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         On the day that the boy met the Lady for the first time, he had been having a very unpleasant morning. The schoolmarm had been very cross with him for fighting, even though he only started it because some of the mean boys were throwing stones at the younger children. But she didn’t listen, and she sent him with the other boys to the headmaster, who sent them all home early with notes they were supposed to have their parents sign.



As he walked home, the boy held his hands in his pockets and kicked up the soot on the street, making little black clouds that followed him down the street. Because he didn’t want to go home straight away, he went to the riverbank and threw stones into the water, pretending that he was really throwing them at the boys who had gotten him in trouble.



When his arms were tired he threw one last rock, but just as it skipped across the surface of the river, he thought he saw a sparkling, blue light in the water, close to where he was standing.



He knew it was not the sky’s reflection, because it was very cloudy that day. And since he had been reading a book about pirates and islands with treasure buried on them, he thought perhaps it was a sapphire or some other jewel.



The boy leaned close to the water, and when he held his head a certain way, he saw the light again. But it was only for a moment—the water was muddy and murky, so the boy leaned further. Just when he thought he could see the shape of the gem, one of his shoes slipped on the smooth, wet riverstones and he fell into the dark, foul-smelling water.



The water was deep, and the boy hadn’t yet learned to swim. He kicked and paddled and tried to yell for help, but there was water in his mouth, and mud in his eyes, and it was in his nose, too.



Just when his head sunk below the surface, his left hand brushed against something warm, and then he felt like he was



falling…



Suddenly there was solid ground beneath his feet. He stood upright in knee-deep water, sputtering and spitting.



When he got the mud out of his eyes, he looked around and realized that the water he stood in was not the brackish, soot-filled water from the river. This water was clear like crystal and sparkling, except in the places where the mud from his clothes leaked into it.



When he looked around, he saw a very different riverbank, with trees and grass and sun. The boy had never been to the woods before, and now he heard birds, and insects, and wind running through leaves.



“Hello?” asked the boy, after a while. “Is anyone there?”



The only response was the rustle of grasshopper legs and the quick notes of birdsong.



The boy walked to shore, stumbling.



“I’m from Baker Street, in London,” said the boy, because he thought the river must have washed him elsewhere. “Can anyone help me find my way home?”



Again, there was no reply, so the boy walked away from the sparkling river, into the trees ahead.



As he walked, he realized one of his shoes was missing, because the grass tickled his foot through his sock. The dirt was soft and wet, which wasn’t at all like the pavement and cobblestone he was used to walking on.



After he walked for a little while, the boy found a clearing. There were three little stones sitting around a large flat one, like chairs around a table. On top of one of the short stones, there was something moving. It was a being composed of light, and it was bright and shimmering and blue like the jewel he had seen in the water.



Then the light turned, and the boy could see that it had a face and a graceful, lithe body like a young woman. When the Lady saw the boy, her eyes widened and she bolted upright.



“What are you doing here?” she demanded. “How did you get here?”



“I-I’m sorry, miss,” said the boy. “I don’t—”



“Get out!” she said, stomping her foot. “Begone!”



There was a flash of light so bright that it hurt the boy’s eyes even when he brought both hands in front of them. And with that light came the feeling of



falling…



The boy found himself on a familiar muddy riverbank, every fiber of his clothes heavy with wetness. He looked around him and saw soot-coated brick buildings, and a dun, cloudy sky, and a great, big, murky river. Even though he had only spent minutes at the clear brook in the woods, the sky was already dark and orange.



Frightened, the boy scrambled to his feet and ran down the road that would lead him home. His shoe was still missing, and the hard cobblestone made his foot sore.



When he got home his mother gasped and scolded him for being so late and for his appearance. She stripped off his sodden jacket and dragged him by the ear to his father for a spanking for swimming and losing his shoe.



The boy’s father, who had been a soldier in the Great War, didn’t like to spank his children. Instead, once the boy’s mother left them, he sat in his chair, smoking his pipe for a while. When he was through, he told the boy that he was almost a man and ought to behave like one. The way he spoke was oddly quiet and heavy, but the boy was still frightened over what had happened at the river so he didn’t say anything back.



When the boy’s father saw that the boy had nothing to say, he shook his head and closed his eyes sadly. He sent the boy to bed without supper, lit his pipe again, and went back to smoking in the drawing room.



The boy lay in bed, underneath his covers for a long time before he finally fell asleep. And when he went to school the next day, his teacher was cross with him again, because he had forgotten all about having his parents sign the headmaster’s note, which must have been lost in the river.








It was more than a week before the boy felt brave enough to visit the river again.



On a Sunday afternoon, he put on his warmest jacket, and he made his way down to the riverbank. It took him a while, but eventually he found the spot in the river where he could see the shining blue shimmer in the water, the color of the Lady’s light.



The boy took off his jacket and left it folded neatly on the dry ground. He rolled up his trouser legs and waded into the water, just before it became too deep. Holding his breath and reaching out, he found that he could just reach the glowing shimmer with the tip of his finger before he lost balance, and soon he was



falling again…



Once more, the boy found himself in a clear, knee-deep brook. A late afternoon sun shone overhead, and the air smelled like dirt and wood and wildflowers.



This time, he crept his way to the clearing, hiding behind trees and boulders. But when he reached the clearing, the Lady already knew he was there. With a wave of a hand, the bush he was hiding beneath wilted and sank into the dirt, leaving him staring eye to eye with her.



“You’ve returned,” she said, simply. “Show me the entrance you took, so that I may close it as I have done with the others. Then I will send you away.”



The boy shook his head.



A look of comprehension passed across the Lady’s features.



“Oh yes, I had almost forgotten,” she said. With a twist of her hand and a flash of light, she suddenly held in her grasp two items. A muddy left shoe and a folded paper that was all wrinkly from being made wet and dry again.



“You’ve come back to claim your belongings, haven’t you?” she asked. “Take them, and then leave me to my solitude, boy.”



“No,” said then boy, when he finally found his voice. “I came here because I wanted to see you.”



A moment passed, as if the spirit were contemplating something, before she said, “Why would you want to see me?”



“Because you’re magic,” said the boy.



The Lady scoffed.



“Simple boy, I am not magic. I am a part of this world, even more than you are.”



“But you’re beautiful, and I’ve never seen anything like you before,” the boy insisted.



The Lady turned up her nose. “Why should I care for the adoration of a delinquent?” The Lady unfurled the wrinkled letter with a flick of her wrist and pointed at the contents. “There is no thing I despise more in the world than meaningless violence.”



“I—it wasn’t like that!” the boy stammered. The Lady raised an eyebrow, as if prompting him to continue, so he did. He explained how the other boys were cruel, and how his teacher didn’t understand, and how his headmaster didn’t care.



The Lady sat there on her stone stool for a while, thinking about what he had to say. A thought seemed to cross her mind, and she waved her hand in idle dismissal.



“Now I understand,” she said, “but it matters not. I haven’t much longer, and I intend to spend the rest of my time in peace.”



“What do you mean?” asked the boy. “Will you be leaving soon?”



“Yes,” said the Lady, flatly. She looked around the clearing, wistfully. “The river has been dying for the past two centuries. At this rate, I’ll be gone by the end of the next one.”



The boy stole a glance back towards the clear, crystal stream behind them. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with it at all.



“Not that brook,” the Lady smiled, despite herself. “The one out there she said, pointing upwards. The one that runs through your city.” The very last word slid off her tongue with disgust.



“Oh,” said the boy. “Then, where are we, miss?”



“We’re in my haven. Time flows slower and more peacefully here,” said the Lady. “I made this place long, long ago to share with the company of friends. It is a memory of what I used to be. But no longer.”



Leaning over the stone table, she rested her chin on her hand.



“When they began to pour ashes into my waters, I begged the last of my companions to put an end to it. Foolishly, I assumed that her inaction was borne not of inability, but of ignorance. She told me that there was nothing she could do, but I believed her not. So I closed the doors that linked my haven to the world, and locked them out of spite.”



The Lady sighed.



“That was more than a century and a half ago. She is certainly gone by now,” said the Lady. “Only when the torrents of ash and brine and poison continued did I realize she was right. Only when they continued to put up concrete barriers that stifled my breath did I realize that this kind of madness goes beyond the ability of just one person to stop.”



“I’m sorry,” said the boy.



“You needn’t be. My end has been a long time coming, and I’ve prepared myself for it.”



“Then why do you want to be alone?”



A long pause stretched out.



“Because Beatrice is gone,” said the Lady, “And I didn’t think there would be anyone after her.”



“Well, I can be here,” said the boy, resolutely. “No one ought to be alone when they die.”



The Lady flinched at the last word, but then her expression softened.



“It will not happen tomorrow,” she said, “or the day after that. It might not be decades before I go. Will you still visit? Even when you are grown and have better things to do?”



“Yes,” promised the boy, “I’ll visit. I’ll visit every day if I can”



The Lady cast soft eyes towards the boy.



“What shall we do, then?” she asked. “Beatice liked to read, so we would spend hours with our feet in the water and books in our hands.”



“I like to play games,” said the boy. “Do you like to play any games?”



The edge of a grin worked its way around the corner of the Lady’s mouth.



“Beatrice taught me tag,” she said. “I love to run.”








The boy kept his promise, and he visited the Lady many times. In the winters, when it was bitterly cold, the boy would still come, holding a bundle of dry clothes up above the water with one hand as the rest of him dipped into the icy river reaching for the gate. In the summers, the boy would bring biscuits and gooseberries and they would spend hours in the shade of the haven’s trees.



One day, when the boy had become a young man, he visited the Lady, as he had many times before. But there were no singing birds in the trees, and there were no insects in the grass. When he walked into the clearing, the Lady was not waiting for him as usual. Instead, she lay slumped over the stone table, unmoving, her normally radiant sapphire light barely a glow.



“Tamesa!” cried the young man, calling her by name. He took her graceful form into his arms and shook her with gentle and desperate hands.



The Lady’s eyes fluttered open, and they met the young man’s own. A moment later, her light shone brighter again, though not as bright as the boy thought he remembered it being.



“What happened?” asked the young man, as he helped the Lady sit up.



“Forgive me,” she said, rubbing her eyes with the back of a hand. “It has been a hard week, and it’s become difficult for me to maintain this haven.”



The young man nodded, but said nothing. He had noticed how much fouler the river had become over the years, but he had not seen any effect on the Lady until now.



“I’m sorry,” he said, “for all of the beastly things my people have been doing to you. If it were up to me, the lot of them would hang.”



“Don’t say that,” said the Lady. A flash of anger danced across her face, and in that moment she seemed as sharp and as brilliant and as beautiful as ever. “You know how much I hate it. I thought you were above these sorts of things.”



There was a pause which lasted far longer than it ought have while the young man pondered over his next words.



“What it is?” asked the Lady. “What’s wrong?”



When she leant forward, she saw the guilt in the young man’s eyes, and she said very quietly, “What have you done?”



“I’m going off to war,” said the young man.



There were no bird chirps or cricket noises to fill the silence between them.



“Why?” asked the Lady. “Why would you? I’ve always thought you were better than this.”



“Because…” the young man’s voice trailed away before he found it again. “Because it’s more complicated than that. There are some bad men who took the lands of others for their own.”



“So let them!” The Lady waved an arm in frustration. “What is a little space of ground compared to a life?”



“It’s more than that,” insisted the young man. “These men, they want to conquer us and make us like them. They want to destroy our way of life.”



The Lady sneered. “So is your way of living worth dying for? Worth killing for? Foolish boy, it is life itself that is precious.”



“They would hurt us and everything we care about if we let them,” said the young man. He took a breath to steel himself. “And if I am honest, I care not about the lives of those men. Lately, I care not even for my own life. Only for you.”



 The intention in his voice was unmistakable. The Lady was silent as comprehension dawned across her features.



“Tamesa,” said the young man, as he reached into his pocket, “I love you.”



With fumbling, clumsy fingers, he opened a little velvet box that held a modest circle of gold.



“Oh Adam,” said the Lady. She did not reach out to take the offered ring. “You silly, foolish boy. Can a man love the wind or the rain? Or the sun or the moon? Can a man love a river?”



“This one can,” said the young man. “Don’t you love me too? After all the time we’ve spent together?”



The Lady gently took the box, pressed it between the young man’s hands, and held them together between her own.



“I love you,” she said, “the same way the rain loves to fall. I love you the way that every living thing loves the touch of the sun and the kiss of the moon. But I do not and cannot love you the way a pretty girl loves a foolish boy. I cannot love you the way a wife loves her husband.”



The young man’s face fell, and his shoulders lost all of the steel he put into them. He looked into the Lady’s eyes and knew she was telling the truth.



“Can’t we just pretend, then?” he said, foolishly and desperately.



“No,” said the Lady.



The young man nodded and put the ring away.



“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry for being a foolish, little boy.”



“Don’t be,” said the Lady. “Should I be sorry for being a fading river? I am a creature of my nature, just as you are.”



The two of them sat, as they did many times before, in the shade of their favorite tree. But after just a moment, the young man stood up.



“I have to go,” he said. “My train leaves in an hour. I should have told you sooner. I should have told you everything sooner. But I have to go, now.”



“Then go,” she said, running her fingers through his messy hair. “Fight your war, as your nature tells you to. But come back to me.”



“I will,” said the boy. “I have a promise to keep, after all.”



With a nod, the Lady raised a hand and in a flash of light, sent him away.








Fighting the war was the most difficult thing the young man had ever done. Every day he thought about the Lady and her river, and he wished he could be back home.



By the time the war had ended, he was a changed man. He found that he thought about his father much more, even though his father had died of a heart attack several years before. He even learned to smoke, just as his father did, from friends in the army.



When he returned to London, he found out that his old house had been bombed away and that his mother was living with his uncle out in the country. The man booked a night at the inn, which was filled with many other soldiers, too. But as soon as he could, he left his things in the room, locked the door with the key they gave him, and walked down the familiar path to the riverside.



 The river had only grown worse in his absence. Even as he rolled up his sleeves and trouser legs, he nearly gagged from a scent like rotten eggs that hung above the water. And even in the darkness, he could only faintly make out the shimmer in the water that was the gateway into the Lady’s haven.



Holding his breath, he waded out into the water and reached out. Just as he touched the light, as he had many times ago, he began



falling…



… but this time it didn’t stop. 



He swam in a black, formless vertigo—a darkness that was as complete as it was empty. Struggling to find himself, the man cupped his hands around his mouth and called out into the blackness.



“Tamesa,” he cried. “Tamesa!”



Then, out of the stillness, came a voice so soft that at first he thought it was from his own mind.



“You came,” said the Lady. “You came back to me.”



“Yes,” said the man. “I’m here. But where are you?”



“I’m so sorry,” said the Lady. “It took all my strength to keep the door open for you, but I couldn’t save the haven. It’s gone.”



“That’s okay,” said the man, as he shivered in the cold. “None of that matters.”



“Thank you,” said the Lady. “Thank you for keeping your promise to me, even after all these years. You were right—it’s good to be with someone at the end.”



The man’s mouth dropped in surprise. “You’re not going now, are you?” he gasped.



“No,” the Lady said, “but it will be soon. And when I send you back, this time, I shan’t have the strength to open the door again.”



The man pulled his hair in frustration. “I should have come sooner.”



“No,” said the Lady. Her voice was weak, but happy. “You have come at just the right time, Adam.”



Another minute of quiet passed between them before the Lady spoke again.



“Tell me,” she said, “are you happy?”



And even though happiness was the furthest thing from the man’s mind, he answered, “Yes.” After a moment, he continued.



“When I was at war, a mortar shell landed about a yard away from me.” The man took off his shirt and pointed at several scars, even though he didn’t know if the Lady could see him. “Knocked me twenty feet away, broke just about every bone I had, and put four pieces of shrapnel in me.”



“And that makes you happy?” asked the Lady.



The man couldn’t help but laugh at her bemused tone.



“No, it certainly didn’t. But I spent the rest of the war at a field hospital.” He smiled. “I met a girl, there. Her name’s Heather and she’s from America. She was the nurse who helped put me back together, and I love her with all my heart. She’s given me her address, and as soon as I can, I’m going to move to New York with her.”



“Wonderful,” said the faint voice that bore the sound of a smile. “That’s so very wonderful.” But then she continued in a much more tired voice than before. “But if that's so, I need to send you back now.”



The man’s bearded jaw dropped.



“No!” he said. “I’ve just gotten here! We need more time!”



“I have not been able to keep hold of this place’s time,” said the Lady. “Almost an entire week has passed since you came here. And it will only become worse as my strength fades. If you stay here, your American girl will forget about you.”



“Please!” cried the man, “Just a little longer, Tamesa!”



“No,” said the Lady. “I shall not steal away your life for the sake of one that is ending.”



A flickering, blinding light engulfed the man, as he struggled not to go.



“Tamesa, please,” he begged. “Let me stay. I’ll miss you so much.”



“So will I,” said the faint, whispering voice. “I love you, Adam.”



And then the falling



stopped.



The man found himself kneeling at a muddy, rancid riverbank in the midafternoon sun. For the first time since he was a boy, he felt dreadfully alone.








The man came back to the riverside the next day and the next, but he never found the shimmering blue gate where it had always been since his boyhood. Finally, when he received a concerned telegram from his mother, he took the train out to his uncle’s house to see her.



He spent a month there, out in the country. There were many things in his mind after the war and after the Lady’s departure, and his uncle was kind enough to let him stay while he sorted himself out. He spent most days outside, in the shade of a great oak tree, thinking about the things he had done and seen and remembering the tree that the Lady had sat underneath with him.



When he was finally ready, he sent his American girl a telegraph to tell her that he was coming. The next week, he bought a ticket for a boat heading to New York City. After many days at sea, he saw the city and the great statue that guarded it, and it reminded him of his own Lady at home.



It took the man several hours to find the girl’s address, but he did. When the girl opened the door, her eyes sparkled like stars and she threw her arms around his neck.



The man couldn’t help himself, and he cried. He cried harder than he did even on the day of his last visit to the Lady, when he had been left on the muddy shore with nothing but his memories. It was the hardest, deepest, and the best cry he could ever remember having.



The man began to work at the girl’s father’s repair shop. It was good, difficult work that left him tired with sore fingers and a sore back every day.



The next spring, the man married his girl, and they had a son soon after that. And then they had a daughter, and then another daughter, and then another son. It was a happy life, filled to the brim and over again. He found himself thinking less and less about the Lady, even though he felt a pang of guilt when he realized it. He never told another soul about the Lady, but he was never sure why he didn’t.



Eventually, his life became so filled with children and nieces and nephews and grandchildren that the only times he remembered the Lady was for a few minutes some mornings if he dreamt about her the night before.



When his first grandchild had become old enough to find a job, the old man’s thoughts were finally filled with home. He thought about the lot on Baker Street where his house used to be. He thought about the food and drink they had in England that he couldn’t find in America. And he thought most of all about a river and its Lady.



Even though he thought he didn’t tell anyone, somehow word reached his grandson that he wanted to visit London again. The boy went and took extra shifts at his job without telling anyone, and gave the old man enough money for two plane tickets to London a few days before his fifty-third anniversary.



The old man wanted to hug his grandson so tightly, but when he put his arms around him, he found that there was no strength in them anymore. His grandson’s hug was much firmer than his own, and he wasn’t even trying.



The old man thought about how long the Lady must have been gone, and how long he himself had left. So on his anniversary, he spent the day on a plane with his wife. He had been on a plane before in the war, and the trip brought back many memories that he shared with his wife and the passengers around him during the flight.



When they arrived, it was evening. His wife was tired from the trip, so he took her to an inn—the same one he had stayed at after the war—and put her to bed. But he wasn’t tired at all because of jet-lag, so the man went out on his own.



He went to Baker Street, and saw that where his house had once been, there was now a clothing store that sold dresses and shirts in the oddest shapes and colors he had ever seen.



He went to his old school, and saw that it had been renovated. It had computers in some of the classrooms and bright fluorescent lights everywhere.



And then the old man went to the river. And when he was there, he looked at it and gasped.



The river ran clean. There were birds bathing at its surface and fish swimming in the water. There were grasses and bulrushes growing at the banks. The river ran cleaner than it did even in the old man’s childhood.



A student walking by saw the old man staring at the river, and asked him what was wrong. When the old man asked her how the river could be so clear, the student told him about the restoration the government did back in the seventies. She told him how there were new laws to make sure the river would always be clean and healthy forever.



When the student was done, the old man walked down to the riverbank. He took off his shoes, which took him a long time because his fingers were cold and tired. He rolled up his sleeves and his trouser legs, which took a long time because his arms were stiff and weak. Then he found the spot at the riverside that he knew so well.



And when he tilted his head just so, he found a sparkling emerald light, right where the blue one used to be. And when he reached out his hand and touched it, he found himself



falling…



The old man found himself in a clear, knee-deep stream that babbled between trees and smooth, grey stones. His memory served him well, and he soon made his way to the clearing in the woods where three little stone stools sat around a great stone table. And at one of those stools sat a shimmering green light—a Lady with a smile on her face as wide as the sun itself. For a moment, the old man wondered if she recognized him, but the Lady's smile grew even wider as she saw him.



"Welcome back, Adam," she said.





      

      
   