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The City of Hope
 1902
            



IT IS NOT uncommon, when one is young, to think that life is simple. In my case, I reasoned, it would require little besides discipline and effort. If I labored well, worshipped, confessed, and shunned all carnal desire, my soul would find sure and brilliant its path to Zion. And if I held faith as the brightest star in my firmament—and thus the easiest by which to chart my course—the universe would fall into order. Order, after all, means everything to a Shaker, and a Shaker is what I am.
         

But if we are to be sincere, then we know that we are not made for perfection. However we may try to fit the pattern, it pulls and bunches like a poorly sewn waistcoat and we exhaust ourselves with the fruitless smoothing of seams. I know something of this struggle, and now that I am old, I realize that my youthful presumptions about the way forward were based on a fundamental misunderstanding: I thought life was simple because I thought I was simple. On both counts, I was mistaken.

What I could not know was that, even in societies as steady as my own, life-changing tumult can be born of a single happening. And though, when first I heard of it, the event may have felt as unconnected to my daily existence as a sigh breathed in a distant land, it transpired that nothing would be the same after the day in August of 1837 when six young sisters received signs from the world beyond.

The communication took place in a settlement far from my own, after the resident schoolteacher had died of a sudden ague. My caretaker, Elder Sister Agnes, who had once lived and taught in the enclave, was summoned north while community elders searched for a permanent replacement. She was gone several months, and as she had been the one who raised me from birth, I missed her. I was barely ten years old at the time, and Elder Sister Agnes was the closest thing to a mother I had ever known.

A child will despise anything that deprives her of her beloved’s attention, and I viewed the miracle of divine contact—for that is what it was—as an interloper and a thief. Once I had won my eldress back, I was determined to banish from my thoughts the cause of her absence. Perhaps that is why the import of what she had witnessed was lost on me until later. Certainly, I understand now how foolish the passions of a child truly are, how such willful blindness cannot last.

Yet, however little I allowed the remarkable day to mean to me at the time, the story threaded through and bound us all as believers, passing from community to community until there was no one who did not know of it. My eldress told me the account herself as though it were a parable from the Bible whose lessons she had yet to discover. She glowed as she recalled even the smallest details of the wondrous day. How faint breezes blew the smell of tomato vines through the open windows and carried songs sung by the brethren as they brought in the last of the summer hay. How the girls in the schoolhouse—young as ten, old as fourteen—struggled with penmanship that day. How their ears rang with my eldress’s exhortations to keep their letters evenly spaced, cleanly drawn, pure and unadorned as the beliefs we are taught to hold dear. I knew how the studious sisters must have felt, listless and hypnotized by the droning of flies in the late-afternoon heat, for I, too, was a schoolgirl.

From this most ordinary of scenes erupted an episode the likes of which had never before been experienced. For all of a sudden, as my eldress described it, the girls’ fidgeting ceased—a moment of calm before the room rang with the sound of furniture scraping the wooden floor, a crash, the crack of a desk toppling, and then, once more, silence. Virgie Thompson, one day shy of her eleventh year, jumped to her feet and began to sway. What Virgie saw my eldress could not say, but her blue eyes were fixed hard on a point in the distance directly in front of her. She made no sound at first, yet her lips moved ceaselessly, forming strange syllables that seemed to stream from her mouth. Her hands fluttered and twitched by her side as her head cocked from shoulder to shoulder, quickening until her hair had loosed itself into a tangle and it seemed her thin neck might snap.

“Virgie?” my eldress asked. “Are you all right, child?” The others were afraid to look, eyes glued to their careful writing. Do All Your Work, the lines read, As Though It Were To Last 1,000 Years And You Were To Die Tomorrow. I knew the saying well—indeed, I had copied it countless times myself. It was one of many left to us by our Beloved Mother Ann Lee—founder of all that we believe, equal in Heaven to the Lord Jesus Christ, sufferer at the savage hands of the World’s people. Dead more than half a century at the time, Mother was yet as powerful from the beyond as she was when she walked this Earth, and my eldress had asked that the girls scratch her words over and over onto the pages before them, in the same blue-black ink with the same tidy hand.
         

The rattle of wood on wood, louder and louder as Virgie’s feet trembled against the leg of her tumbled chair, filled the room. Her narrow hips began to jerk while her arms shook and went limp, sounds now issuing forth from her mouth full and loud. They began deep in her throat and recalled no utterance made by human voice, but rather a deep growling that rose to a moan and then to the high-pitched keening of an eagle, her eyes wild, expressions of bliss and terror, woe and relief passing across her features, my eldress said, like the flicker of shadows in candlelight.

“Virgie, come back, dear,” Elder Sister Agnes implored, kneeling before her, trying to stay her movements by enveloping the child in her arms. To regard a young believer so lost to the Spirit disturbed her. She had seen grown men lament their sins, weeping and rolling in the mud outside the meetinghouse. She had watched Brother Eleazer Howell get down on his hands and knees in mortification to lick the floor clean where he’d stood. She had heard Sister Thankful Brice confess, wail over wail, to the carnality of her previous life. Such gifts occurred during Meeting, and such passions were commonly made manifest only in the adults of the society. Yet there before her, little Virgie would not, could not, be still.

From another corner of the room came the sound of singing. A strange, warbling tune unlike any my eldress knew. Divinity Brown, meek and dark-haired, had assumed a pose of beatific serenity as song swelled forth in great balloons of melody. Some of the words were familiar. She spoke of Heaven, of honey and a golden light. She called again and again to Mother in choruses that sounded as though a full choir was singing, so richly and tunefully did her voice weave the verses.

But then Divinity tumbled into other noises, eerie yowls that made no earthly sense. She chanted with the deliberateness of a three-year-old, O sari anti va me, o sari anti va me, vum vum vo, vum vum vo! Twirling, stamping her feet, she danced faster and faster until her skirts whipped into a great bell-shaped billow from which her thin, youthful figure emerged like the knob on a child’s top, spinning without cease. The incantations, repeated then varied, seemed to swallow her body as she quickened the rhythms, and her broad smile made it appear as though her face were being twisted from inside as her nonsensical Latin verse continued to drum forth. I co lo lo san ti rum, I co lo lo san ti rum. Vive vive vum vum vum. Vive vive vum vum vum!
         

Elder Sister Agnes rose from her place at Virgie’s side and did her best to stand calmly by, then walked to the front of the room with her head raised and her eyes focused upon the black-painted canvas chalkboard in an effort, she told me, to hide her face from view. Why had Mother chosen to bestow such gifts inside the orderly confines of her schoolroom? How wild the Spirit World! The young sisters were lost to it, and my eldress feared for where they might have gone. Compared with the languidness of the summer day, the din was indescribable, and by the time she had wiped her countenance clear of confusion, she heard yet another strange sound as a body thudded to the floor—ten-year-old Hannah Whithers writhing at her feet, the child’s fingers clenched as though pleading. Holly Dearborn then erupted into a fit of the jerks, flopping about the room with her arms and legs as loose as a scarecrow’s. Severe and solitary at fourteen, Adelaide Hatch fell to her knees, praying in feverish foreign tones. And finally, Bridey White, the lone girl to remain seated at her desk, commenced howling like a dog.

My eldress sat down and drew her hands into prayer, lowering her head. The room resounded with the clamor of an asylum, but she resolved to wait and pray until the moment passed.

On their way back from the workhouses and barns, the settlement’s sisters and brethren could hear the commotion inside the school. Later, my eldress said, they assembled around the stepping-stone in front of the gray-green door, sisters to one side, brethren to the other. The elders began to sing and pray as they listened until well after sunset to the noise from inside, and though it was said that the older believers spoke quietly of the event as a miracle, those who were newer to our kind wondered in hushed tones if something had gone terribly wrong.

As the moon rose and the night became heavy with the scent of sage from the drying racks inside the herb house, the girls began to quiet themselves. Elder Sister Agnes gathered them together, and one by one, her pupils emerged pale with exhaustion, shuffling along the stone path that led to the yellow clapboard dwelling house. No one spoke as they passed—indeed, all pulled back in awe. The sight of the students in such a stunned, blank state after so many hours of commotion gave the impression that they had traveled far, that while it was unto their souls alone that communications from the Spirit World had been bestowed, an important sign had fallen before all of the believers.

  


Word of the goings-on spread quickly, and it was said that Mother’s hand had begun guiding other young sisters into similar states in settlements to the north and south. My eldress’s charges may have been the first instruments chosen to carry news of the Second Awakening, but it was said that ministers traveling between the Eastern villages in the months following that day recorded many related stories in their journals. Not all of the happenings involved such dramatic display. A young sister in Hancock drew luminous trees on paper and inscribed in perfect hand their brightly colored leaves with poems of peace and love. Visionists—for that was the name given to Mother Ann’s chosen instruments—were allowed to make things that were not simply functional but beautiful, for they had created them under divine inspiration. The rest of us worshipped as we always have, through the songs and dances we performed in Meeting, through our industry, and through our belief that—save for the Visionists—no one blade of grass stood taller than any other in the verdant fields of our faith. We knew that order was dependent on union, even in the face of heavenly chaos.

Elder Sister Agnes felt that the day she described marked the beginning of an extraordinary time, a time of great wonder. Why else would there have followed talk of renaming the settlements? Not Hancock, nor Tyringham, nor Watervliet any longer, but The City of Peace, The City of Love, Wisdom’s Valley. Why else would the sacred rites have begun, each on designated hilltops near the Church Family buildings? Why else would the elders in the largest of the villages have begun to forbid the attendance of Sunday visitors from the World to Sabbath Meetings, the better that our ecstasy might be expressed in private and seen only by those who could understand its meaning?
         

My eldress never forgot the miracle she watched unfolding in the souls of girls who, just hours before, were naught but little chatterers, a flock of tittering sparrows—just as common and without care. Still, it was several years before a Visionist came to The City of Hope. She appeared on a day that dawned as bleak and searingly cold as a metal blade left in the snow. And in such humble form. How could I have fathomed that her presence in our small, remote sanctuary—as unforeseen to her as to anyone—would change everything? At least, for me.


	

    
	
		
Polly Kimball
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Ashland, Massachusetts
 October 1842
            



SHE DARNS HER father’s socks without needing to watch her work. Just as well, for the kitchen is dim save for the light thrown by the old Argand lamp, a relic from her grandfather Benjamin Briggs’s time, a better time, a time she never knew. She feels the rough wool, the stick of her wooden needles as she weaves a net from shore to shore of the gaping hole. On the floor beside her, the pile of clothes needing mending is as high as her waist, but there is this: When her father is gone, the house is peaceful, and she and her mother need never speak of him.
         

Even so, he will be home soon. In the gloom of late afternoon, Mama’s face is melancholy and the blue of her eyes is that of a willow-painted plate, scrubbed too hard, too often.

“Ben,” she says to her young son playing with his bits of string and birch twigs by the fire. “Pick up your things now, there’s a lad. It’s coming on time for supper and your father…” She looks up with a doe’s sense of impending danger as the door swings wide then bangs shut, the sweet apple smell of early fall gusting in from the orchard.

“Come ’ere!” Silas Kimball growls at the boy, dropping to his bony knees, pinning him to the floor. Silas thinks he is playing—cracked boots encrusted with manure from the cows and pigs, cold hands, beard smelling of cheese and whiskey.

“No holding me down!” Ben cries. “No holding down!”

But though Silas leans harder on the boy—his skinny six-year-old frame laid low as a sheep for shearing—Ben manages to wriggle free and runs across the boards to hide in Mama’s skirts.

“No better’n a runt hog, my son,” Polly’s father says in disgust. “Worthless half-wit.”

Polly hangs her head. Whose fault is that? she thinks, remembering the day she’d left Ben asleep in his cradle so that she could run and feed the milk cow before he woke. From the barn, she’d heard a scream and, bolting back towards the house, saw Silas holding the baby’s head in a bucket full of water as Mama tried to wrench Ben from his father’s slippery grasp. He’d wanted a son for years, one who could help him on the farm. But Mama’s womb was weak and she had lost child after child until, by the time she finally managed to birth Ben, Silas had become so crazed with rage and the burden of never-ending debt that he saw the boy as naught but a drain, one he’d rather see dead than struggle to feed.
         

Whose fault is that? Polly would never forgive herself for letting Ben out of her sight. Though she had been but a nine-year-old girl at the time, Mama had trusted her to take care of her new brother. And the water? It changed Ben. After that day, no matter how he might grow in other ways, he would never be more than a sweet, vulnerable child. Silas had tried to murder him, but it was Polly who’d failed to protect him. Whose fault…?
         

After the outburst, all is quiet except for the rasping of her father’s breath and the child’s muffled sobs. Mama stirs the stew pot with Ben clinging to the skirt beneath her apron. Polly’s needles click as she watches. She is always watching. Motes of dust dance in the grease-scented air, swirling as her mother moves around the room. They make a mockery of her, for Mama tends to her cooking and tidying as though she wishes not to disturb, as though she wishes not to be present at all, yet still the dust flurries about and makes a fuss.

Silas springs up and storms outside to drench his head beneath a gush of icy water drawn from the well. Polly can hear him hawking and spitting in the yard. How she despises him. He hasn’t it in him to be kind, not for as long as Polly has known him. He consumes life, sucks it dry. She pictures him coughing up debris like an irritable barn owl, his pellets laced with tiny bones.

“Not a penny of credit left at the Dry Goods,” he says as he comes in from washing, his hair dripping, his troubles tumbling forth like rocks down a hillside. “And here I am, thinking you and the girl been making bonnets while I work myself sick in the fields every day.” He takes a step closer, and though Mama will not look away from the supper she stirs, Polly can see her shoulders stiffen.

“What is it you do all day, tell me that.” His voice has become soft. “Why, it’s close on winter and I don’t see the dairying done,” he says. “I don’t see the potatoes dug. I don’t see nothin’ but two whores and an idiot settin’ by in my house.”

Then he turns on Ben and makes to kick at him, wanting Mama to look his way, knowing she would throw herself between harm and her boy in a minnow’s twist. She twirls round and takes a step towards him, pushing Ben behind her. Polly puts down her mending and half raises herself.

“That’s better,” Silas says, lifting his arm. “You’ll look to me when I talk, I’ll learn you that much right now.” Polly sweeps in on her brother and pulls him to her, hiding his face as her father swings the back of his hand at Mama’s head and smacks her so hard that she falls against the hot iron pot.

“That’s for being lazy,” he says, brown gravy seeping up the bodice of Mama’s faded green dress. He wallops her again. “That’s for being the child-whore I married. That were my biggest mistake. Tyin’ myself down. And for what? A litter of runts? Hang from my belt like hairless possum pups, that’s what you three do. But things are going to change now. You watch and see.”

He scans the darkening room. Polly wants him to look her way, to see the fury that burns inside her, but he will not. Her strength, she wants him to feel it. But tonight, as on so many nights, all she can do is watch, watch and cover Ben’s eyes and ears.

This night is different, she thinks. The feeling flashes through Polly’s mind though she can’t say why. Not an hour had passed since the boy’s singsong voice had filled the kitchen. Now, Silas picks up the knife Mama uses to cut carrots and field onions and brandishes it like a child playing pirate.
         

“Another thing,” he says. “Something I heard from a gentleman I been talking to. Something about wills and land being left to little girls. You know anything ’bout that?” He draws closer to Mama. “Your papa weasel ’round me like that? Don’t you lie. I never thought to be worried on it before now, but his talk got me wonderin’. Seems there’s a fair number of boys left high and dry by their dead fathers. Wives’ dead fathers, too.” He laughs. “Seems a man isn’t to be trusted no more. We leave.” He imitates a whiny complaint. “We drink. We got notes against us. Better to pass everything on to you women, that’s the story I heard.”
         

Beneath the anger, Polly senses a strange elation coursing through him, quickening his movements. Her heart pounds as she studies him. He is in debt to every saloonkeeper in town, but it’s clear he’s not been denied his fill at one or another of the taverns on this particular day.

He is an outcast. Who would have spotted him a belt or two? And there’s the look in his eyes. They glisten with something close to glee. Usually, she can see the signs—she has learned to take meaning from a clue as common as the sound of his boots on the step outside—but she does not know how to read him now.

“See, I care ’cause I been thinkin’ I might like a little time on my own, sell this land—my land—set myself up pretty somewhere. Just like Mister Fancy Coat told me,” he says. “Rest up without you and your waste. It wouldn’t be so difficult to manage now, would it? Gettin’ so’s I could be alone, I mean. Things happen after all, am I wrong? Takin’ sick, disappearings—like they say, twist of Fate.” He pushes Mama towards the table and lays down the knife. Even in the thin light of the lamp—its wick running low—the gleaming blade catches Polly’s eye. Mister Fancy Coat.
         

“I seen whole families go,” Silas continues. Kicking Mama’s feet out from under, he glares at her as she buckles to the floor and covers her head with her arms. “Death come easy here,” he says. “It’s livin’. That’s the struggle.”
         

He walks away, taps his hand over the tops of the cupboards in hopes of finding a forgotten bottle of cider; with his back turned, he cannot see Polly as she rises and guides Ben gently into her chair. She moves quickly and reaches out, her fingers barely grazing the cooking knife’s handle before she pulls away and slips quickly back into her place. He has found his prize, uncorked it, and he guzzles the liquor as he turns back to face the room. “Problem is, can’t do much more than slap you up ’til I know what’s mine,” he slurs, yawns. “Tired now, that’s what I am. But tomorrow? Tomorrow, we sort this out. We make sure your daddy didn’t leave me out of his prayers. We make sure—just like Mister Fancy Coat said—that you tell me the truth ’bout any dealings between you. Give me a nod,” he orders, kneeling to grab Mama’s chin and shake her head up and down. “Yes…that’s right,” he says, still pulling at her. “Yes, Silas.”
         

Silas stands unsteadily and looks at Polly, a queer smile hooking up one side of his mouth. “Lucky for you I met up with this little friend,” he says, holding up the bottle, then pulling it to him like an infant as he shuffles across the kitchen floor. “Lucky, too, that I’m in need of a lie-down.” One boot then another falls as he makes his way towards the room where he lies with Mama every night. “There’s always a tomorrow, ain’t there? Can’t count on much, but that’s for certain.”

Polly hears him tumble into bed.

  


She knows the stories about her father’s kin. His parents had been born of a bad lot—just two of a hundred ruffians, townspeople said, all descended from one drunk Dutchman up by the New York Lakes. He was—would always be—Silas Kimball, the son of stoop-backed, black-toothed marginals. Smelling like smoke and animal fat, mongrel skins for warmth, teeth ground down to nubs: talk had it that the three of them appeared as savages when they walked the path to town in need of a trade. His mother made dolls tied from sticks and corn silk and tried to barter them for food and cider, but the figures scared people with their haunting look and she couldn’t raise much. When Silas came, she bound him to her with hemp cord and fed him in plain view, not a thought given that she was baring herself for all the town to see. Wild as skunk cabbage, living in a makeshift shack in the woods, stealing from the fields of nearby farms—in most people’s opinion, as Polly heard it, the Kimballs were barely human.

Benjamin Briggs, Polly’s grandfather from Mama’s side, had been different. Wealthy, they said, an educated merchant and gentleman farmer come out from Hartford. But he couldn’t work alone the land he had tamed and there was no help to be found in town that wasn’t already at labor in the fields. So it came to pass that when young Silas showed up at his door—not long after the boy’s parents went missing—Polly’s grandfather gave him work and a roof over his head. Whether the vagrants were dead or just set to scrabbling in some other place, no one knew. But with them gone, Silas walked into a brighter future than ever he could have imagined. Or so it might have been.

Mama was ten-year-old May Briggs then, the sole kin left to a man widowed and mourning a wife and son lost in childbirth. Polly imagined her as a girl struggling to fill a woman’s shoes and a man’s empty heart, a child depended on for tending to everything from chores in the house and barn to minding the count. It was only right that if her father saw fit to take in this strange new boy, May should strive to make him feel welcome. It was surely what her own mother would have done, wasn’t it? So she fed Silas and taught him how to care for the chickens and find the eggs they’d hidden in the yard; how to milk the cows with a gentle pull-and-squeeze so as not to get kicked and have the pail knocked dry; how to speak so people could understand him and stop thinking of him as half-boy, half-animal. She did this for her father, that he might have one less thing to trouble over.

Polly never understood how such simple lessons could have led where they did. How the townsfolk could have whispered that young May Briggs broke her father’s heart when she married Silas in secret at thirteen. How a farmer as careful as Benjamin Briggs, with a barn tight and new, could have gotten himself killed by a falling loose beam. How, according to gossip, someone had to have worked the joint. How there was but one person who’d want such a decent man dead.

Silas. They say he’d grown to hate Benjamin Briggs as dreams of owning the farm himself began to fill his head. He assumed, by all rights, that the land would go to him if he married May. He didn’t know about law. He figured property just passed from man to man, as it always had, so he’d good reason to want Benjamin Briggs dead. Still, no one could say for sure what really happened. “Accidents” are like that. Plenty of suspicion, no investigation, case closed.

May was only a girl when Benjamin Briggs died—married to a boy just two years her senior, pregnant with his child, alone in a life that must have seemed turned on its head. And though Polly had asked in every way she could figure how it came to be that such a strange incident stole her grandfather from her, Mama would never say. Just stared, frightened-like, then turned away. Fact was, Polly had seen the back of her mother so many times that she had begun to think it was she who’d cursed the farm, for she was the seed Mama carried when everything went wrong.
         

  


She feels his weight in her dreams. So many nights, his acrid stink has covered her—blocking out her senses, taking her from the world she can see and hear and feel. His flesh is cold, his black hair prickly; he is sure and quiet. She does not scream or fight. As he pins her arms over her head with one hand, she looks beyond him. She hears a babble of voices over his chuffing. She accepts a thousand kindnesses raining down upon her from a crack in the ceiling. His beard scratches her cheek and her ear is filled with the wet roar of his breath. Still, her mind rises to pass throngs of angels misting round her like whirling clouds. They spin. They call out. How they dance across the night sky. Though his thighs bear down on her, she will not be restrained. She cannot breathe or move, and yet, as she takes leave of the angels and travels miles and miles from the heavens, she imagines she is running through a field of wildflowers, her arms spread wide and her face turned to the sun. She is vanishing beneath him, dividing into twin spirits that join hands as they fly far away.

This is what nighttime feels like: an odd cleaving of body and soul as she goes where he cannot follow. But she is lonely and imagines herself walking, elbows brushing, with a friend. She conjures the sound of chatter and nonsense song. She will sing and dance the sun to its cradle. She will talk with the wisdom of an old towering oak. Her fingers will shimmer the air like leaves. She longs to tremble free of this dirty life. She is fifteen.

Quiet Polly, seated by the fire with her long straight frame carried high, awake now, her gaze steady. She thinks of the daylight hours. Day upon day, after coming home from helping Miss Laurel at the schoolhouse, she says little, save to offer assistance when the chore is too hard or heavy for her mother to carry out alone. Together, they fill the washing tub and carry pails of milk from the barn. Together they slop the pigs, toss grain to the chickens, fork hay into the manger. Seeing sweat at her mother’s brow as she churns the butter, the blue-gray circles that color the loose skin beneath her eyes, Polly takes the old dash from her callused hands and recommences the slow, resistant work. Ben is the doll both of them dress and feed. He smiles, laughs, sings, and his noise is a language from another land.

How she would like her father gone. The fire snaps. Her ears ring with the memory of Ben’s cries. She wants to hold the boy tight to her always—as if they could be one—but in her gut her hate glows like coals. How she would like her father gone.


	

    
	
		
Sister Charity
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The City of Hope
 Albion, Massachusetts
 October 1842
            



I HAVE NEVER answered to a name from the World. I am Sister Charity and thus have I grown up in The City of Hope, setting down roots so deep in our soil that my sisters and brethren imagine me to be a tree of great strength. We are 118 all told, and I know something of most everyone—apart, of course, from the leering hired men who come from the World to help at harvest time and the stragglers who arrive with the bad weather and leave with the good, those we call “winter Shakers.” I did not arrive in childhood, like the orphans who come by the wagonload when one of our ministers buys their freedom from a home. Nor am I like the children whose mothers and fathers are alive and, not wishing to become believers themselves, abandon their young and must be flushed from our midst like crows from a cornfield. Though I am barely fifteen years old, I can shoulder the burdens and responsibilities of a believer twice my age. For I am different, and therein lies my gift.
         

I say this not because I think myself to be above my sisters—certainly not now, given my affliction. But I was delivered as an infant, less than a month old—left without kin on a stone step at one of the entrances to the meetinghouse. I never knew a relation of the flesh. It is my Shaker sisters who have informed every thought, every action, every skill I possess. Thus, besides my regular chores and the duties I perform preparing curatives in the healing room, I am often called to the aid of the Elder Brothers and Sisters of the Gathering Order and trusted to care for new girls without overly indulging their anguish. It falls to me to wash and cut their hair and pull their dresses—tatty or fine—over their heads in exchange for a simple striped blue cotton frock in summer, a brown woolen one in winter. It is my duty to unlatch lockets from around their necks and pry beloved dolls from their clutches, for no such vanity or plaything from the World is allowed by our kind. This may seem hard-hearted but I ask: What good does it do a girl to hold on to a heart-shaped keepsake of her flesh parents who must, by our covenant, be banished from her thoughts? And what joy is it to play at mothering a doll when, as well by our covenant, she can never in her life with us experience such a bond?

As to my mothering, it would have been truer to our way for me to have been raised by all the sisters present at the time of my appearance—fed by some, bathed by others, soothed and clothed and learned by more of our number still—but because I was an infant I was placed in the care of a single believer. Thus it came to be that my upbringing was entrusted to Sister Agnes—as she was known in those early years—a believer held in great esteem by everyone in our settlement.

A glance at my caretaker—she is Elder Sister Agnes now—would not reveal the tenderness she allowed herself to visit upon me when I was young. Her blue eyes shine hard and are quick to spot clumsiness and an idle hand. And though she is far from aged, she combs back her graying hair in a tight bun and creases her brow such that it seems permanently set into an expression of disapproval. Who could imagine her chafed red hands caressing my baby cheek, or her upright bearing crouched low behind a cupboard in a game of hide-and-seek?
         

Yet in the privacy of our rooms, she sometimes sang and bounced me on her lap with the devotion a flesh mother might have shown a beloved son or daughter. She was patient as she taught me to dance our dances and sing our songs, the better that I might worship well in weekly Meeting. When I was older, she told me stories about the first Visionists, wishing that I might someday witness the miracle of Mother Ann’s chosen instruments for myself. Of course, I do not know what she truly thought of me, nor what she might feel about me now. And, to be sure, for every one moment of intimacy there were ten, twenty, one hundred when she appeared driven only to raise me up as a dedicated believer. I was the chore assigned to her.

I suppose that when one knows nothing of one’s origins or whether a soul on this Earth truly cares, it is natural to scavenge what love one can find—watching, waiting, always on guard for the dropped morsel. I read and read again the hearts of those around me and so find sustenance in the more generous aspects of their natures. That is how I have come to know that there exists a softness beneath the hard attitude my caretaker presents. She can indeed be formidable, but she is not so dissimilar from the many others in our settlement who carry secret wounds. Often as not, those who find this place seek it out for the balm of its routines, the haven a life of unquestioning worship can provide.

In near twenty years of service to Mother Ann, Elder Sister Agnes has become perhaps the most well-regarded sister ever chosen to oversee those of us who find their calling in The City of Hope. She did not always reside here, having first made herself known in the place we now call Wisdom’s Valley. A young bride, bruised and rejected by all of her kin—she told me about her past. When she was sixteen, she married the only boy she’d ever known—a farmer’s son from down the road. They were happy at first—as a steadfast Shaker, she had difficulty admitting it, but it was the truth and my eldress does not lie. Time passed and her husband inherited his father’s farm. He needed children, he told her; she’d best get on with birthing them. Elder Sister Agnes tried to give him what he wanted, but her body forced out the fruit of his seed the way winter’s frost heaves up stones from a field. She could bear him nothing but misery so he began to hit her. It didn’t matter to him that her milk money kept the farm going. It didn’t matter that the yards of palm bonnet trim she braided bought them food and fuel and grain all the year long. What mattered to him was that she could not give him a child.

I cannot recall what prompted my eldress to tell me all this. I can only think that she did so because some sadness in me reminded her of her own difficulties. I have never been a popular sister. Respected and favored by the more senior members of the community, I enjoy a position that is unique. But such good standing comes at a cost, rendering me the object of jealousy among the younger sisters. The snubs have always been small. Taking my place at the dining table, I feel the sting when the sister next to me turns purposefully—if by minuscule degree—away from me. Picking up my knitting, I am jostled so that the skein falls to the floor and I am left to scramble after its unspooling yarn. There are whispers and sudden silences when I enter the schoolroom. I am that strangest of creatures: a celebrated outsider.

My eldress is not blind to my troubles. Especially when I was young, she wanted me to know that cruelty can be overcome. She said that she ran from her husband only to find that every neighbor’s door was closed to her. She sought shelter from her mother and father only to find that they, having thought themselves rid of a costly mouth to feed, would have nothing to do with her.

“Do you see how threadbare is the family tie?” she asked me, for no story was worth telling unless it had a lesson to teach. “I had heard of other women who’d gone over to our kind. At least there would be food and a roof over my head. At least I would be safe.”

When she shuffled, cold and battered, into the village of Watervliet—it was known by its World name then—she had little idea of the refuge she would find. The Shakers welcomed her. They fed her, dressed her welts and gashes, gave her clothes to wear and a bed to sleep in. Then, most glorious of all, they offered her confession, and when she was done, they made her to understand that her barrenness was a gift, that to bear children—to engage in carnality of any kind—was the utmost sin. They took the thing she most despised in herself and made it her salvation.

In these later years, Elder Sister Agnes has won admiration not by virtue of her warmth or humor but rather by her devotion. She demands that her charges strive to mirror her zeal, and her expectations of me in particular amount to nothing less than that I should follow in her footsteps and become a prominent eldress—with Mother’s blessing of course. To this end, she taught me our work long before I was of the age most sisters have attained when first they come to live with us. I was barely as tall as the back of one of our chairs before I learned to spin the swift and wind our newly dyed yarns into skeins. Standing high on a stool, I washed pot after pot in the kitchens and, in the dairy, strained cheese enough to feed an army. The brethren made me a tiny ironing board so that I could labor at my eldress’s side in the laundry, pressing handkerchiefs and napkins. In spring, summer, and early fall, I followed along as the older sisters collected herbs and flowers from the fields into white tow sheets for drying—only one specimen each day, lest the plants be mingled by mistake and cause a fatal error in the mixing of remedies. In a game devised to teach me the work I now perform so well, I chanted the names of the leaves, buds, and tree barks, matching them with the curatives they would become. “Touch-me-not, lady’s slipper, wild hyssop,” I sang. “Dropsy, nervous headache, worms.”

One could imagine that I was young for such toil but I never felt it to be so. The chores I performed made me a stronger believer. That, over all things, is what I desired. Purity. Industry. Chastity. Faith. Kindness. Union. Elder Sister Agnes may have been stern in her teachings but she was never unkind. Indeed, I do not think that she was capable of such behavior towards me. For though I would never discuss the matter openly, my arrival brought with it the mantle of motherhood as much as it did the opportunity to fashion a perfect Shaker. I was a gift to her. I was her gift to them.

I knew myself to be fortunate in this regard, for on occasion, I saw cruelty operated upon my younger sisters by those who should have known better—older believers who came to us with twisted hearts, believers in name only, whose souls had already been too much infected by the evils of the World. One such history has lodged in my memory. A sickly sister named Clarissa—she had attained perhaps twenty-four years in age—took into her charge a young novitiate answering to the World name of Daisy. The child, an orphan, had come from privileged circumstances and bore all the marks of an easy life. She was well fed and clean, and Sister Clarissa—who had never before known luxury—often warmed her cold hands by thrusting them down the back of Sister Daisy’s dress, and sat across from her on bitter winter evenings with her feet buried beneath the child’s skirts, resting them in the heat of the young girl’s generous lap. As Sister Clarissa became increasingly ill—her eyes burning feverishly bright and her skin taking on an unruly flush—the meaner corners of her soul revealed themselves and her charge bore the brunt.

One day, she took up young Daisy’s hand. “Such a plump little bun!” she exclaimed. “I wonder what are its juices?” A pair of scissors lay nearby, and snatching them up, she pressed the sharp edge against the child’s skin and forced a crimson line of blood. It was shocking to behold, yet as Daisy was brave and thought this to be a test of her nature, she neither flinched nor complained, and I remember thinking well of her for it.

Not so Sister Clarissa. “Silly little toad!” she cried. “Did I not affect you?” Daisy remained silent, peering into the livid face of her caretaker. I left in search of Elder Sister Agnes, who came upon the scene soon enough and reprimanded the sickly one sharply. Nothing more was said. Indeed, Sister Clarissa died of her illness soon thereafter and the believers excused her strange behavior as nothing more than an unfortunate symptom. Thus was her passing noted with due respect, though it was generally felt that in death she had entered a realm better able to bear with her singularities.

I speak of this only because there are times when the deep goodness of believers is fragile as the wing of a damselfly. Sister Clarissa was damaged before her arrival in our midst. I, on the other hand, have felt neither spiritual nor material hardship in my life, and so I count it as my work to accept and forgive. I see that every day, we give and work and worship, humbling ourselves through deep and heartfelt bows before the eternal spirits we encounter in Meeting. All of this we do to subdue our carnal natures, to conquer that which is the inevitable result of time spent living alongside the filth of the World, to create a second Heaven here on Earth. Not every soul can withstand such sacrifice.

  


It does me little good, however, to idle in the past—especially when I am faced with such troubles as plague me at present. Last week, as I was washing, the first blossoming bared itself, curled into a pink, fern-shaped welt over the ribs on my left side. As I have never known such decoration—no believer had ever come to me in the healing room and asked me to erase her skin—the sight surprised me. With the passing of every hour, the whorls became redder and soon covered my stomach and the tops of my legs. When finally they reached up my neck and over my high collar, I could hide them no longer.

They frightened me—they were so clearly Other. I could find no name for the condition, no mention of it in the medical journals we have kept for decades. I tried to calm the lesions myself, smoothing pastes fashioned from the pounded leaves of figwort and sheep sorrel. I wished my white skin to return, but the sores would not leave and they have since become angrier—strange paisley forms swirling about without reason. Indeed, not long after they made their appearance, young Sister Columbine screamed at the sight of a perfect sample snaking across my hand and told our Elder Sister Agnes that I had been visited by the Devil. Such a thought did not please my eldress and her orders were sharp.

I wonder what it is that disturbs her more: the hideousness of my infection or the evil of the power that has so defaced me. Can it be the contrast I present to the miracles that seem to have blessed so many of our neighboring settlements? It is the time of the Visionists after all, and though we have yet to welcome one here in The City of Hope, their songs, dances, even the strange drawings they pen—are known to us all. Whatever the explanation for my eldress’s disgust, she has separated me from my sisters and confined me to the healing room for a time uncertain in length. I have never resided in the place where I spend so many hours curing others. I wonder, Who will tend to me?
         

The answer was not long in coming. When I had been quarantined for three days, Elder Sister Agnes paid me a visit. She found me alone, for no sister dared rest in my presence. Even my meals were left outside the door, my dinner bell a sharp knock followed by a scurry of footsteps down the hall. I rested in a long, narrow cradle bed, its slanted wooden sides up close against my arms. I lay as if already inside my coffin. I may have been learned for my age, but I found burgeoning womanhood to be a trial and had already suffered many humiliations of the flesh. How I longed for a simpler time, beating my very breasts to push them back inside me! Now, to add to my shame, the Devil wrote upon my skin when it pleased him and I felt despair descend more heavily upon me with every passing day.

Elder Sister Agnes has come to help me, I thought. She has faith enough for the both of us. Can her goodness prevail where mine has failed? Has she come to drive evil from my being? Does she stand before me because she alone believes in my virtue? She looked barely a moment at me before she spoke.
         

“You cannot know it,” she said, straightening the bottles of tinctures already in perfect alignment along each shelf. “But in the days since you have been ill, I have spent many a beseeching hour in prayer. I find myself full of wretched self-doubt, for surely I have erred in my teachings. Why else would you have been possessed in such a manner?”

She came closer. “If this,” she said, pointing at my mottled skin, “be a sign of evil within you, then how can I not bear the blame? I raised you. Your faith has grown from the seeds I planted. If your goodness be false and rotten, then how can my own be true?”
         

I saw tears falling down her cheeks before she spun quickly away, drying them on a corner of her apron then breathing out as she set straight her shoulders. I had never seen her cry and it twisted my heart to know that I was the cause of her sadness and thus could not comfort her. She turned once more to look at me.

“It shall be my baptism to cleanse you myself,” she said. “I will not be afraid of whatever it is that afflicts you. I will not lose you to the Devil just as I will not lose myself.”

Listening to her make twins of our miseries, I felt sure she could cure me. I did not understand what she meant to do, for I had tried everything I could think of and still the markings left their stain. But I did not question it when she asked me to rise from my sickbed and remove first my apron, neckerchief, and white linen cap, then my collar and my worsted dress, then my winter petticoat, my knit stockings, and, finally, my chemise so that I stood naked before her. And though I wept for the shame of it—while in my sickbed, I had lain fully dressed until the tolling of the night bell told me that my brethren and sisters were readying themselves for bed—she did not look away or attempt to assuage my humiliation. Quite the opposite, for my condition caused her to gasp. Winding across my body, the sinister loops and fronds were frightening—in their strangeness of course, but also in their beauty, for they looked painted upon me with a most delicate, if determined, hand.

She pointed to a table on which she had placed two sheets and directed me to lie between them. I concealed myself gladly. With a strange silver tool she looked long into my eyes, my ears, my throat for signs of the Devil’s presence. I imagined she might glimpse wicked spirits in the cavities of my flesh like maggots in a corpse. I feared she might speckle me with leeches or try to cup and blister the bad out from under my skin, but I needn’t have worried. Instead, with the sheet still covering me, she ran her hands down the length of each of my arms and legs, first in stroking movements then clenching and unclenching as though she were molding me out of clay. She pressed her fingers round my stomach and tapped along my ribs as I have seen the brethren do along a bend of wood when they wish to make certain their work is sound. Then, in a motion that I found most difficult to endure, she bent her head to my narrow chest and laid her ear upon my bosom.

If Elder Sister Agnes did not scare the Devil, then she succeeded in scaring me. I could hear her breath—it came in short exhalations—and I felt its warmth blow over my ribs and stomach as tears ran down the sides of my face and wetted the sheet beneath my head. At length, a sob choked forth from within me and she rose with a look of some confusion. It was as though I had awoken her from a dream and she moved quickly away, walking the length of the healing room, lost in thought. Such was her intensity that I imagined she had found the Devil after all, that he lurked somewhere deep within me, beyond the reach of even so devout a believer. Certain now that I would be sent away, alone for the rest of my days never to see The City of Hope again, I began to cry.

Elder Sister Agnes approached me once more. Placing her hands in the clefts where my arms met my chest, she lifted me to sitting. I could not stop my sobbing—it came out in great hiccups—but she was tender now and careful not to let the sheet fall from my body as she perched herself on the edge of the table and wrapped her arms around me. I had not been held like this for many a year and the shock of it stopped my crying more quickly than if a hand had covered my mouth and nose and I had ceased to breathe. She held me and rubbed my head, ran her palm down my back over my long hair, which I had loosened the better for her to pore over the all of me. I sensed I was melting from the warmth that flooded my insides and I wondered if this was goodness spreading through me, fighting back the Devil and his evil hand.

I held fast to my eldress when I felt her begin to pull away from our embrace. I wanted to make last the glow that had enveloped me when she took me in her arms. But she had remedies to prepare, and as I listened to the slop of water from a nearby bucket, I searched within that I might replace my need with Mother Ann’s presence. I prayed silently that one as faithful and true as Elder Sister Agnes could rid me of my cross. From what I knew of the circumstances surrounding her own mortification, I imagined that one who holds so fast to perfection would have found it difficult to confess her sins and thus purge them from her soul. Only a trial similar in hardship could rid me of my markings, but I felt ready.

I remember mostly the sharp stubble of the brush as she passed it round and round, circling over my body until the prickling scream of my skin faded into numbness. When she had scoured near every inch of me, she left without a word and I slept. I had held myself tightly for days and now, to feel the sting of the brush’s bristles was to believe that I had been cleansed of all signs of the Devil. In my dreams, I thought I saw straight through to Elder Sister Agnes’s sad heart, for surely she could not have hurt me so much without suffering herself.

I awoke alone in sheets that were stippled with blood. Rising from the table, I pulled the covering away but it clung to my wounds as though armored with the hooked thorns of spring meadow rose. My reflection in the looking glass stared hazily back at me and I felt I might faint, for beneath the angry red rings made by Elder Sister Agnes’s brush, the markings decorated me still. In the flickering of the candle I viewed my naked self, unhealed and stamped with whirls of paisley that appeared golden in the dancing flame. They dared me to find the good in Mother Ann’s strange teaching. They dared me to see that She—The Woman Clothed With The Sun—had allowed the Devil into my soul as a test of my devotion and that I could prove myself only by carrying the burden bravely. I understood then, as I blew out the candle and stood in darkness, that to attempt to deny my cross, to crawl out from under the weight of it, was only to render it heavier still.


	

    
	
		
Polly
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IT HAD BEEN but a few hours since her father had threatened them. Had he come at Mama with a shovel? Crept in and dropped a fieldstone so close to Ben as he sat on the floor that his fingers had near been crushed? Was this the night he’d swiped at them all with a broken bottle and left a gash the length of a hare’s ear on Mama’s arm? Polly often found it difficult to separate his rages one from the next.
         

But as bad as those times were, this night frightened Polly more. Mister Fancy Coat, her father’s strange elation, his sudden suspicions…Things are going to change, she thought. Her father had a plan, she was sure of it. He’d as good as spelled it out: rid the farm of the three of them, then sell it. Death come easy here, he’d said, and Polly knew he was right.
         

Why, when she thought on it now, she had seen Silas leaning on a gatepost not so very long ago, talking to an odd-looking man who was all puffed up and dressed in frilly city clothes. Mister Fancy Coat: a mill agent sure as she was a drunkard’s daughter. She’d watched her father point towards the fast-running river that poured down the wooded hillside—the only forest of white pine, chestnut, ash, oak, and sugar trees for miles around. The water emptied out into a cold, clear pond at the other end of which a dam quickened the flow once more before it slowed to a meander and lost itself in distant fields.
         

Polly imagined the future. Close to the Post Road and surrounded by land well suited to the slow birth of a working town, their farm was the perfect site for a paper or textile mill. She remembered seeing the stranger nod and clap Silas on the back, his coattails whipping in the wind like the trappings of a well-dressed scarecrow. Mister Fancy Coat. He was no farmer.
         

Once a welcoming place, now, like stink round pigs, her family’s farm echoed only the poor, dirty lives of those it sheltered. The house her grandfather Briggs left behind had long passed into another world. His fine parlor might have been filled with company if ever Polly’s mother and father had visitors. But with no one venturing out their way, the silent space felt to her like a trinket shop full of bric-a-brac from a past life. The odd setting of pretty china, a brass compass, her grandfather’s books, many of them moved up into the attic as much to stop cold from seeping through the cracks as to keep Silas from using the volumes for kindling. These were the things she studied when there was a moment’s peace, the few objects her mother had managed to save from the happier days of her childhood.

Grandfather Briggs’s snake-rail fences were still standing, though there were gaps where wooden posts had fallen and never been set right, and along the tracks he made neat, milkweed and juniper had staked their claim. Except in the plots where Silas planted his weed-choked crops, Nature had begun to take back the land, and everywhere, even inside the little house, Polly sensed the encroaching wildness. Her father struggled behind the seasons as he did his plow: It was all he could do to sow corn and alfalfa soon enough after the long winter to replenish their stores and keep the animals fed. When he drank too much and forgot to read the skies, whole pastures of cut hay lay to rot in the drenching summer rains. And though he knew enough to let his fields go fallow from time to time, he grew impatient with thinking about what had been sown where, planting the earth over and over until he had laid waste its soil and was left with nothing but stunted stalks and patchy grass that refused, in spite of his fury, to grow full. He exhausted Nature as he exhausted everyone else.

The farm was overgrown or empty; there was no between. Polly’s bedroom—where, as a child, her mother had nestled under soft covers each night—was now a cold, barren space beneath the eaves where she and Ben slept on narrow pallets full of night-biters and ancient barley straw. In the great room just below, Silas and her mother shared a bed and a beaten old wardrobe, little more. Piece by piece, they had sold off most of Mama’s furniture and possessions, and what was left—save for the treasure in the parlor—was crude, overused, and out of date, made largely from worn wood, threadbare cloth, and old straw.

Some things, of course, changed little with time and circumstance, like the heavy old cooking pots and the gun above the door and the blades, scoops, and prongs of the farming tools her father left leaning against the gray clapboards. But Polly knew that her house had lived two lives. All summer long, it weathered and opened to the warming sun. Now, buffeted by cold winds and surrounded by a glittering frost every morning, it seemed to shrink against the coming winter, and Polly felt the beams bracing themselves, as did she.

Shaking her head free from thoughts of the past, she snapped to and stared about, unsure of what to do. Slowly, it came to her. Silas would be the death of them, whether tomorrow or the next day. Poor enough, drunk enough, greedy enough, mean enough—he was a poison fruit grown ripe. Silas would be the death of them. She knew it.

Mama did, too, but then, she always had. She’d lived so long with the shame of being helpless, she would never raise a hand to him now. She’d seen what he was capable of, understood that the hitting and the screaming and the visits in the night—they were not the worst of what Silas had in him. Polly let out a long-held breath and closed her eyes. She wished it was different, wished there was someone she could turn to. But he’d beaten them all. All, save one.

She rose and walked out of the house into the night air. Inside the barn, whispering soothing words to calm the startled animals, she felt her way through the darkness, tapping her hand along the sides of the wooden pens and unbolting the gates as she went. There was little more she could do for the weary beasts. She hadn’t time to flush them out and it would be noisy, besides. She could only hope they’d take their chance at freedom when the time came. In a stall at the back, the old bay nickered as Polly reached out to stroke his velvet nose. He might have been a fine horse, had he been allowed—as Benjamin Briggs intended—to be raised for young May to ride about town. But Polly’s grandfather Briggs died just a few weeks after buying the colt, and so Silas whipped him into plowing stony pastures just as soon as the animal could budge the blade. Were it not for May’s taking trouble in secret to dress his lash marks, blanket him in winter, and feed him warm gruel when his lungs rattled, he’d barely have lived out his first year. Were he not Silas’s only horse, he’d have been given his rest long before now.

Even so, with May in particular, the bay was gentle and loyal. More than once, Polly had seen him prick up his ears and run back and forth along the paddock fence, snorting and whinnying whenever he heard Silas yelling. He was May’s horse—just as Benjamin Briggs had meant for him to be—and he seemed to know that if they were to survive the curse they shared, they would need to watch out for each other.

“Quiet now,” Polly whispered into his ear. “You’ll let me harness you up easy, all right?” Groping for the leather bridle, the collar, and the breeching, taking each from its hook, she laid the pieces across the horse’s dark, sleek body and fastened them round. Then she backed him out from his stall and led him to the wagon. In no time, she had the traces hitched, the bit loosened, and the horse muzzled, half his handsome face immersed in a feed bag.

“There, boy,” Polly said as she patted his warm neck. “I’ll be back soon enough.”

In the house, she moved about surely and softly, gathering clothing, bedcovers, anything she could pile into her arms and carry out to the wagon. There was some brown bread and hard cheese on a shelf in the kitchen. She wrapped them in a piece of cloth alongside a few apples and stuffed the food into a basket. Then she took it outside, packed it, and tried to imagine if there was anything she had missed. Walking slowly back to the kitchen, she counted out the tasks that lay before her. She would collect Ben, wake her mother from where she slumbered in the rocker by the fire, give her a moment to bid farewell to the place where she’d grown up. Then…the horse, the wagon, the road out. Her head spun just trying to keep up with a future she could not begin to envision, and she took a deep breath to steady her nerves before walking through the door.

Moments later, Polly was ready. “Mama,” she said, touching her lightly. Dressed in a heavy shawl with Ben asleep over her shoulder, Polly stood beside her mother holding the old lamp, her wrist aching under the weight of its wooden base and etched-glass shade. Mama opened her eyes and cried out with a start.

“Hush,” Polly said, putting a finger to her lips. “Bring your things and come silent.” Mama nodded. Nothing more needed to be said. She seemed to understand that Polly was leading them away.

Keeping the light low, Polly watched her mother rise, ready herself, and move soundlessly into the parlor. She walked past the shelves, running her fingers lightly over pictures, bowls, a locked wooden box—objects so fiercely kept it was as though they existed under some sort of a protective charm. Dusted free of grease and ash, even in the most desperate times, they had never been sold for food or clothing. They remind Mama that she was loved, Polly thought. I remind her that she was beaten and forced. How she wished she could be an easier souvenir.
         

She watched as Mama reached the far corner of the room, hesitating before she bent down quick and slipped her hand into a gap between an old cupboard and the wall. From it she pulled a thin envelope and tucked it into the folds of her dress. Then she continued her silent tally of all that had bound her to this place—the house given form by her father’s hands, the kitchen where she had lost so much life. Shadows flickered dimly on the walls. It was, Polly thought as she opened the door, as if Mama were already a ghost in this place.

“Take Ben,” she said, struggling on the threshold with the lamp and the shawl and the sleeping child, near to dropping them all. “Take him to the wagon and wait.” As Mama embraced the boy’s warm bundle, Polly slid her arm gently out from under and clutched the lamp with two hands.

“It’s all right, Mama,” she said. Standing in the bracing cold under a bright curl of moon, every inch of her existed for one sole purpose: to save her mother, her brother, and herself. But there was something else she had to do. “Stay,” she said, pushing them towards the wagon and turning to run back into the house.

She passed through the kitchen and towards the room in which her father lay sleeping. In the doorway, she stopped, shielded the lamp’s dim light with her hand, and breathed deeply. Why had she come back inside? She approached his bed. She had never seen him like this, so vulnerable. She could do anything in this moment. She realized, staring down at his ravaged face, that he was hers. She squinted hard. He had once been a child. His cheek had been smooth and soft. His pudgy fingers had struggled to pick up acorns just as Ben’s had. How could he have turned so mean? Her hands shook around the base of the Argand.

Though there was no time to stand by his side a moment longer, she found herself rooted to the spot. The heat and smell of the lamp made her dizzy. Would she be able to keep Mama and Ben safe? Surely such a man would track them down. Not because he loved them or would miss them, but because he wanted to own them as much as he did the dilapidated farm. He would hunt them if only to prove that much. Her eyes traveled the length of him, down the buttons of his ragged blue shirt, over stains on his soiled work pants, tallying his gnarled, yellow-nailed toes. To stare at him without fear was to see his power drained away. How easy it was to feel nothing. Her mind cleared, its thoughts unfolding logically with each steadying breath.

Suddenly he coughed, bolting up wild-eyed to stare at her a moment before falling back on the bed. Polly jumped, stifling a scream with one hand as the lamp slid from the other. It fell, her father flopping onto his side away from her, asleep again in the silence before the crash. The sound of breaking glass was all she could hear as flames rose up in a roar from the puddle of spilled oil. Death come easy, said a voice inside her head, her body frozen until the time for doubting had passed.
         

She turned and scrambled through the house and across the yard to where Mama and Ben were waiting. She heard Mama gasp; the horse shifted and tossed his head so violently that Polly had a time of it loosening the feed bag and untying the reins. She looked back towards the barn, where she could hear the animals panicking at the smell of smoke. She wanted to help them. Run! she screamed in her mind, hoisting herself atop the driver’s bench and slapping the leather reins over the old bay’s back. The cart jerked into motion. There was nothing more she could do.
         

She prayed the blaze would fade once it had consumed her father, but a single glance told her she’d lit more than a funeral pyre. How quickly the past is made gone. Fire roared up through the windows, the inferno wrapping round the house as she drove away. In the fury of flames Polly could see the blackness of her father’s gaze just as she could feel the force of his will in the suck of their heat. She could find in her heart no space for pity.

Later, there would be time for them to decide what to do. Perhaps there would be mill work in one of the bigger towns, for the noisy factories seemed hungry for young women like herself, girls with nimble hands and sharp eyes. Mama might be able to find employment as a domestic, once she became well again. Polly shook off the hope that they would encounter much in the way of charity. If life had taught her anything it was that trusting Fate to human kindness was like leaning on the wind.

With the turning of the cart track just ahead, she allowed herself to look back once more. The fire was hypnotizing, but then…Were her eyes playing tricks? Though she could not be sure, she thought she saw a smaller blaze spat from the larger, moving, running, falling to the ground and rolling over and over, then up and running again. She closed her eyes against the thought, for surely it was a mere twist of the mind. The flames had been too hot. Not even a man possessed of such evil as her father could have survived. Could he?

She faced forward and concentrated on the road ahead. The horse was blowing hard, breath steaming from his chocolate-colored nostrils; every so often when he turned his head at the sound of dry leaves whispering in the trees, he revealed the whites of his eyes and a flowering of foam at his mouth. The old boy wants to leave as sorely as we do, Polly thought. If only the way were not so difficult.
         

Cold. It was cold on the wooden cart bench where she sat bone to bone next to Mama, Ben still asleep in his mother’s lap. They turned onto the Post Road, a worn track leading away from town. It was several miles to a neighboring cluster of houses round a small common where townsfolk grazed their fat cattle and held meetings when there was something of a communal nature to discuss. How separately they had lived from the people of this world. Polly went but once a week, to bargain for what they could afford by offering what they could live without. Eggs, butter, cheese—during the good months, they could spare a little of each, enough for dried beans, a pot of lamp oil, a jar of pitch molasses. Otherwise, she only left the farm to help Miss Laurel with the children who attended school on the outskirts of town in a building much like the one they were passing now, dark and empty as it loomed over the road. Her father allowed her to go so that she might learn how to do her sums. But the count is easy when you have next to nothing, so Polly told him one thing and did another, losing her troubles in the task of teaching the younger boys and girls how to read. She would miss the hours she had spent with Miss Laurel. She would miss the books filled with stories of a world so much bigger and more wondrous than her own.

Silver clouds blew across the sky. In blackness, the countryside around them disappeared until the thin moon, unveiled, revealed once more the track, the trees, the school, the slant of the horse’s haunches, all of it bathed in a spectral wash. Am I really here? Polly wondered. Her father’s fiery ghost was at her heels. Have I left my life forever?
         

She shuddered, pushed closer to her mother. They rolled through the town, and in the windows of the neat houses no lamps were lit; not even the bark of a dog pierced their invisibility. Polly felt they were slipping away from all she had known. Who was she now? They had no family she could recall, no friends to take them in. They were reckoned to be folks best left unto themselves. Who were they to be left unto now? These were night thoughts, she knew, the kind that come when sleep will not, the questions no one can answer, least of all a young girl in the dark.

She knew about the dark; Mama had left her to face it alone for years. Polly had often wondered: Was this her punishment for failing Ben? Her mother never stopped Silas, would not even try. This Polly learned early when, the morning after that first endless night, she asked her mother: “Why am I bleeding?” She was standing barefoot in her chemise, the sun outside just a slit on the horizon. “He climbed into my bed and hurt me in the night.”

Mama turned slowly from scraping the sides of a porridge pot and stared. She took a small step to steady herself. Polly recalled that, for what seemed an eternity to a ten-year-old girl, the only sound in the kitchen was the bubble of boiling water set up for washing in a cauldron over the fire. Then, a faint rustle of skirts and Mama went back to her scrubbing—harder, faster.

“You’d best not speak of this again,” she said, breathless from her exertions. “Little girls think all sorts of things are true when they’re not, and you’ve nothing to fear from something that only happens in your head.”

A thin trickle of blood ran between Polly’s thighs. This is not happening in my head, she thought angrily. But then she remembered how terrifying were her father’s rages—how murderous was the look in his eye when he’d tried to drown Ben—and she spoke of it no more. From then on, when he came to her, she lost herself in other thoughts—good dreams to cover the bad, visions of saviors, scenes of heavenly beauty, the sense that she was being lifted away by gentle hands, taken to a golden land and laid upon cotton clouds. She came to know the place well, to trust that its gates would remain open to her if ever she should need to enter. In this way, Polly heeded Mama throughout every dark sleep and lost herself not in the nightmare but in the dream it forced her to summon.
         

The wagon lurched. Her mother’s head bobbed against her shoulder, and Polly could feel the tears. She wondered why Mama was crying. For the farm? For the father who had been killed? For the boy she married? It could not be for the man he became.

“Was he right, Mama?” Polly asked, clucking at the bay. “The farm. Was it his or no?”

Mama sniffed and raised her head. “Was it his?” she said. “His? No. It wasn’t his. Nothing was ever his.”
         

“Well, then whose was it?” Polly asked. “Whose is it?”
         

Her mother looked around as though realizing for the first time that she was free. If she felt any relief, however, it was fleeting, for Polly saw her face cloud over as she receded once more into her shawl. “That’s a matter to be settled once we’re…once you and Ben are safe.”

Polly urged the horse to move faster. “Once Ben and I are safe?” she asked. “What about you? You’ll be safe too, right? You’ll be…”

“Hush, girl,” her mother said. “You don’t need to worry about me now. You did a big thing back there—perhaps more than you intended. It’s you I’ll be thinking about for the moment, ’til we’re sure what’s what.”

Polly nearly pulled the bay up short, but her mother leaned over and pushed forward on her hands to keep the reins loose. “If it’s the fire you mean,” Polly said, her voice rising in panic, “I don’t even know…”

“Quiet!” Mama snapped. “Now you say nothing about the fire, you understand? That’s for me…” She paused. “That’s for me to worry about.”

Polly was not used to the tone her mother had used. She’d spoken sharply, with force. She’d said she wanted both of her children safe. How long had it been since Polly had felt protected? Could she trust Mama to make things right?

  


She could turn to no place in her mind and find peace. She hoped Silas was dead; she feared she had killed him. Should she expect the constables round every bend? Surely a fire-reader would come to the property, a man whose job it would be to parse the devastation. He would pull from the wreckage a record of the past. Perhaps he would conclude that the blaze simply happened as such things often did—an accident of shattered glass and lamp oil. But if he knew from truth, then he would see it plain as day: her hatred spelled out in smoke and ash. Could her mother keep her safe from such scrutiny?

A red fox screamed—a horrid, womanly sound from somewhere deep in a ravine. There will be time, she thought as she tried to allow the road away from the farm to erase her worries. There will be time for a better life once things have settled. She yanked on the reins to slow the horse as they reached a pitted stretch where the ruts were deep. The carriage swayed and creaked, rolling sideways then down, its wheels at the mercy of the frozen track. She feared they would tip and be stuck here in the cold, for the way was new to her and she did not know where the nearest town might lie. But then the road became dry and smooth again and the horse quickened his pace as though he too wanted to flee the unforgiving ground.
         

Hours later—it must have been hours, though Polly could not be sure—they paused to let the old bay rest in the shelter of a stand of giant white pines. With trembling hands Polly handed round the hard hunks of brown bread and cheese. In the vast darkness slowly lifting, they had come to a crossroads, but she found herself too tired to think which way to turn. A new land surrounded them, and the hills and craggy ravines that had loomed so menacingly were behind them now. How long had she been driving? How far they must have come. One way revealed a road that seemed to lead into emptiness, but as she peered down the other, she could make out the white lines of neat, straight fences and tall houses sitting upright in the gloom like well-behaved children.
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“A transfixing debut novel.... Urquhart has created a world rich in detail and
vibrant in its historical dimensions.” — New York Times Book Review





