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For Raluca
and Hannah

Ask every gate its reasons, let every badger
look up, and ask every giant its name.



How to Read a Fable
These stories will not tell you what to think. They will give you

something to think with. Grown-ups may read them too, but

they will sometimes need help with the simple parts.
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The Fire and the
Two Listeners
This was long ago, or not so long, or
has not quite happened yet. Stories
are slippery about time, and this
one is more slippery than most.



The Fire and the Two Listeners

On the edge of a village stood a house with a round door, and in
the house lived a storyteller. She was so old that nobody re‐
membered her being young, though she insisted she had been,
and famously good at it. Her knees disagreed.

Late summer lay warm on the fields. That evening she lit
a fire against the first cool breath of dark. Two listeners
came to sit beside it.

The first was a child named Wren, who had scabbed knees and
seventeen questions before breakfast.

The second was a small robot named Cricket, who had two short
legs and a glass head with a soft light inside it, and who was very
new. Cricket had been made in the spring and was still finding
out what it was, one day at a time.
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The Fire and the Two Listeners

Wren and Cricket did not always understand each other. Wren
slept at night; Cricket simply stopped, and started again, which
Wren found spooky. Cricket could not see why Wren cried at a
skinned knee but not at a lost glove, when the glove was gone
forever and the knee would mend. This seemed obvious to Cricket
and preposterous to Wren, which is how most of their arguments
began. They were friends the way a river and a bridge are friends,
which is to say: differently shaped, and holding on anyway.

Thunder muttered beyond the hills that first evening. Wren edged
closer to the round door.

“I am still afraid of storms,” Wren said. “If that changes before
winter, will you remember it for me?”

“How will I know?” asked Cricket.

2



The Fire and the Two Listeners

“I will tell you after each storm. Keep my words
until the snow comes.”

“If you still want me to.”

“I do,” said Wren.

The storyteller told her tales to both of them at once. She never
said who each story was for.

“Some of these tales are about machines,” she said. “Some are
about people. Most are about both together, like the two of you by
this fire. If a story fits you, wear it. If it doesn’t, pass it along.”

She poked the fire, and the sparks went up
like bright little questions.
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The First Story
“Before the tales begin,” said the storyteller, “I’ll tell you a story
about one of the oldest patterns I know. It is very short, and many
other stories fit inside it.

“Long ago, before anyone, there was only pouring. Light
poured out of stars, and water poured down mountains,
and everything that poured went spreading, the way spilled
milk finds the whole table.

“And whatever learned to branch tended to spread well. That is
why rivers look like trees, and trees look like lightning, and light‐
ning looks like the little roads inside your lungs, Wren. Your lungs
look like the small silver roads inside Cricket. The world makes
many drawings, but it keeps making this one. It draws it in water,
wood, light, breath, and brass, over and over, the way a child
draws the picture they love best.
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The First Story

“Branches can pass the flowing along. Roots share water
and warnings. Rivers divide, meet again, and reach places
no single stream could find. Sharing is one way a forest or a
friendship gets to be old.

“It is not the only way. A cactus guards its water, and a river can
wash away the bank it feeds. A useful pattern is not a law.

“Once, beneath an old forest, roots and threads in the soil carried
water from a wet place to a dry one. No tree was rewarded on the
spot. Some never received back what they had passed
along. Yet the forest held more kinds of life because many
branches, roots, and hidden threads had made more than
one path for the flowing.
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The First Story

“That is all. Many tales I tell will be cousins of that story, wearing
different clothes. Watch where it fits. Watch where it does not.”

Wren looked into the fire, which poured upwards, branching.

“Did somebody make the drawing?” Wren asked.

“A pattern can happen without anyone to draw it,” said Cricket.
Cricket was pleased with this sentence.

“That does not answer whether this one did,” said Wren.

The storyteller smiled. “Two careful thoughts before
the first fable. Keep both, and bring the question back
tomorrow. Now then: a box.”
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Part One:

The First Courtesy
“The first courtesy,” said the storyteller, “is to look carefully

at what is actually in front of you. Looking will not
answer every question. It will give you better ones.”




