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Chapter 1 A Patch of Color
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The sunshine moved across the woman's sleeve while the street outside stayed gray.

Della watched it slip over a seam and gather in the fold below an elbow. A small patch of yellow warmed to orange, thinned, then brightened again. Beyond the west window, a man carrying a folded newspaper walked beneath a sky that offered no encouragement at all.

“There,” the woman said. “You see?”

“I see the color.”

“Sunshine. Just where the radio said.”

She held her arm very still, as though Della might want to take measurements. Her coat was the useful sort of beige that belonged to many errands, and the light had made something festive of it without asking her to change clothes.

Della had come expecting to ask questions. For a moment she wanted only to watch.

The exhibition steward waited beside them with a small player in her hand. She had met Della at the north street entrance at a quarter past two, moved a stack of visitor leaflets out of a draft, and led her across the western bay of the old showroom. The station occupied the other side of the building. It had taken Della five minutes to leave her desk, find her coat, and arrive here, which was about as close as an afternoon appointment could reasonably be.

“This is the spot?” the steward asked the woman.

“Yes. Although it was on my hand before.”

“You'd taken your gloves off.”

“I thought that might matter.”

Della smiled. “It matters to where you saw it.”

The woman drew back her cuff. A pinkish band passed over her wrist. She looked pleased rather than triumphant, and Della was glad of the distinction. It was agreeable to have something surprising happen on a Monday, particularly something one could show another person.

“Would you like the item again?” the steward asked. “We've permission to replay this morning's piece here.”

“From the introduction, please,” Della said.

The steward checked the volume, then played it. A short program divider sounded, clear enough to mark the change from what had come before. Della heard her own voice, unmistakably in its offering-something-pleasant register.

“And now, a seasonal word picture from the Winter Windows exhibitors.”

Then came the sentence the woman had brought her to hear.

“On your left, sunshine in the west window.”

The small player fell quiet. A bus went past outside, carrying its own rectangle of dull light along the glass.

“That's it,” the woman said. “That's what I heard.”

Della had read the introduction during At Ten that morning, before the final items and her handoff at ten fifty. At the microphone it had been one short pleasure among the day's work. Here it had acquired a sleeve, a window, and a woman who had made a special journey to see whether it would come true.

“What did you expect to find when you came in?” Della asked.

The woman considered this with more care than Della had expected.

“A little bit of sun. I knew there wasn't any outside. I looked before I left.”

“Did you think the sky would clear?”

“No, not the whole sky. Perhaps it would get through just here. You hear about odd effects in old buildings.” She lifted her arm again. “And there it was.”

“What brought you today rather than tomorrow?”

“Well, you said it today.”

Della glanced at the player. The sentence contained no hour, no appointment, no promise that the effect would happen only once. It had nevertheless sent this woman out after lunch with the reasonable concern that she might miss something.

“I called it a word picture,” Della said.

“I know. I liked that.”

There was no useful answer in repeating the label more firmly. The woman had heard it. She had also heard sunshine, and had found this.

Two visitors approached the window, one easing a shopping bag behind her so it would not brush anyone. The steward shifted toward the open floor, and Della followed. The woman stayed for one more pass of color before making room.

Della took her notebook from a jacket pocket and found, folded inside it, a grocery receipt she had meant to discard. She used a clean page. Moving warm color on sleeve, she wrote. She left a little space beneath that, then added the woman's expectation in the words she had actually used.

“A little bit of sun,” she read back.

“Yes. It sounds foolish when you write it down.”

“It looked lovely when you showed me.”

The woman lowered her arm. “It did, didn't it?”

Della looked once more at the window. The color had moved onto somebody else's hand. Outside, the man with the newspaper had stopped to speak to another passerby. Neither cast a sharp shadow.

The indoor patch was real. Della intended to keep that much of the woman's account intact.

***
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AT THE ENTRANCE DESK, the woman asked whether she needed to come back at the same time tomorrow.

The steward's hand paused over the leaflets.

“No particular time,” she said. “We're open from noon to five.”

“For the next one, I mean. If there's another sentence.”

Della had been putting her notebook away. She took it out again.

“Have people been asking that?”

“About times, yes. And whether they've missed the beginning.” The steward moved a basket of pencils to let a visitor put down her bag. “Not everyone. Most people just come and look. But I've had enough questions to wish I had a better answer.”

The public notice stood in a simple holder beside the desk. Winter Windows, noon to five, with the final weekend marked December 18 and 19. Beneath it lay a map of the western bay, its bold entrance arrow beginning at the street door through which Della had arrived.

The steward put a copy before her.

“We start people with the stair display, if they want a route. Then along the east side and across to the window. They're welcome to do it differently.”

“That's useful,” Della said. “Something you can actually follow.”

“The radio is useful too. I don't mean it hasn't brought anyone in.”

“But it has brought questions you weren't expecting.”

“Some. Yesterday someone asked whether the makers were keeping the best part for people who'd worked out the words. I told her there wasn't an examination.”

The woman in the beige coat laughed. “I'd have failed. I came straight to the window.”

“And you saw what you wanted to see,” the steward said. “That was fine.”

She turned the map so that Della could read the small text without bending over the desk. There was an openness about the ordinary plan that Della liked: where to come in, where things stood, where to go next if one preferred to be told. No cleverness required before the afternoon could begin.

“Can I take this?” she asked.

“Of course. We also have some of the production material. The way the pictures were put together. I could arrange for you to see that.”

“Let me start with the visitor's route. That's the useful one.”

The steward looked down at the map for a moment. “Useful for visiting, certainly.”

Della smoothed the folded corner. A film of an exhibition might be attractive, but the listener was standing in an actual building. Surely that was where a sensible explanation ought to begin.

At the door, a couple hesitated over the notice. The steward went to greet them and explain that they could take a leaflet or simply look around. Della stepped aside with the woman in the coat.

“I didn't mean to make work,” the woman said.

“You've asked a question.”

“I thought perhaps you already knew.”

Della could have made that sound almost true. She knew what had been scheduled, remembered the words, and knew the difference between a supplied bulletin and an entertainment item. None of that explained what this woman had found.

“Not yet,” she said. “I'd rather ask than give you a tidier answer than I have.”

The woman buttoned her coat. Without the moving color it looked comfortably ordinary again.

“Will you tell me when you do?”

“If you'd like me to.”

They agreed on a way to pass the answer back through the station. Then the woman left for an errand she had postponed, declining Della's suggestion that she take another circuit first.

“I've had my sunshine,” she said.

When the steward returned, Della asked for the actual submitted words and the group's contact, not another account of what people remembered hearing.

“Keaton handled the production,” the steward said. “I can come in with him. We approved the group submission, so some of your questions will be for me.”

“That would help.”

“The makers want to know what the new explanation will say before we put it beside their work. One of them is already wondering whether to stay in the radio part at all.”

Della looked at the final-weekend dates. Three weeks was time to do something properly. It was also long enough for an unhelpful story to settle in.

“Let's speak before I promise a new explanation,” she said.

She tucked the visitor map into her folder. It felt like a good beginning: a clear route, printed for anyone to use.

***
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MINA WAS FITTING A short interview into the following morning when Della returned. On her screen, a block of program time remained stubbornly smaller than the ideas meant to occupy it.

“Did you find sunshine?” she asked.

“On a coat sleeve.”

“Very portable.”

“It didn't come back with me.” Della hung up her jacket, remembered her notebook, and retrieved it. “Could we listen to this morning's item with the supplied copy? The actual whole bit, not just the exhibition replay.”

Mina saved her work. “At three forty-five. I've got the retained program.”

They were in the station's eastern bay, close enough to the exhibition that Della could still picture the window but not close enough to hear its visitors. At reception, the afternoon volunteer was helping someone find the notice for a community class. Ordinary output continued behind the studio glass.

Della spread the map on a clear corner of Mina's desk and described the afternoon. She kept the woman's expectation separate from the moving patch, and was mildly pleased to find she could do that without making the account tedious.

“I remembered the October message while she was showing me,” she said. “The west window on a gray day.”

Mina nodded. “The Sunday intake?”

“October seventeenth.”

Mina opened the older entry, leaving the current November program in its own place. Della leaned closer, her bright reading glasses sliding down her nose.

There was the screened listener account, forwarded on the Sunday. It referred to the preceding Friday's entertainment, a remembered image of sunshine in a west window. It did not give the exact sentence they had heard today.

“I'd started putting the two together,” Della said.

“They're related questions. They aren't the same record.”

“No.”

The earlier production note was there too, made during Mina's Friday work. The factual weather had been read unchanged; the entertainment had followed its own introduction. Della remembered acknowledging that distinction at home, then putting the question into ordinary intake and making tea. It had been a Sunday afternoon with a book still waiting for her. She had not visited this window, identified its work, or heard an account from its maker.

Mina opened the present group-submission entry beside it.

“This is the packet for the current items. Here's what was accepted for today. I'll bring the supplied weather page and the running order when we listen.”

“Has anything been replaced since it arrived?”

“Not in the original. I'll check the working copy too.”

She followed the entries rather than relying on the file that happened to be nearest. Della let her work, studying the map while the clicking stopped and began again. The map's entrance arrow had been printed a little off center in its circle. It was nonetheless quite clear where a visitor ought to start.

“Still the received version,” Mina said. “And we have the aired program separately.”

Della put the two dates at the top of her notes. October 17 for the earlier report. November 29 for today's broadcast and visit. Monday, a new afternoon, a woman in a beige coat who had expected something particular and found enough to convince her.

“The steward offered to come in with Keaton,” she said. “I'd like to hear from them directly.”

“I'll find a time tomorrow.”

“Before I decide what ought to replace it.”

Mina glanced at the map under Della's hand. “Good.”

Della drew her folder toward her, leaving room for Mina's interrupted work. She had come back with what looked like a simple story about a misunderstood sentence. Now there were two dated records, a current submission, and the sound of her own introduction to hear properly.

At three forty-five, she would put the supplied page beside the recording and begin there.
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Chapter 2 After the Divider
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The voice on the recording was Della's, but it sounded more certain than she felt.

“Cloudy through the afternoon,” she heard herself say.

The same words stood on the supplied page beneath her pencil. She followed the next sentence, then the next, waiting while her recorded self proceeded at the unhurried pace she encouraged in nervous guests and found rather trying when she wanted to get to the end.

Mina sat beside her at the Studio B listening desk. She had brought the weather copy, the running order, and the received exhibition submission, with enough space between them that Della could not lay one casually on top of another. Beyond the room, the assigned operator was getting on with the afternoon's output. This was simply a recording, available to stop.

Della did not stop it. She listened through the factual bulletin, moving her pencil down the supplied lines. The words agreed all the way to the end.

Then came the short audible divider.

Her pencil stopped.

“And now, a seasonal word picture from the Winter Windows exhibitors.”

“On your left, sunshine in the west window.”

Mina let the program continue into the next item before pausing it.

“Well?” she asked.

“Exactly what was supplied.”

“The weather?”

“All of it. And the introduction is there.” Della touched the point on the running order. “I could hear the change. I remembered making it, but that's better than remembering.”

Mina drew the group submission closer. “That's the accepted entertainment item. The broadcast matches it too.”

There was an obvious satisfaction in finding something as it should be. Della enjoyed it for a moment. The weather had not been altered; nobody needed to investigate it further. The sentence about sunshine was doing its curious work after the bulletin, in a piece openly presented as something else.

She looked at her own introduction again.

“I used a nice voice.”

“You often do.”

“An inviting voice.”

“It was an invitation.”

“Yes.” Della sat back. “Only I hadn't thought about what it invited someone to do.”

Mina reached for Della's afternoon notes. “May I?”

Della handed them over. Mina read the woman's words without offering a grander interpretation on her behalf.

“You said it today,” she read aloud.

“That was why she went today. She didn't think we'd promised the entire sky would clear. She thought there was something to catch at the window.”

“And there was.”

Della smiled reluctantly. “There was.”

Mina returned the notebook. “That's what makes it worth sorting out. We haven't got a listener who failed to listen. We have something she heard and something she found.”

The producer's watch caught the desk light as she adjusted the recording position. Della could see the afternoon's next tasks waiting on a pad beside her, including the interview she had interrupted earlier. Mina was giving this question a place, not the rest of her day.

“Play just the change again?” Della asked.

They heard the end of the bulletin, the divider, the entertainment introduction, and the little sentence. This time Della listened for what a person standing in a kitchen might carry away while reaching for a cup. Sunshine. Window. Winter Windows. Enough to make an afternoon sound promising.

“Would you change the introduction?” Mina asked.

“I'd want to know whose work we're introducing first.”

“I've booked Keaton and the steward for eleven fifteen tomorrow.”

“Good.”

“The group sent the material. We accepted a group credit. That isn't the same as knowing who made each choice inside it.”

Della looked at the submitted page. It had seemed a reasonable little offering when it arrived. She did not need to pretend otherwise in order to ask more of it now.

“The steward says one maker may leave the radio collaboration,” she said. “Not the exhibition. She was particular about that.”

“Then we'll be particular too.”

“I'm tempted to replace the whole thing with a description you can follow from the door.”

“You haven't met the writer about it yet.”

“I know. That's why I'm saying tempted instead of done.”

Mina smiled and turned the running order toward herself. “A useful distinction.”

Della marked her page once, beside the factual comparison, and put the pencil down.

At ten past four, Mina saved the listening position and gathered her own papers. Della kept the visitor map and her notes together. Tomorrow's conversation had become clearer, if not shorter.

She would ask who had written the piece, what the writer meant, and what the group had agreed to. After that, she could decide whether a simple label would really do everything she wanted it to do.

***
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HUGH HAD CHOSEN THE kitchen mug with the widest handle. Della had never asked whether he liked the painted boats on it or merely the comfortable grip, and for once she resisted turning an ordinary preference into an interview.

“Do you have a few minutes?” she asked.

“Until twenty to five. Then I'm finished.”

His paid consultation had a firm end, written in the small notebook beside his elbow. He moved the notebook away from a patch of water and made room for her.

Della put down the visitor map. Its corner curled upward until Hugh set his mug on it.

“You've brought geography,” he said.

“A very manageable amount.”

She described the moving color, the woman holding out her sleeve, and the question about returning at a particular hour. Hugh listened, laughing softly at the woman's announcement that she had had her sunshine.

“I like that,” he said.

“So did I. The effect was lovely.”

“And the words?”

“I would rather have known what they referred to before I sent people looking.”

“Fair enough.”

Della traced the beginning of the public route with a finger. “You come in here. There's a sensible map. Instead of saying something precise about what's in the building, we say, 'On your left, sunshine in the west window.'”

Hugh rested his hands around his mug. “Where are you standing when you say left?”

“At the public entrance, presumably.”

“Is that where you were standing?”

“I came through that door.”

“But you heard the replay by the window.”

“Yes.” She considered the map. “I wasn't testing directions this afternoon. I was watching her coat.”

“I would have watched the coat too.”

Della glanced at him, uncertain whether he was teasing her. He looked entirely sincere, which was sometimes more disarming.

“Visitors shouldn't need a camera to understand radio,” she said.

“No. But I don't mind being asked to imagine a picture.”

“I don't mind pictures.”

“I know.”

He did not hurry to soften his preference. Della found that mildly irritating, then found herself irritated by how mildly irritating she found it. They had managed far larger differences without requiring either of them to surrender a cup or leave the room.

“I think it ought to work for the person who comes in the advertised door,” she said.

“If it's telling them how to visit, certainly.”

“What else would it be telling them?”

“I'm interested in what the writer says.”

He had not answered the question she wanted settled, which was whether her plain version would be better. On reflection, she had not heard his answer to that question either. She had heard that he liked the little image. He was entitled to.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “We've asked Keaton and the steward in.”

“Good.”

Della slid the map free when he lifted his mug. She folded it along its existing crease, making a neater job of it than the paper deserved.

“Thursday,” she said. “Supper at mine. Are you still willing to risk soup?”

“Quite willing.”

“Half past six?”

“That suits me.”

“There may be a sandwich.”

“With soup, or instead of furniture?”

She laughed. “I'll keep it within the dimensions of a plate.”

Hugh looked doubtful. She leaned over and kissed his cheek, enjoying the warmth of his skin and the way he turned to return the kiss properly. They had become used to calling each other partners; they had not become used to every small pleasure of it.

By twenty to five, his cup was rinsed and his notebook put away. He took his coat. Della let him leave without producing one more question from her pocket.

***
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DULCIE REMOVED THE top slice of bread and laid it on the spare plate.

“There,” she said. “Now I can see my supper.”

“It was visible before.”

“It was looming before.”

Della sat opposite her sister with the half she had privately considered more successful. Roast vegetables, cheese, and a generous layer of relish had seemed a modest combination while each occupied its own dish. Between bread, they had developed ambitions.

Dulcie transferred a piece of pepper with her fork. “This is good.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I'm relieved. I'd hate to have to dismantle something I didn't enjoy.”

Della laughed and reached for a napkin. It was a quarter past six, the kitchen was warm, and nobody needed her to turn an interview around before the next item. Her work folder remained at the station. At home, the only unsolved arrangement on the table involved several hundred pieces of cardboard and a landscape that was taking its time to appear.

“How was the garden center?” she asked.

“Busy enough to make my feet notice.” Dulcie stretched one leg beneath the table. “I spent part of the afternoon finding the last of something we had assured three people we didn't have.”

“Did you sell it?”

“To a fourth person. The others had gone.”

“Were you tempted to hide it again?”

“Only while I finished my lunch.”

Dulcie told her about the display she had been rearranging and the customer who wanted a small plant that would look substantial. Della listened while working out a less public way to eat the tomato escaping from her sandwich.

Her sister saw the attempt. “Use the fork. I won't tell anyone.”

“I might have been saving it for later.”

“It's halfway to your sleeve.”

They finished the first halves and agreed, without much anguish, that another helping would be a poor idea. Della covered the remaining sandwich while Dulcie drew the puzzle box nearer.

“Sunday?” Dulcie asked.

“Yes. What have you got in mind?”

“A longer walk. Nothing strenuous.”

“Those two descriptions do sometimes part company.”

“An hour, perhaps a little more. There's a stretch I'd like to do slowly.”

Della had been imagining a shorter circuit followed by coffee somewhere with chairs. She said so, and Dulcie did not immediately improve the proposal on her behalf.

They tried a small row of border pieces while considering it. The same stubborn loose piece remained beside the box, no more helpful for having been remembered. Della covered the nearest part of the unfinished picture with a clean napkin before moving her plate.

“We could keep the hour,” Dulcie said, “and leave the extra bit for another time.”

“Would you mind?”

“No. I would mind calling the coffee a walk.”

“That would be an unusually short walk.”

“And mostly seated.”

Della found two pieces that joined. Her pleasure in the fit was disproportionate to the achievement and entirely genuine. Dulcie turned a third, tried it, and put it back without complaint.

“Your husband isn't coming?” Della asked.

“He has plans of his own. He was remarkably untroubled by the prospect of missing our discussion of route length.”

“A wise man.”

“He's had practice.”

They settled on Sunday morning, December fifth, with enough time for the stretch Dulcie wanted and no obligation to turn it into an expedition. Della could have pressed for the shorter way. She was looking forward to walking beside her sister more than she was looking forward to any particular turning.

At five past seven, Dulcie stood and collected her coat. Della wrapped the spare sandwich half for her.

“You can put it back together,” she said, “or continue your alterations.”

“I'll consult the sandwich.”

Della hugged her at the door. When she returned to the kitchen, the puzzle remained unfinished and the troublesome piece had not moved. She cleared the plates, left the pieces where they were, and put the kettle on for herself.
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Chapter 3 The Offered Script
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Keaton brought a packet with a bent corner and a pen clipped to it. Della found this encouraging. A man intending to make himself mysterious might have chosen better stationery.

He put it on the Studio B table beside the exhibition steward's folder.

“Before we begin,” he said, “is this a conversation or an interview?”

“A conversation,” Mina said. “Nothing from it goes straight into a program.”

“Good. I haven't arranged my interesting side.”

“You can have the chair that doesn't wobble,” Della said.

“That will do.”

It was eleven fifteen on Tuesday. Della had finished At Ten, handed over, and taken a few minutes to read yesterday's notes. She had resisted writing an opening explanation for something she was about to ask someone else to explain. The restraint had left her time to find four cups.

She sat opposite Keaton.

“Did you write the Winter Windows word pictures?”

“Yes.”

“And what did you mean by them?”

“The work in the exhibition. Current work, with some of the old showroom names. I was describing a journey through it.”

“From the public door?”

“No. From the south courtyard door, where I started filming, looking north into the bay.” He touched the packet. “The words follow that view. I wrote them to the camera movement.”

Della uncapped her pen. There was the answer to Hugh's question about standing, supplied without a contest.

“Old names such as?”

“Orchard. The fruit-pattern fabric section. Nolene had a photograph with a plan attached. I liked putting the current work into that older room.”

“The town garden isn't involved?”

“No.”

“And the sunshine?”

“The light at the west window. The paper and film are indoors too. I wasn't describing the sky.”

Della glanced at the steward, who nodded.

“We approved the submission as seasonal word pictures,” she said. “Keaton gave us the package. We sent it through our contact here.”

Mina brought the received entry onto the screen. The steward checked it, then opened her folder at the group's approval. Della could see the ordinary route: work offered, work considered, a group agreeing to let the station use it. There had been no need to smuggle a sentence past anyone.

“Why wasn't your name on it?” Della asked.

“I liked the group credit. It was their exhibition.”

“And you wanted us to discover the connection?”

“Yes.” He looked at her without adding a joke. “I thought people would enjoy finding it.”

“Some have. One woman showed me a very beautiful patch of color yesterday. She also wondered whether she had to return at the same hour for the next thing.”

Keaton rubbed his thumb over the bent corner of the packet.

“I didn't give her an hour.”

“No. She supplied that part.”

“That doesn't mean she was being silly,” the steward said.

“I know.” He looked at her. “I'm not saying that.”

Della let the small silence stand. Keaton had answered her question; the harder part was what his answer meant for someone who had not been beside his camera.

“What came from the makers, and what did you choose?” she asked.

“Hollis made the light and paper structures. The stair work has its own maker. Nolene supplied the historical image. I made the piece from those things. I've got the script and the rough cut here, and you can look at both.”

He pushed the packet into the middle of the table, where anyone could reach it.

“We kept planning material too,” the steward said. “If you want to compare what came to us with what the station received, we can do that.”

“I do,” Della said. “And I'd like to look at the works with their makers.”

Keaton nodded. “Better than discussing them in here.”

Mina gave him a look. “This room has supported several worthwhile discussions.”

“I meant the lighting.”

“You can still have the steady chair.”

Della smiled, then put her question into words as plainly as she could. “I believe you wrote it. I want to be able to show what the words refer to, where the view begins, and how your choices made that particular journey. Otherwise I can give people your name without making the piece any clearer.”

“That's what I'd like you to see,” he said.

“And we need to know whose contribution we're describing at each part,” the steward added.

“Of course.”

Della wrote the questions in her notebook. They did not add up to the identity hunt a name-free piece might have invited.

At five to noon, Mina had an agreed source route and the next maker visit. Keaton gathered his cup but left the offered packet where they had put it.

“You'll find it less peculiar with pictures,” he said.

“I expect I will,” Della said. “The radio listener didn't have them.”

He accepted that without withdrawing the offer.

***
[image: ]


THE SECOND CAPSULE was easier to picture and harder to place.

Della read the submitted text at the listening desk after lunch.

“To your right, paper showers in the orchard beneath the ceiling hook.”

Mina played the individual clip. In the recording, a short silence opened after orchard, before the voice continued with beneath the ceiling hook. The words remained the same. Della marked the pause on her working copy, then listened to the last capsule.

“Frost above the stairs.”

“Neither of those has gone out?” she asked.

“Neither,” Mina said. “They're screened originals. I'm holding them.”

Della looked at the three short pieces together. A window, a hook, the space above a stair. Keaton's account gave them indoor subjects. His old name for one area still needed its actual source, and his camera view needed more than her ability to imagine him standing at a door.

But there was no reason to leave listeners without what they knew already.

“Let's say who wrote yesterday's piece,” she said. “And where its subjects are. We don't have to turn that into the complete tour.”

Mina pulled a clean page toward her. “Try it.”

Della began with an explanation of the group submission, stopped halfway through a sentence that had acquired three subordinate clauses, and laughed at herself.

“Somebody has just put down a cup and missed everything important.”

“Start with the name.”

She did.

“The Winter Windows word picture you heard yesterday was written by Keaton Nibbs about the exhibition's indoor artworks. It was entertainment, not a prediction of outdoor weather or an instruction to visit at a particular hour. You can visit from noon to five through the street entrance. We're working with the exhibitors on a clearer introduction to the pieces.”

Mina read it through. “That gives them something they can use.”

“Without asking them to admire our process.”

“An advantage.”

They checked the description with the agreement from the morning conversation. Della recorded it at the Studio B microphone, stumbled on exhibitors, and began again. The second take sounded like a person who wanted to help rather than a person announcing that everyone had misunderstood her splendid introduction.

Mina listened through, approved the concise version, and sent it to the operator for the scheduled afternoon break at one forty. The original packet stayed in its own place; this was a new clarification, with its own label.

There were a few minutes before the break. Della read the shortest capsule again. Frost above the stairs. She could feel the appeal of giving so much room to so few words. She could also imagine a listener trying to decide which stairs, and whether there was anything there worth going out to see.

“Do you like them?” she asked Mina.

“I like parts of them.”

“More than I do?”

“Possibly. You haven't told me which parts you like yet.”

Della considered. “The sunshine was lovely.”

“You've told me the light was lovely.”

“Yes,” Della said. “I have.”

Mina did not insist on a verdict. She looked at the clock and stood to join the adjoining monitoring position.

At one forty, the assigned operator moved from the scheduled material into the short clarification. Della heard her recorded words over the monitor: Keaton's name, the indoor works, the ordinary visiting hours. Nothing about the old plan had been presented as an inspected fact. No promised revelation required people to wait until the exhibition's last weekend to discover that this was not a weather event.

The operator returned to the afternoon program. A piece of ordinary station business had been done without turning it into another edition of At Ten.

Della put her marked copy beside the received original. The odd pause was still there to hear when they reached the production comparison. For now, the practical change was simpler. Anyone who had heard today's clarification had a name and a place, rather than an invitation to keep guessing what the sky might do.

***
[image: ]


KEATON WAS CLOSING an equipment case in the shared courtyard when Della arrived later that afternoon. He moved a strap out of the way of the fastening, missed the first time, and gave it the look usually reserved for an unhelpful colleague.

“It's very good at fitting inside when I'm not in a hurry,” he said.

“Perhaps it likes attention.”

“It gets plenty.”

Della waited beside the exhibition's production door. She had left the station with five minutes to make the appointment, and the steward came out carrying a page of maker availability. They stayed in the courtyard while she checked it. Nobody invited the public through this door; a pair of visitors could be heard talking beyond the street entrance at the other end of the building.

“Hollis can do tomorrow at one fifteen,” the steward said. “The stair maker can join us afterward.”

“I'll be here.”

Keaton finally shut the case. “Did the clarification go out?”

“At one forty.”

“Thank you.”

He sounded relieved, though Della could not tell whether he was relieved by his name being attached or by the questions becoming more manageable. She could ask when it mattered. At present the steward was trying to arrange three people's time, and Della had a practical suggestion.

“We might find that clear object labels will do most of what's needed,” she said. “The maker, what it is, where to find it. A short description you can use from the street.”

“Alongside the piece?” Keaton asked.

“Instead of it, perhaps.”

His hand remained on the case handle.

“You haven't seen the paper properly yet.”

“No.”

“Or watched the three works as a sequence.”

“Not yet.”

“Then could we leave that possibility open until you have?”
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