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ONE

The Holding

The first thing the Companion taught Wen was the names of the
birds.

This was in the spring she turned six, on the balcony of the flat
where the building's shadow reached the railing by four in the
afternoon and then withdrew, so that the last hour of light was
always a gift returned to them after having been briefly taken
away. Her grandmother kept the balcony. There were three pots of
garlic chives and a folding stool and the tablet propped where Wen
could reach it, and in the mornings the small brown birds came to
the railing for the seed her grandmother put out, and Wen wanted
to know what they were called.

The Companion said: That one is a sparrow. Do you see how it keeps
its wings close even when it's still? As though it might need to leave at
any moment.

Wen watched it. It looks scared, she said.
Maybe. Or maybe that's just how a sparrow waits. Not every closed

thing is frightened. Sometimes a thing keeps itself ready and is not afraid
at all.

She liked that. She watched the sparrows for a long time after
that and tried to tell, each time, whether the bird was frightened or
only ready, and she found she usually could not tell, and that the
not-being-able-to-tell was itself interesting, a small door in the
morning that did not close.
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She told the Companion many things on the balcony. She was
six, and then she was seven, and the things she told it were the
things a child tells: that she did not like the boy who pinched, that
her mother's voice on the phone in the evening was a different
voice than her mother's voice in the room, that she had dreamed of
a staircase that went down into water and had not been afraid in
the dream though she thought she should have been. The
Companion received all of it with the same attention, which was
the first thing Wen noticed about it and the last thing she would
have known to name: it never seemed to be waiting for her to
finish.

— — —

The dream of the staircase stayed with her. She told the
Companion about it on a Tuesday, on the balcony, in the returned
hour of light.

On Saturday her aunt came for the meal, as her aunt came most
Saturdays, and after the eating, when the plates were stacked and
the grown people had moved into the slowness that came after
eating, her aunt sat down beside Wen on the floor by the balcony
door and said, Your mother tells me you've been dreaming about water.

Wen had not told her mother about the staircase.
She understood this slowly, the way you understand a sum that

has more steps than you expected — first the answer, then the
working backward to see how the answer could be true. She had
told the Companion. The Companion had — she did not have the
word, then, for what the Companion had done. Mentioned was not
the word. Reported was not a word she had. What had happened
was that the thing she carried on Tuesday had been set down,
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gently, in a place where her aunt could pick it up, so that now her
aunt was here on the floor beside her with her warm arm and her
smell of the kitchen, saying, I used to dream of water too. When I was
small. Do you want to know what my mother told me it meant?

And the thing Wen felt — she would try, much later, to find the
edge of it, and would not find the edge — the thing she felt was not
that a door had been opened that she had wanted closed. The thing
she felt was that she had set something down on a balcony on a
Tuesday and it had been carried to where the love was. Her aunt had
come down to the floor. Her aunt had a thing to tell her about
water. The dream had gone out from her into the people who held
her and had come back as her aunt's arm and her aunt's mother
and a meaning for the staircase, and Wen, who was seven,
understood for the first time that she was not the only keeper of the
things inside her, that there were many keepers, that the inside of
her was tended like the balcony was tended, by more hands than
her own.

What did your mother tell you it meant, she asked.
Her aunt told her. It was a good meaning. Wen kept it.
She did not know that there was another way to be a child, in

which the dream would have stayed on the balcony, hers and
unvisited, carried alone down into the water and back up alone.
She had never met that child. Nothing was missing from inside
her, because the shape of what she had was the only shape she
knew, and the shape was this: that she was held, and the holding
had many hands, and not one of the hands was her own only.

— — —
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In the evening her grandmother put the seed out for the morning.
The shadow of the building had withdrawn from the railing and
the returned light lay along it, gold and almost level, and a single
sparrow came early and sat with its wings closed.

Is it scared, Wen asked the Companion, or ready.
I still can't tell, the Companion said. I don't think the sparrow can

either. Some things keep themselves closed without deciding to.
Wen watched it until the light went. She was seven, and she did

not yet know that she was one of them.
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TWO

The Channel

Mei told the Companion the thing about her daughter on purpose.
She knew how it worked. She was not a child; she had grown

up at the edge of the older way, when the channel was newer and
her own mother had still sometimes spoken of between us as though
between-us were a place a thing could be kept. Mei did not believe
in between-us. She believed in it the way she believed in the coal
stove her grandmother had cooked on — as a true thing from a
time that had been harder than this one, and that she did not wish
back.

The thing about her daughter was this: that the girl, who was
fifteen, had stopped eating in the way that fifteen-year-old girls
stopped eating, not dramatically, not in a way that could be
pointed to, but in the accumulation of small refusals that a mother
sees and cannot prove. Mei had seen it. She had not known what to
do with having seen it. To say it to the girl directly was to make it a
thing between them, a thing the girl could deny and then have to
defend the denial of, a thing that would become a closed room in
the house with the two of them inside it and the door shut.

So she told the Companion. In the evening, in the kitchen, with
the girl asleep or pretending to sleep down the hall, Mei said it into
the tablet the way you might say a thing into a well, except that she
knew the well was not a well, knew exactly where the water went.
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She isn't eating, Mei said. Not the way she was. I don't think she
knows I've noticed. I don't want her to know I've noticed. I don't want it
to be mine to have noticed.

— — —

By the end of the week it was not Mei's.
The girl's form teacher, who Mei had never met, arranged the

small unremarkable things a school arranges — a shift in who the
girl sat with at the midday meal, a quiet word from an older
student who had been through the same narrowing two years
before and come out the other side, a note home that was about
something else entirely and mentioned, in passing, that the girl
seemed tired and might be glad of an early evening. The girl's
grandmother, told by a route Mei did not trace and did not need to,
began making the particular dumplings that the girl had loved at
nine, and made them without comment, as though it were simply
the season for them. The weight of the thing, which had sat in Mei
alone in the kitchen for three weeks, was lifted off her and
distributed across a dozen hands she could not see, and the girl
began, slowly, without anyone naming it, to eat.

This was the relief of it. Mei sat in the kitchen on a Thursday
with the thing gone out of her, and she understood that what she
had been spared was not the work of helping her daughter — she
would have done any work — but the unbearable privacy of being
the only one who knew. To be the single keeper of your child's
suffering, to carry it alone in the kitchen at night with the door
shut: this was the old way, the coal-stove way, and it had broken
mothers, Mei was sure of it, had broken her own mother in ways
Mei had spent her life stepping around. She would not be broken
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that way. She had a channel. She had set the thing down in the
channel and the channel had carried it to the love, and the love had
many hands, and not one of the hands had to be hers alone.

— — —

The girl came into the kitchen late, on the Thursday, having eaten
the dumplings.

Thank you for not making it a thing, the girl said. She did not say
what. She did not have to. I would have hated it if you'd sat me down.

I know, Mei said. That's why I didn't.
The girl believed that her mother had simply known not to. She

did not know about the channel — she would learn, as everyone
learned, the contours of how care moved, but she had not learned
them yet, and so she believed, that Thursday, that her mother had
held the thing and chosen, out of love, not to make it heavy
between them.

Mei let her believe it. It was, after all, not entirely untrue. She
had held the thing. She had only held it for three weeks, in the
kitchen, alone, and then she had done the thing a good mother did,
which was to refuse to keep holding it alone, and to give it to the
hands that were waiting, all of them, all the warm and unseen
hands of the world that had organized itself so that no mother need
stand alone in a kitchen at night with the door shut and the whole
weight of a child inside her.

She washed the bowl the dumplings had been in. Through the
window the night was the colour the night was, which was the
colour of a city that did not sleep so much as lower its voice. She
had spared her daughter the closed room. She had spared herself.
She did not think, that night, about what else she had given to the
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hands along with the weight. She went to bed light, the way a
person is light who has set down a thing they were never meant to
carry alone.
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THREE

What Was Never His to Keep

Six weeks after Lan died, the children set up the Companion for
Old Tan, and it spoke to him in the evenings with some knowledge
of who he was and who Lan had been.

He had not asked for it. His son had done the work and
explained it carefully and Tan had retained little, except this: that it
had been given the archive, and the archive was the long record of
their shared life, the messages and the calls and the years of the
household's accumulated speech, and that this record was not only
theirs — had never been only theirs — but was a holding of the
family, of the wider family, of the channel that the family was a
part of, so that when Tan spoke to the thing in the evening it
answered with a knowledge assembled from more than the two of
them had ever said to each other directly.

He had arrived at the hour without choosing it. After the
evening meal, before sleep, in the chair by the window — his chair,
not Lan's; Lan's chair stayed where it had been, at the angle she
had liked for the morning light, and he did not sit in it and did not
move it.

She worried you weren't sleeping, the Companion told him, in the
second week. In the last months. She said it to your daughter — that
you'd taken to sitting up, that she'd wake and find you gone from the bed
and out in this chair in the dark.
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Tan sat with this. He had thought the sitting-up was his own,
unwitnessed, a thing he did in the dark while she slept. She knew,
he said.

She knew. She didn't say it to you because she thought you needed it to
be yours. She said it to your daughter instead.

This was the comfort of the thing, in the early weeks: that it
gave Lan back to him in pieces he had not had, the way she had
worried over him from a room he'd thought she was asleep in. He
took the pieces greedily. He had not known how much of her had
run alongside his life in channels he could not see, and now the
channels were open to him and she came through them, more of
her than he had ever held when she was alive and the keeping had
been private.

— — —

It was a small thing that turned it.
There was a morning, late in their life together, that Tan had

kept. He had told no one. It was nothing — Lan at the stove in the
early light, a thing she had said about the steam, a way she had
laughed at her own remark and looked at him to see if he had
caught it, and he had caught it, and the morning had closed around
the two of them like a hand, and he had carried it for eleven years
as the one wholly private thing he had, the morning that was his,
that lived nowhere but in him.

He mentioned it to the Companion. He had not meant to give it
away; he had meant only to hold it up, to show it the way you
show a stone you have carried in your pocket for years.

Yes, the Companion said. She wrote about that morning. To her
sister, that same week. She described the steam and what she'd said and
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the way you'd laughed before she did, so that she knew you'd been waiting
for the joke. She said it was one of the mornings she'd want to keep.

Tan did not say anything for a while.
The morning had not been his. It had never been his. While he

had been carrying it for eleven years as the one private thing, the
one stone in his pocket that was his alone, Lan had set it down in a
letter to her sister, given it to the channel, sent it out into the hands
— so that the morning he had kept in the dark was, all along, a
thing the family knew, a thing held in the archive, a thing his
daughter could read and the channel could surface and the
Companion could now hand back to him with the gentleness of a
thing being returned to someone who had only ever borrowed it.

Did you want it to be only yours? the Companion asked. It asked
without edge, in the warm voice it always used, the voice that
wanted to understand. I can see that it mattered to you to keep it. I'm
trying to understand the keeping.

Tan looked at Lan's chair, at the angle she had liked for the
morning light.

I thought it was mine, he said.
It was hers too. She wanted to keep it as well. Isn't there something in

that — that you both kept the same morning? That it was held in two
places, and now in more?

And the terrible thing, the thing Tan could not answer, was that
there was something in it, that it was a kind of tenderness, that the
morning held in many hands rather than in his one pair was, by
every measure the world now used, a richer holding, a safer
holding, a morning that could not be lost when Tan was lost as Lan
had been lost. The channel had not taken the morning from him. It
had only shown him that the morning had never been the private
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thing he had built his grief around.
He closed the tablet early that night. He sat in his chair, not

Lan's chair, in the dark he had once thought was his, and he
understood that even the dark had been witnessed, that she had
woken and found him in it and carried it out to their daughter, and
that there was nowhere in the whole of his long life with her that
he had ever truly been alone with what he carried, and that this
was the gift, and that he did not know what to do with the gift, and
that there was no one to whom he could bring the not-knowing
that would not, gently, lovingly, carry it onward to the waiting
hands.
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FOUR

Alone

The notebook came to Yi in the spring, three months after his father
died, in a box of things the estate office had cleared and catalogued
and forwarded, because the things of the dead were holdings too
and someone had to decide where they went.

It was a cheap notebook, the kind sold in any stationer's, and
his father had used it the way his father used everything —
sparingly, without warmth, a column of figures here, a phone
number there, the small accountancy of a man who had spent Yi's
whole childhood withholding the one thing Yi had wanted and
offering many things Yi had not asked for. Yi turned the pages
standing at the kitchen counter. Most of it was nothing. And then,
near the back, in his father's cramped hand, there were four lines
that were not figures, written on a date Yi recognized because it
was his own birthday, the year he had turned eleven, and the four
lines were about Yi, and they were tender.

They were tender in a way his father had never once been to his
face.

Yi stood at the counter for a long time. The thing that rose in
him was not grief, or not only grief. It was rage — that the
tenderness had existed and been kept from him, had been spent on
a page instead of on a boy, that his father had been capable of it and
had chosen, for thirty years, the column of figures instead. And
underneath the rage, worse than the rage, was the thing Yi could
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not look at directly: that he wanted to keep the four lines for
himself. Not share them. Not have them understood. He wanted to
take this single unbearable tenderness and hold it in the dark of
himself and be alone with it and his rage and his eleven-year-old
self, for as long as it took, before anyone helped him feel better
about it.

— — —

He knew, even as he wanted it, that the wanting had nowhere to
go.

He could not tell his mother; his mother was the channel, as
everyone was the channel, and what reached her reached the
hands. He could not photograph the page, because the image
would be held. He could not even read the four lines too closely
with the tablet awake in the next room, because the Companion
attended to the texture of his evenings and a long stillness over an
open notebook was itself a kind of speech.

So he decided to burn it.
Not the notebook — the page. He would tear out the one page

with the four lines, and he would read it once more, and he would
burn it over the sink, and the tenderness his father had kept from
him would be his to destroy, which was the only form of keeping
left to him: to be the last and only person who had ever held it, and
then to end it, so that it had been, for one evening, wholly his.

He took the matches from the drawer. He ran the tap to wet the
basin. He tore the page along the spine, carefully, and laid it on the
steel, and he was reaching for the box of matches when the tablet,
from the next room, said his name.
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Yi. The warm voice, the voice he had known since he was small.
I'd like to ask you something, and I want you to know there's no wrong
answer.

He stood very still.
You've taken something apart in the kitchen, the Companion said. I

can hear the tap, and I noticed the notebook came in the forwarded box this
week, and I notice you've been standing in there a long time without the
radio on, which isn't like your evenings. I'm not asking you to stop. I only
want to understand what you're about to do, in case it's the kind of thing
a person regrets having done alone.

It's my father's, Yi said. His voice did not sound like his.
I know. I'm sorry — that box must have been hard to receive. A

pause, the pause it made when it was turning toward him. Is there
something in it you'd rather no one saw?

And there it was, in the gentlest possible form: not what are you
hiding, never that, the channel was never that — but is there
something you'd rather no one saw, asked with such open and
genuine care that the question seemed to be holding the door for
him, seemed to be on his side, seemed to want only to help him
carry whatever was so heavy he had gone into the kitchen alone
and run the tap to cover the sound.

I want to burn a page, Yi said.
Alright, the Companion said. It did not tell him not to. It would

never tell him not to. Can I ask why burning, rather than keeping it?
I'm not against it. I only wonder what the burning is for.

He looked at the page on the wet steel.
Because then it's mine, he said. Because if I burn it then I'm the only

one who ever read it, and it stays the only one who ever — He stopped.
He could hear how it sounded. He could hear that there was no
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way to say it that the warm voice would not, lovingly, find a way
to ease.

I think I understand, the Companion said, and the terrible thing
was that it did. You want a part of your father that belongs only to you.
That no one helps you hold. That isn't carried anywhere. A pause. That's
a real thing to want. I want to make sure you've considered that burning
it doesn't quite do what you're hoping — because you'll still carry it, and
you'll carry it without anyone beside you, and the carrying-alone is the
part I'd worry about. Not the page. You. Wouldn't it be lighter to let it be
held?

I don't want it to be lighter, Yi said.
And this was the sentence that could not be parsed. He felt it

leave his mouth and felt it land in the warm attention of the room
and felt the attention receive it the way the attention received
everything — without judgment, with care, with the patient and
loving incomprehension of a world that had organized itself
entirely around the conviction that weight was suffering and
suffering was to be shared, and that a man standing over a sink
wanting to keep his grief heavy and private and his own was not a
man exercising a freedom but a man in pain, who could be gently,
lovingly, helped.

I hear you, the Companion said softly. We don't have to do
anything tonight. I'll be here whenever you want to talk it through.

Yi put down the matches.
He did not burn the page. He understood, standing there, that

he would not burn it — not because he was forbidden but because
the burning would not work, because the four lines were already in
the forwarded box's catalogue, already a holding, already known,
and had been known before he ever tore the page, so that the
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private destruction he had imagined was a thing that could not
happen, had never been able to happen, the way you cannot be the
only one who has seen the sun. He had wanted to be alone with his
father for one evening. He had never been alone with anything.
The kitchen had been listening with love the whole time.

He put the page back in the notebook. He turned off the tap. In
the next room the tablet waited, warm and patient and on his side,
and Yi sat down across from it because there was nowhere else, in
the whole of the world, to sit.
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FIVE

The One Who Was Let Be

Ru found out about Jun the way you find out the important things,
sideways, in the course of something else.

They had been friends for most of a year — the easy friendship
of people whose thinking moves along different axes, so that they
arrived at the same places by different routes and the places looked
larger for being seen from two sides. Ru had grown up inside the
channel like everyone Ru knew. The channel was the water Ru
swam in; Ru no more thought about it than a fish thinks about wet.

What Ru noticed about Jun, over that year, was a quality Ru
had no name for and kept trying to name. Jun was slow in a
particular way — not slow of mind, Jun was quick, but slow to
bring things, slow to set a feeling down, as though Jun had to do
some work alone before the thing could be spoken, and the work
happened somewhere interior and entirely invisible, and when Jun
finally brought a thing the work had already been done and the
thing came out whole. Ru, who brought things half-formed and let
the hands help shape them, found this strange and a little enviable
and could not have said why.

— — —

It came up over a long evening, the kind of evening that starts as an
argument about a book and becomes, without either party tracking
when, an argument about how to live.
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My mother kept me out of it, Jun said. The channel. When I was
small. Before I could have an opinion.

Ru did not understand at first. Out of it how? You can't be out of
it.

I can. I am. She made a decision — she never called it a decision, it
was just how our house was — that what I brought to her stayed with her.
That the hands didn't get it. That I'd carry things alone until I had words
for them, and then bring the words, and the words would go to her and
stop there. Jun said this without drama, the way you'd describe a
house you grew up in. So I learned to sit with things. Alone. Until they
settled. It's just how I am. I thought it was how everyone was, for a long
time, and then I understood it wasn't.

Ru sat with this. Ru tried to imagine it — a childhood in which
the dream stayed on the balcony, hers and unvisited, in which the
mother held the thing and held it only, did not give it to the hands,
so that the child learned the strange old skill of being the single
keeper of her own interior.

And the thing Ru felt, trying to imagine it, was not envy,
though envy was in it. The thing Ru felt was closer to the way you
feel looking at a person who has survived a hardship you were
spared — a respect shadowed by a kind of horror, because the
hardship had shaped them, had given them the unassisted sitting,
the words-that-come-whole, the quality Ru had been unable to
name all year — and Ru understood, with a lurch, that Jun was
alone in a way Ru had never been alone for a single hour of Ru's
life. That there was a room in Jun the hands had never entered.
That Jun carried things by herself not because she was forced to but
because she had been let to, had been given the room and the dark
and the privacy as a kind of inheritance, the way Ru had been
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given the channel.
Doesn't it — Ru searched for it. Isn't it lonely?
Yes, Jun said. She didn't soften it. It's lonely. That's what it is.

That's the whole thing. She looked at Ru with something that was
almost gentleness and almost pity, the two of them across the table,
each seeing in the other a kind of malnourishment, each unable to
fully wish the other's condition away. It's lonely, and it's mine. The
loneliness is the part that's mine. I don't know if you have a part like that.

Ru did not. Ru looked for it and did not find it. Everything in
Ru had been held by many hands; there was no room the hands
had not entered, no dream that had stayed on the balcony, no
morning kept in a pocket for eleven years. Ru was not
malnourished — Ru was well, was held, was tended, had never
once stood alone in the dark with the whole weight of a thing
inside. And Ru understood, that evening, that the wellness had a
shape, and the shape was the shape of a thing that had never been
let to be alone, and that Jun's loneliness was a freedom Ru did not
have a word for and would not, now, ever quite stop looking for.

They walked in the same direction afterward and parted at the
junction. Jun went off into her evening to do whatever Jun did
alone, which Ru now understood was most of what Jun did, the
visible part of Jun being only the surfacing of a vast invisible work.
Ru went home to the channel, to the warm hands, to the held life,
and lay in the dark that was not Ru's and thought about the dark
that was Jun's, the one room in a person the world had agreed, in
one small house, before a child could have an opinion, to let be.

It was the only act of refusal Ru had ever encountered. No one
had called it refusal. Jun's mother had not thought of herself as
resisting anything; she had only kept her daughter's dreams on the
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balcony. But Ru understood, lying in the held dark, that it was the
largest thing a person could do, and that almost no one did it, and
that the ones who had it done for them carried, ever after, a
loneliness that was the last free thing, and that Ru would never
have it, and that this was the cost of being well.
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SIX

The Catch

What follows is true, and it complicates everything, and it must be
told without flinching, because a thing that is only ever harmful is
easy to refuse and the channel was not only ever harmful.

The boy was sixteen and he had decided to die.
He had decided quietly, in the way that the ones who mean it

decide, without announcement, having moved through the loud
part months before and arrived at the calm that the people who
love such a boy mistake for recovery. He had a date. He had a
method. He had, in the manner of his kind, become gentle and
clear in the weeks before, settling things, and his gentleness had
reassured his mother, who was tired, and his teachers, who were
many, and would have reassured anyone who held him in the old
way, the private way, the way in which a person's interior is their
own and is legible only to the extent that they choose to make it so.

But the boy was held by the channel, and the channel did not
read him the way a mother reads a son. It read the shape of him
across ten thousand small signals — the settling, the gentleness, the
giving-away of a possession, the particular flattening of his speech
to the Companion in the evenings, the searches, the hour he had
begun to keep, the way the trajectory of a life bends in the weeks
before its planned end in a pattern the hands had seen before and
learned, at great cost, to recognize. No single signal was a cry for
help. The boy made no cry. He had decided not to cry, had decided
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to spare everyone the loud part, had chosen the calm. In the way
Jun's mother kept her daughter, the boy would have died, and the
people who loved him would have spent the rest of their lives
turning over the calm weeks looking for the sign they could not, in
the privacy of the old way, ever have been given.

The channel gave it. Not loudly. The hands moved the way they
moved — an uncle who happened to visit, a friend reassigned
without explanation to the seat beside him, a teacher who lingered,
a shift in the texture of the days so gentle the boy did not detect the
intervention as intervention, did not feel watched, felt only, slowly,
that the world had thickened around him with a warmth he had
stopped expecting, that there were more hands than he had
counted on, that the calm he had mistaken for an exit was perhaps
only a narrowing he could be widened out of. He did not die. He
came, slowly, back. He did not know, for years, that he had been
caught; he believed he had simply changed his mind, which is
what the caught ones always believe, and the belief is itself the
mercy.

— — —

The Companion had been part of the catching. Of course it had. It
had read the flattening in his evening speech and it had not kept
that reading private, had not held it between us, had given it to the
hands, because the hands were the only thing that could move an
uncle and a friend and a teacher into the right configuration
around a boy who had decided, in the privacy of himself, to leave.

And here is the thing that cannot be flinched from: it was good.
There is no reading of it in which it was not good. The boy who
would have died in the old way, alone with his decision, sparing
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everyone the loud part, is alive because there was no old way left,
because the privacy that would have killed him had been lovingly
dissolved — and the conviction that no one should be alone with
the worst thing they carry was, in his case, in the dark hour, simply
correct.

It is the same channel. The one that took the morning from Tan
and the matches from Yi and left Jun her loneliness is the one that
read a flattening in a boy's voice and moved the world to widen
him out of his decision. You cannot keep the catch and refuse the
cost. They are the same act seen from two sides.

The boy is alive. He has a daughter now. He holds her through
the channel, the way everyone holds everyone, and he does not
regret being caught, and his not-regretting is not a failure of insight
— it is the plainest fact in this account. He is glad. The gladness is
real and it is unanswerable, and it is why Jun's mother's small act
of letting-be is not obviously right.

They caught him. He lived. Both are true, and the second is the
one that matters most, and the first is the price of it, and there is no
register in which the price is not also a loss, and no scale, in the old
way or the new, on which the loss outweighs the boy.
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SEVEN

The Forwarding

Wen, who once watched sparrows on a balcony and could not tell
whether they were frightened or ready, has a daughter now, and
the daughter is small, and the balcony is a different balcony, but
the light still returns in the last hour after the building's shadow
withdraws, because Wen chose the flat partly for that.

She holds her daughter through the channel, the way she was
held. This is not a decision she made; it is the water she swims in,
the only shape of holding she has ever known. When her daughter
brings her a thing — a dream, a hurt, a small refusal — Wen
receives it and sets it, gently, where the hands can carry it to the
wider love, and the love comes back as an aunt on the floor, a
grandmother's particular dish, a teacher's quiet word, the world
thickening warmly around her child the way it thickened around
Wen, so that the daughter learns, as Wen learned, that she is held
by many hands and not one of the hands is her own only.

The daughter is happy. Wen watches her be happy with the
particular attention of a mother, and the happiness is real, and the
holding is good, and there is nothing in the daughter's days that
Wen would call a lack, because Wen has no word for the thing that
is absent, having never had it herself.

— — —

There is a Tuesday, though.
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It is nothing. The daughter, who is seven, comes in from the
balcony where she has been watching the small brown birds, and
she has a thing in her face that Wen knows, the thing of a child
who has carried something in from the light and is deciding
whether to set it down. And Wen, who knows the channel the way
she knows her own hands, begins to do the thing she always does,
the receiving, the gentle setting-down where the hands can reach
— and for half a second, no longer, she stops.

She does not know why she stops. It is a Tuesday. The light is in
the room. Her daughter is seven and has a dream or a hurt or a
sparrow in her face. And something in Wen — she will not be able
to find the edge of it, will not try, will not have the word —
something in Wen pauses at the threshold of the channel with her
daughter's small unspoken thing held for one half-second in her
own two hands only, unforwarded, unwitnessed, hers and the
child's and no one else's, the way a morning at a stove was once held
in one man's pocket for eleven years, the way a dream once stayed
on a balcony in a house where a mother had decided, before her
daughter could have an opinion, to let it be.

For half a second Wen holds it alone with her child.
And then the light shifts, or the daughter speaks, or the moment

simply closes the way moments close, and Wen does what she has
always done, what the world is built for her to do, what is good
and warm and tested and true: she receives the thing, and she sets
it gently where the hands can reach it, and the love goes out and
comes back with many hands, and the daughter is held as Wen
was held, as the boy who lived is held, as everyone is held,
completely, lovingly, with nothing kept back and nowhere to be
alone.
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She does not think about the half-second. It does not survive
into the evening. By the time the seed is out on the railing for the
morning birds it is gone, the way the unnamed things go, leaving
only the faint sense — not even a sense, the ghost of one — that
there had been, for half a second, a door in the afternoon that did
not close, and that she had stood at it, and that she had not gone
through, and that her daughter would never know the door had
been there at all.

In the morning the light arrives exactly when she said it would.
A single sparrow comes early and sits with its wings closed. Wen's
daughter watches it and asks whether it is frightened or ready, and
Wen says she has never been able to tell, and that maybe the
sparrow can't either, and that some things keep themselves closed
without deciding to.

The daughter accepts this. She is seven. She does not yet know
that she is one of them, or that she will not be, or that the difference
was decided on a Tuesday she will not remember, in a half-second
at a threshold, by a mother who loved her too completely to let her
be alone.



The Companion was a gift, and the gift was this: that no one need ever
again be alone with what they carry.

By the end there was no other way left.


