The Moon in the Linen Cupboard
Whatever you borrow from the night must go back whole
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Behind the pillowcases
The linen cupboard smelled of soap and wood. Mila was looking for another pillowcase. Hers had a button that ended up beneath her ear no matter which way she turned the pillow.
It was her first night at Grandma’s new house. She liked her room, with its yellow rug and a windowsill wide enough to sit on. But the radiator made a ticking sound that didn’t happen at home. And in the dark, Grandma’s coat looked unpleasantly like a person hanging on the bedroom door.
Behind the pillowcases lay a little bundle tied with a blue ribbon. Light was seeping out between its folds.
Mila held it to her ear. No buzzing. She carefully pulled the bow undone.
The bundle opened into a cloth the size of a tea towel. At first it looked grey. Then she lifted it, and a pale gleam washed over her fingers. She could see every line in her palms, even the little crescent where she had pressed a pencil that afternoon.
A label hung from the hem, written in Grandma’s small, sloping handwriting:
Borrowed moonlight. Keep whole. Unfold outside before morning, shiny side towards the sky.
Mila read it three times. She turned the cloth over. Its back was as ordinary as a dishcloth.
Grandma appeared in the doorway, carrying one shoe.
‘Oh,’ she said. ‘There it is.’
‘Is this real?’
‘Hold it beside the window.’
The moon hung above the chimneys. The threads shifted very slightly towards it, like grass stirring as a bicycle passes.
Grandma sat on the bed. ‘My mother could weave light. Not much. Just enough to thread a needle when the lamp had broken. This was hers. I put it on the balcony to borrow some light this evening, then left it here while I fetched a clean pillowcase.’
‘Can I keep it tonight?’ Mila glanced at the coat.
‘Until bedtime. Then we give the light back. If we keep it past sunrise, the cloth will never shine again.’
Mila stroked the hem. ‘Could we cut off a little piece?’
‘A cut piece goes dark straight away. The weave has to stay whole.’
Grandma put her shoe on. They were going to the puppet show at the community hall. Mila folded the cloth and slipped it into her coat pocket with the label and the blue ribbon.
A sea without water
The hall smelled of tangerines. Six children were already sitting on cushions in front of the puppet theatre. Behind its curtain, Mr Ilyas was doing something to an octopus. One purple tentacle poked out beneath the edge.
The play was about a fisherman who caught a boot with a garden growing inside it. Mila had helped cut out the flowers last week. The smallest had only three petals because her scissors had jammed.
Just as everyone settled down, the stage lamp flickered and went out. Mr Ilyas tried the switch twice. Nothing happened.
The ceiling lights still worked, but they showed the hands above the puppets. Besides, under those lights the blue netting that made the sea looked like a dusty rag.
‘I’ve got a torch,’ someone said.
The beam made a hard white circle. Now the octopus looked like an angry glove.
Mila felt the soft bundle in her pocket. She went to Grandma and showed her one shining corner.
‘Could we?’
Grandma looked behind the curtain. ‘As long as Ilyas doesn’t nail it to anything.’
They draped the cloth over a smooth wooden rail behind the blue netting. They didn’t cut it or stick it down. Its light shone through the thin fabric and the little sea began to glow. It was as if something deep beneath the water were breathing quietly.
Mr Ilyas raised the fisherman. His painted eyes no longer seemed crooked, but worried. The children shuffled closer.
Mila sat at the back. She knew exactly when the boot would appear, yet she laughed all the same. The octopus wanted to buy it to store eight socks inside. ‘Those flowers will have to go,’ he grumbled.
When the play ended, the children clapped so hard that Mr Ilyas brought the octopus out for another bow. On that second bow, the little wire loop on the puppet’s head caught a thread in the cloth.
There was no ripping sound. That was the worst part: at first, nothing seemed wrong.
Then Ilyas lowered the puppet and the cloth followed it. A small dark dimple appeared in the moonlight. Silver threads gathered tightly around it.
‘I’ll get the scissors,’ he said.
‘Don’t cut it!’ Mila was already beside him.
Thread by thread
They laid the octopus and the cloth on the big table. Ilyas brought the scissors anyway, but left them far away beside the tangerine peel.
‘Tell me what to do.’
Mila swallowed. Grandma wasn’t cross. That made it easier to look at the knot.
The metal loop had slipped through a loose thread. When Ilyas pulled the puppet back, the thread had wrapped itself around the wire. There were three tiny loops on top of one another.
Grandma laid down a blunt darning needle. ‘Don’t pull. Make a little room first.’
Mila eased the needle beneath the outer loop. The thread was smoother than silk. She moved too quickly and it slipped back. The dark dimple grew a little larger.
She put the needle down. Ilyas held the octopus still. Grandma poured a glass of water and placed it well away from the cloth.
On her second attempt, Mila breathed out first. She lifted the loop by a millimetre. Beneath it she found the next one. At her instructions, Ilyas turned the puppet exactly a quarter of the way round.
The first loop came free.
A bus passed outside. Chairs were being stacked in the corridor. Mila heard it all, but watched only that single thread.
For the last loop, the octopus had to go back through the gap it had come from. It felt like entirely the wrong thing to do. But finally the metal slid loose.
The dimple remained. Using the needle, Mila spread the threads as carefully as combing a tangle out of hair. Slowly, light returned between them.
Back at home, they laid the cloth on the balcony, shiny side up. Mila wanted to ask for just one more hour with it beside her bed. But her fingers were tired, and she knew how long it could take to give something back properly.
The light didn’t leap into the sky. It left thread by thread. First the edges faded, then the middle. What remained was an ordinary grey cloth, soft and slightly cold.
Mila tied the blue ribbon around it. Grandma put it behind the pillowcases.
The coat was still hanging on the bedroom door. Mila moved it to a lower hook, where it became a coat again. Grandma left the door ajar.
There was a different pillowcase on the bed, one without buttons. In the faint light from the hall, Mila spotted a single silver fibre on her thumb.
She blew on it. It floated away without shining.
