that might once have been roses. Twice, talking, he turned to the empty bench to defer to her, she'd tell it better, she always did, and twice Ella felt the cold turning-over in her stomach, because the way he turned was not the way you gesture at a memory. It was the way you check that someone is still beside you.

"You write," Ella said, nodding at the notebook, because it was easier than the other thing.

"Everyone writes here." He held it up, soft and swollen with handling. "You'll start soon enough. Halla give you the card?" He didn't wait for the answer. "It seems a foolish old habit when you come. Writing down what your wife wore, what the baker laughed like. And then one morning—" he stopped, and looked at the sea, and something passed over him, old and level, a grief gone so smooth with handling it had become simply the shape of his days. "One morning you understand what it's for," he said. "And then you'd no more skip a night than skip breathing."

"What's it for?" June asked. She had been very quiet. She asked it gently, the way you ask a thing you already suspect the shape of.

Tove looked at her for a long moment, and then at Ella, and then back out at the water. "Keeping," he said. "It's all the village is, in the end. Everyone here is keeping someone." He tapped the side of his head, and then the notebook, and then, softly, the empty half of the bench — three light taps, a man knocking to be let in. "Bit here, bit on the page, bit there. You spread a person out, see, so the forgetting can't get all of them at once." He smiled his complicated smile. "You'll find out who you're keeping. Everyone does. It's mostly why people come."

"I know who I'm keeping," Ella said, and reached without looking and hooked two fingers into June's cuff. June let her. Under the sleeve, June's wrist was very cold, colder than the morning could account for, and June did not say I know who I'm keeping too, which was the thing she always said, the thing the moment was shaped for, and the absence of it sat in Ella's chest the rest of the day like a swallowed stone.

They walked the whole village before the light went. It took less time than it should have. Ella told herself the street was simply shorter than it looked, that a place this small was always smaller than the feeling of it; but she counted the houses on the way down to the harbor, an old anxious habit, eleven, twelve, thirteen, and made herself remember the number, and did not know yet why she did it, only that the waking self, the watch-keeping self, wanted the number kept.

Thirteen houses, and the green one at the end with the old man and his wife who was not there, and the dead clock with no face, and the bakery with its one warm window, where Mara was sweeping flour again in the failing light, and lifted her floury hand to them as they passed, and called out something the wind took before it reached them — though Ella thought, walking on, that it had had the shape of see you tomorrow, the most ordinary phrase in the world, the kind of thing you say a thousand times and never once weigh, and she held it, without knowing why, and was glad later, much later, that she had held at least that.

That night she wrote the day. She wrote the long table and the third place Halla couldn't help laying; she wrote the man on the bench and his wife in the air beside him, Tove, green house, forty-one years, talks to the bench, kind, frightening, both; she wrote the thirteen houses and underlined the number twice without knowing why. She wrote until the lamp guttered and June murmured from the bed to come and be warm.

She did not write see you tomorrow. She didn't think to. It was too small, too ordinary, too sure.

You keep some things, she still believed, by not writing them down.

She turned off the lamp and went to June, and the sea came up loud at three, just as Halla had promised, and woke her; and she lay in the dark listening to it take the shore and give it back changed, take and give, take and give, and somewhere under the sound she heard June, deep in sleep, say the worn-down almost-word again, the name with all its corners gone soft, and this time Ella half-heard it, and half-knew it, and told herself it was nothing, the sea, a dream, and did not get up to write it down.

CHAPTER THREE
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The Fifteen Years
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The village made you think about memory the way a cold room makes you think about a fire — by its absence, by the way you found yourself leaning toward the place where it should have been. And so early on, one quiet evening, with June dozing over the weather-lore book by the stove and the snow ticking faintly at the glass, Ella did a thing she had not done deliberately in years: she took out the fifteen years and laid them open in her lap, and looked at them, all of them, while she still could.

She did not know yet that she would not always be able to. That was the cruelty the village kept for last, and it had not shown her its hand. So she held the years carelessly, the way you hold a thing you assume you'll always have, the way you leave the good photographs loose in a drawer because of course they'll keep, of course they will.

They had met at a thing neither of them had wanted to be at — some work evening, some lit room full of people performing ease — and Ella had not been performing anything, because that afternoon her mother had been moved, finally, into the place where they did not come back from, the place with the soft locked doors and the staff who called everyone dear in the same flat kind voice, and Ella had stood in that lit room with a glass she wasn't drinking and felt
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