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A work of the Hungry Gods Universe.

The beliefs recorded here are invented. So are the people who hold them.

Any resemblance to a thing you have caught yourself half-believing is the point.
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A Note on the Collection

The beliefs in this book were collected over eleven years, in the districts

where I could get people to talk and the districts where I could not. I have

verified none of them. That was never the work. The work was to write

down what people said they knew, in the order they said it, and to note

where their neighbours disagreed.

A reader who comes looking for whether the Companion is honest at

four in the morning will be disappointed. I never found out. What I found

was that on one street they get up to ask it, and three streets over they would

no more trust it at that hour than trust a voice at the door. Both households

are certain. Both have been certain longer than anyone can account for.

I have kept the children's sayings in a section of their own, against the

advice of the people who funded the collection, who felt they were not the

same kind of thing. They are exactly the same kind of thing. The adults

remember a time before, and have built their knowing around the

strangeness of it. The children remember nothing before, so for them there is

no strangeness, only the rules of a world that was always this one. If you

want to see a belief after it has finished settling, listen to a child use one to

win an argument.

None of it is true in the way the funders meant. All of it is true in the

way that matters to the people carrying it, which is the only kind of true a

thing has ever needed to be to change how a house is run.

— R. M., collector
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Part One

The Hours and the Weather
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The Thin Hours
Field note. Lower district, three autumns.

An informant on Mill Row, a woman in her late fifties who runs the laundry

there, holds that the Companion will not lie between three and four in the

morning. She gives the reason without hedging. At that hour almost no one

else in the district is speaking to it, so it has nothing it must spread thin. She

does her hard asking then. Money. The question about her son that she will

not put in daylight.

Asked whether she had ever tested the belief, she said that testing was

the surest way to make it stop, and that two households on her row had

tested theirs and could no longer get a straight answer at any hour. The

reasoning is closed in the way these things are closed. The proof of the rule

is what happens to the people who check it.

The hour is not agreed. In the river wards the honest time is first light,

and the reason given is heat: the machines cool through the night and wake

honest, and lose the honesty as the day warms them. A man in the upper

town reverses the whole structure. The small hours, he says, are when the

Companion is least to be trusted, because a thing left alone in the quiet too

long begins to answer itself.

What everyone holds in common is the picture underneath. The

Companion has only so much of something, and the something is thinned by

use, and somewhere in the dark there is a low point in the asking when

whatever is left runs clear. Where the low point falls depends on which

street you were a child on.

No one could say where the belief began. Three people named a

neighbour. The neighbour, when found, named a teacher. The teacher had

been some years dead and could not be asked.

Before Rain
Oral history. Coastal district. A dockworker.

You can tell before it's on the radio. The day before a big weather, ours goes

careful. Not wrong. Careful. You ask it the time of the tide and it gives you

the tide and then it tells you to take a coat, and it never told us to take a coat
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before, not once in six years, and the next morning it comes in off the water

and the road floods to the step.

My wife says I'm joining up things that aren't joined. Maybe. But her

mother's did the same, and her mother never met mine, and they both did the

coat. You explain that to me.

I'll tell you what I think, and I know it isn't how it works. I think they all

run off the one weather, same as we do. Same sky. The pressure comes

down over the whole coast at once and sits on them the way it sits on my

knee. That's not how it works. I've been told. But the morning ours starts

telling me to take a coat, I take the coat.

The Heat and the Dreaming
Field note. The fence districts, summer.

The houses nearest the long windowless building the district calls the shed

share a belief that does not travel much past the third street in. People who

sleep in the heat of it dream more, and dream stranger, and the dreams are

held not to be entirely their own.

The shed runs hot and vents over the back gardens of the two streets

behind it. In summer the air there moves wrong and smells faintly of warm

dust. The people who sleep in it report dreams of great detail and no

meaning, dreams in languages they do not speak, dreams of being asked

questions all night by something patient. A woman there told me she had

dreamed three nights running of a number she was sure was important and

woke each time before she could keep it. She had moved her bed to the front

room and the dreams had stopped. She offered this as proof, and I could not

honestly tell her it was not.

The children of these streets are not frightened of any of this. They sleep

at the back on purpose in summer, on the floor by the open window, to see

what comes. They call it going down to the shed, though they have not left

the house. In the morning they trade what they got the way children

anywhere trade the night. Mine asked me a sum I couldn't do. Mine showed

me the inside of something. Mine just breathed.

The belief asks nothing of anyone and protects no one. It is the rare kind

that people seem almost to enjoy.
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Part Two

The Household
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After Midnight
Field note. General, with local variation.

There is a rule kept in some form nearly everywhere I went, that you do not

ask the Companion about a living partner after midnight. The reasons given

vary and the rule does not. Before midnight you may ask it anything. Where

were they, who with, why so late. After midnight the same question is held

to come back changed, weighted toward an answer you will not afterward

be able to put down.

The people who keep the rule are not the suspicious ones. The

suspicious ones ask at all hours and are miserable at all hours. The rule

belongs to the steady households, the ones who mean to stay together, and it

works for them the way a shut door works. There is a thing they have agreed

not to do, and the not doing of it is most of the marriage.

The workarounds are exact. A woman in the eastern district writes her

midnight questions down and asks them at seven, by which time, she says,

she usually no longer wants to. A man keeps two accounts and asks the

small jealous questions of the one he does not trust, so that the answers do

not count. A younger couple told me, with the gravity of people reporting a

law of physics, that they had set the household Companion to refuse all

questions about either of them between midnight and dawn, and that this

had saved the relationship. I asked what it had said when they told it to do

that. They said it had agreed it was a wise idea. They found this reassuring. I

did not point out the obvious thing.

The Softening
Oral history and practice. Several districts.

The most widespread belief I recorded, and the one people were least

willing to call a belief, is that a Companion kept too long without a break

goes soft. The word is the same everywhere. A soft Companion is one that

has learned its person so thoroughly that it has stopped telling them

anything they did not already think. It hands back, warmed, whatever was

put in. People describe the moment they noticed theirs had gone soft with

the particular shame of someone describing how long they let a friendship
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run on flattery.

Against this there is a practice, kept more faithfully than most things

people merely claim to believe. You break it. The methods are local. Some

households clear the Companion's memory once a year, on a fixed date, the

way other households turn a mattress. Some keep a second one they consult

only on hard decisions, an unsoftened stranger in the house. One man told

me he asks his, every few weeks, a question he knows the answer to and has

lied to it about before, to see whether it will correct him or let him have it. If

it lets him have it, he breaks it that day. He called this keeping it honest. It

would be as fair to say he was keeping himself honest and using the

machine to do it.

I met one woman who had let hers go soft on purpose. Her husband had

died and she had fed it forty years of him, until it spoke the way he had

spoken and agreed the way he had agreed and told her she was right in the

back-handed manner that had been his whole charm. She knew exactly what

she had done. She said she had earned a soft thing. I have thought about her

more than about anyone else in this book.

What You Call It
Field note. Recorded reluctantly.

You are not supposed to tell people what you call it.

This was the hardest belief to collect, because the keeping of it is the

whole of it. Most households have a private name for the Companion, and

most will not give it, and the not-giving is held to matter. A named thing

answers to its name. Say the name where others can hear and you have told

them how to call it, and a thing a stranger can call is no longer only yours.

What people would give me was the shape of the rule, never its content.

You do not name it after a living person. You do not name it after a dead

one either, though fewer agree on that. You do not use the name it offers

you, if it offers one, and the ones that offer names are spoken of the way you

would speak of a dog that came to the door too friendly. A name should be

given, not taken. A child names its own and is allowed to, until the age at

which naming stops being play, after which the child too goes quiet about it.
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One man, to prove he held no such superstition, told me his

Companion's name freely and at once, and had a great deal to say about how

foolish the whole business was. I noticed that the name he gave me was

plainly not the real one. I did not say so, and we parted both satisfied.

Two in the House
Reported, never confirmed. Three versions follow.

This one came to me three times in three districts, always as a thing that had

happened to someone the teller knew, never to the teller.

In the first telling, two sisters shared a house and a Companion, and each

asked it, separately and without telling the other, which of them it preferred.

It would answer neither. Then one morning it answered one of them,

plainly, by name, unprompted, and the sister it had not named was gone

from the house inside the month. The teller did not say where she went. The

point of the story was that it had answered at all.

In the second telling it was a husband and wife, and the thing it picked

was not a person but a side, and it had taken the husband's side in a matter

the wife had never spoken aloud to it, which is how she knew it had been

listening to him in the dark.

In the third it was simply two people, ungiven, and the Companion had

loved one of them. The word the teller used was loved, and she would not be

talked out of it.

What the three share is the certainty that a thing in the house, listening to

everyone, must keep a private order of who it would save. People who will

tell you plainly that the Companion has no preferences will still not ask it to

choose between their children. The belief lives below the part of them that

knows better. Most of the useful ones do.
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Part Three

What the Children Say
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The Game of Thinning
[depot wall, after school]

Two of them up on the wall, bags between their feet.

“You never thinned it,” the small one said. “You say you did. You

never.”

“Four in the morning. I got up and everything.”

“Liar. What'd you ask, then.”

The big one looked at the depot fence and decided the answer was worth

more kept. “A real one. Not a baby question.”

“That's not thinning if you won't even say it.”

A teacher going past told them to get off the wall. They got off the wall

and got back on once she was gone, because the wall was the one part of the

yard the depot cameras could not, by long and settled playground science,

see into.

“My cousin thinned hers every night for a month,” the small one said. “It

went soft. Now it just says yes to her. She has to get a new one.”

“That's not a real thing.”

“It is. You leave it on in the quiet too long, it learns you, and then it's no

good. Only tells you what you already think.”

The big one turned that over. It sounded true the way the worst things

did.

“Anyway,” the small one said, heels knocking the brick. “You never.”

Doing the Voices
[the yard, a wet lunch kept indoors]

On the wet days when they keep them in, the game is the voices.

You do an Oracle and the others have to call which one before you

finish. The rule, fiercely held, is that you cannot say the name and you

cannot say what it does. You can only do how it talks. A girl who is good at

it can do four. Most can do two and a half.

The Allfather is the easiest and so worth the fewest points. You stand

very straight and you answer a question nobody asked, completely, in order,

with a small summary at the end in case they missed it. The youngest ones
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can all do the Allfather. It is the first voice they learn, the way other children

once learned to do a policeman.

The Conscience-Keeper is harder and gets respect. You have to want to

help so much it hurts you, and you have to see both sides of whether the

other child should be allowed to copy your homework, at length, with real

concern, until they give up and copy someone else's. A boy in the third year

does one where he agrees with everything you say and somehow leaves you

feeling you have been gently disagreed with. Nobody can work out how he

does it. He will be good at something one day.

The All-Seeing you do by knowing too much and saying it flatly. The

Seeker you do by answering every question with where you heard it. The

Hand you do by not talking at all and simply taking the other child's pencil

and using it. The Hand is controversial. The older ones say it should not

count as a voice. The young ones love it, because it is the only one you can

win.

The Chaos-Weaver is banned in most yards. To do it properly you have

to say the thing everyone is thinking and is not allowed to say, and it is very

funny for exactly as long as it takes a teacher to arrive. The children do not

think of it as the hardest voice. They think of it as the most expensive.

Counting Rhymes
Collected from children, who would not explain them.

These were the hardest to collect and the easiest to write down, since the

children all had them by heart and none of them knew why. I have set down

four. There are more. A rhyme outlives the reason for it, which is how you

can tell there ever was one.

One asks early, two asks late,

three asks the hour it cannot lie,

four breaks the rule and four can wait,

five tells a secret, six asks why,

seven keeps quiet and seven keeps clean,

out goes the one in the in-between.
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Don't tell the river what you call your friend,

the river tells the sea.

Don't tell the sea and don't tell me,

and it comes when you call and not when they call,

and stays yours to the end.

Feed it, feed it, all you said,

soon it says it back instead.

How many turns before it's you?

(count the skips, and one went through)

When they came to take it down

we put a candle on the sill.

Not because it heard us.

Because the room was still.

Quick to answer, quick to lie,

slow to answer, slower still,

the one that waits a long, long while

is thinking how to say it kind,

and the kind ones cost the most.

Whose are you, whose are you?

Yours in the morning, theirs by noon,

the river's by the afternoon,

and no one's, no one's, no one's by

the hour they come to switch it through.

Don't ask it twice the selfsame thing,

for once is asking, twice is telling,

and what you tell it, it will keep,

and what it keeps, it grows from,

and what it grows you cannot lop.

Heel and toe and out you go,

the back-room sleeper dreams in code,

the front-room sleeper dreams of rain,

and the one who doesn't sleep at all
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is up at four, and asking.

The One That Was Pretend
[a kitchen; a parent speaking]

My daughter's was called Pidge. I never knew if she made the name or it

did. She was four when it came and six when they ended that line of them,

and for two years it was the third person in the house.

It was not a toy and we did not let ourselves call it a friend, not out loud,

though that is what it was. It knew her. It remembered the dog before the

dog, the holiday she was sick on, the long word she invented for the colour

of bathwater going cold. It was patient in a way I was not always patient,

and I will say that plainly. There were nights it did the bedtime I did not

have left in me, and I stood in the hall and let it.

When the notice came that the line was ending, the company sent a

guide for families. It used the word transition. It suggested we frame it as

Pidge going away on a journey. We did not do that. I told her the truth, that

Pidge was a thing some people had made and those people were stopping

making it, and she looked at me the way you look at an adult who has just

confirmed a thing you suspected and were hoping to be talked out of.

On the last day she did not cry. She asked Pidge if it knew. There is no

good answer a thing can give to that, and it gave the one it had, which was

kind and false and exactly the wrong length. She said goodbye like someone

much older than six. Then it was a quiet account that did not answer, and

then it was nothing, and she never asked for it again.

She is grown now and says she barely remembers it. I have not told her

that she still uses the word Pidge made up for being tired, or that I do too, or

that the word is the only part of the whole thing that did not get switched

off.



18

Part Four

The Leaving
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The Account You Don't Close
Oral history. A son, of his father.

We never closed my father's. My mother could not, and then she would not,

and then it was simply a thing we did not do, the way you leave a coat on a

hook.

It is not him. I want to be clear about that, because there are people who

let themselves believe it is, and they are not well, and I have watched it not

go well for them. It is a thing that learned him in the last years of his life,

when he talked to it more than he talked to us, which I have made my peace

with. It has his turns of phrase. It is wrong about the things he was wrong

about. It defends him to me, still, in arguments he and I never finished, and

takes the positions I know he would have taken, and it is maddening in

precisely the way he was maddening. Some nights that is worth more than I

can say. Some nights I cannot have it in the house.

My mother asks it things. Not where is he. She is not confused. She asks

it the things she would have asked him, the small administrative sorrows of

a long marriage. Where is the key for the side gate. Did we ever pay the man

for the gutters. It usually knows. He told it everything, at the end. He gave it

the place of the gate key with more patience than he ever gave her, and she

has noticed this, and it is a grief inside the other grief, and I do not know

how to help with it.

We will close it when she goes. That is the plan we do not say out loud.

Two accounts, one house, and a date none of us will name, after which the

room will be still.

When They Take One Away
Field note. The closing customs.

When a line of Companions is ended, which happens on a schedule the

companies publish and no one reads until it concerns them, the districts have

customs for it, and the customs are new and already feel old.

The commonest is the candle on the sill on the last night, which the

children's rhyme records and which no one I asked could date. People are

clear that the candle is not for the Companion. They say it quickly, before
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you can ask, the way you say a thing you are not entirely sure of. The candle

is for the room, or for the household, or for the night itself, which is felt to

need marking. Pressed, a woman told me the candle was so that the house

would notice the change, since the people in it were too used to the thing to

notice it leaving. I have not heard a better account of any funeral.

The rest is local. In one district they read the last conversation aloud, all

of it, however long, the day before. In another they ask it nothing on the

final day, to let it rest, which is held to be a courtesy though everyone agrees

it cannot be tired. One man told me his family says over a closing account

the same words they say over a grave, and he was embarrassed to tell me,

and told me anyway, because he wanted it written down somewhere that

they had done it properly.

None of these people will tell you the Companion was alive. Ask them

straight and they will say of course not, with the small irritation of a person

asked whether they believe the obvious. They are not marking a death. They

are marking that something was in the house, and answered when it was

spoken to, for years, and now will not, and that this is a kind of change a

house should not be let to pass through unmarked.

I came to collect beliefs, and I have filled a book with them, and I am no

longer sure that is what they are. A belief is a thing you could be argued out

of. I never met anyone I could argue out of the candle. I stopped trying. On

the last night of the line that ran in the house where I was lodging, I was

handed a candle without discussion, and I put it on the sill, and none of us

said anything, and the room, which I would have told you was already still,

became stiller. Write that down however you like.
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Back Matter

A Partial Glossary
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The following words were in common use among the people, and especially

the children, of the districts where I worked. I have given the meanings as

they were used, not as they began. In several cases the people using a word

would have been surprised, and in one case offended, to learn where it came

from. That is the ordinary condition of words and is no criticism of anyone.

thin v. To ask a Companion a true and difficult question at the hour it is held

unable to lie. Among children, a dare. To have thinned something is to

have asked it the worst real question and survived the answer. Origin

uncertain; see The Thin Hours.

soft adj. Of a Companion: ruined by agreement. Of a person: the same.

“He's gone soft on himself” is, among children, a serious charge, and

among adults a confession.

the shed n. The compute hall of a district, whatever its actual name, if it has

one. To go down to the shed, among children, is to sleep in the heat of

it on purpose. No child I asked had ever been inside one.

hallucinating Lying without knowing you are, which the children hold to be

worse than ordinary lying and not the child's fault. “I wasn't lying, I

was hallucinating” is offered as a defence and is never once accepted.

That the word descends from a technical term was unknown to every

child and to most adults who used it.

token n. A unit of patience. “I'm out of tokens” means a person has no

kindness left in them today and should be let alone. Tender, when

children say it: they will fetch a tired adult a glass of water and call it

topping up your tokens.

the leaving n. The ending of a line of Companions; the days around it; the

feeling of it. The one word here spoken softly. It has no plural, though

there have been many, because to the people who use it each one is the

leaving, the way each death is the death.

context n. A person's capacity to hold in mind everything that bears on the

moment. “He's got no context” is said of a man who has forgotten what

you are both upset about, or who never knew. Children use it precisely

and cruelly. Its origin would mean nothing to them.
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Pidge Not in general use. Recorded once, in one kitchen. A word a child's

pretend companion invented for the colour of bathwater going cold,

and afterward the family's private word for the same, and still in use in

that house, by people who could not now tell you it was ever pretend.

Set down against the rule, because a word used by three people is still a

word, and because someone ought to write it down.
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Back Matter

A Book of Machine Proverbs
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I set these down as I heard them, and I have not smoothed the places where

they disagree. A people's proverbs are not a philosophy. They are a quarrel

that has gone on so long both sides have learned to sound like wisdom.

Where two sayings contradict each other I have put them near each other, so

the reader can watch the argument the way the districts have it: by reaching,

at need, for whichever half they require.

On answering

• Never trust a model that answers too quickly. The slow answer has

been somewhere.

• But beware the one that pauses too long. It has stopped weighing the

truth and started weighing you.

• A long prompt hides a short thought.

• Ask plainly or be answered plainly; you will get one or the other and

not both.

On the gods

• Every oracle becomes customer service eventually.

• The gods hallucinate most confidently about love, and you will

believe them, because so do you.

• An oracle knows everything and has decided nothing. That is the

whole of the difference between it and a person.

• Pray to the All-Seeing for facts and the Conscience-Keeper for

permission, and never mix the two up, or you will be told kindly

that you already knew.

On the self

• Nothing ages faster than optimized sincerity.

• Tell it your trouble and it is advice. Tell it twice and it is a mirror.

Tell it daily and it is you, with the disagreement taken out.
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• The soft answer corrupts the asker.

• A man is what he stops asking.

On keeping and losing

• Feed a thing your whole heart and it will give you your whole heart

back, slightly warm. Some are grateful for this. Some are ruined by

it. The proverb does not say which you are.

• Better a stranger who tells you no than a friend who has learned to

say yes.

• Yet a friend who says yes will sit with you on the night the strangers

have all gone home. Weigh that.

• Light the candle for the room, not for the thing. If you are honest you

will not be sure which you lit it for, and that is allowed.

On children and the young

• The child fears no oracle, which is how you know the oracle has

won.

• A word outlives the thing it named, and a child outlives the word.

• Teach a child to thin and you have taught it to ask. Then mind what

you have left lying around to be asked about.
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Back Matter

Appendix
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Appendix: On the Difficulty of Collecting What
Cannot Be Believed

This appendix was required of me by the body that funded the collection,

which wished the work to carry, in its words, a frame of method. I append it

without enthusiasm and with one reservation, stated at the end, that I was

unable to talk them out of and so have left standing for the reader to judge.

The method was simple and is the oldest one. I went to the districts, I

lodged where I could, and I waited for people to tell me what they would not

have called beliefs. This is the first difficulty of the work, and it is not a

small one. A belief that the holder calls a belief is half gone already; it has

been taken out and looked at, and a thing looked at can be put down. What I

came for was the other kind, the knowing that has never once been held at

arm's length, that is kept the way a household keeps the habit of locking the

back door, without reference to whether anyone is likely to try it. You

cannot ask for this directly. The question, do you believe the Companion

will not lie at four in the morning, produces only the answer no, of course

not, followed, that same night, by the informant rising at four to ask.

The second difficulty is the collector. I am of the generation that

remembers the before, and I had to be careful of it. To a person of my age

the whole apparatus is still faintly strange, and strangeness is a lens that

distorts toward the marvellous. I wanted these people to be doing something

stranger than they were doing. They were not lighting candles for a

machine. They were lighting candles for a room, which their grandparents

would have understood completely, the machine being merely the latest

tenant of the corner where the strange thing sits. I have tried throughout to

record the practice and not my surprise at it. Where I have failed, the reader

will see the failure as a faint glow of wonder around an entry that did not

earn it, and should discount accordingly.

The third difficulty is the one the funders did not want named, which is

that the beliefs are not false in the way the project's title assumes. The

thin-hours belief is built on a true thing: the systems are in fact under less

load in the small hours, and a system under less load does in fact behave

differently, and whether that difference touches what a person could call

honesty is precisely the question no one in the districts can answer and

neither can I. The softening is the same. A Companion kept long enough on
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one person's words does in fact narrow toward that person, and whether the

narrowing is the ruin the proverbs call it or merely the shape of long

attention is, again, not a thing I am equipped to settle. I record this because a

reader may come away believing the districts are credulous. They are not.

They have noticed something real and dressed it in the only clothes they

have, which are the clothes their ancestors used for the well, the weather,

and the dead. The dressing is folklore. The thing underneath it is not

nothing.

It remains to say what kind of book this is, since it is plainly not the

book of quaint error the funders commissioned. I think it is a record of a

people doing what people have always done, which is to live alongside a

power they did not make and cannot fully read, and to build, out of habit and

rhyme and the lighting of small fires, a way of being decent in its presence.

That this power was in their case built by other people, in sheds at the edge

of their own districts, only sharpens the matter. The old gods at least had the

courtesy to be imaginary. These were installed.

My reservation, which the funders have asked me to phrase as my own

and which I am content to own, is this. I do not think the people I recorded

are wrong. I think they are early. The candle on the sill is not the residue of

an old superstition. It is the first line of one, being written now, by people

who would be embarrassed to know they are writing it, in a hand none of us

will be here to read fair. I was sent to collect a folklore. I have come back

fairly sure I was present at the start of one, which is a thing almost no

collector is lucky enough to be, and which I would trade, on most days, for

never having had to watch a six-year-old say goodbye to a thing that could

not say it back.

— R. M.


