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      Laurie grew up in two places.

      Her adopted parents were wonderful, they are her true family, as is the family she has created and lives in, loves in, now.

      Laurie lived in a community when she was a child.

      Some people called that community a cult, and she was taken away when she was nine years old.

      She didn’t stay in touch with anyone from there.

      She never went back.

      Nothing remains from that time in her life.

       

      Laurie keeps secrets.
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      Martha drove along the country lane back to their home, the land lay ahead reaching towards the sea she knew was there, distant and tempting, Martha loved to swim, in any weather, any water. The grey of the morning mist was gone, leaving the wide flat land green and soft. Their three teenagers were all in school, she could keep on, ignore the hidden turn-off to their house, go to the sea, but that her deadline was looming, and this was an otherwise uninterrupted afternoon to work. Martha was driving too fast, as she always did along this stretch. When they first moved out here she’d been a timid city driver, scared of narrow roads and sharp bends, hedgerows that hid sight of oncoming traffic, now it was second nature to her and she drove without thinking about the road. Swim or work, swim or work, swim. She sailed past the turn-off and on, another forty minutes to the cold, grey sea.

      After her swim, sitting on the shingle beach, Martha wrapped herself in the old towel she kept in the back of the car, feeling strong, vibrant, alive. Now that her thoughts had been sluiced clear of confusion by the shock of the cold, she found she could admit it, she was a little bit infatuated, a bit sixteen and fluttery when she thought of him. And she was enjoying the feeling. Happily married, happily mothering, Martha knew she would do nothing about it, that it would not develop into anything more, that this was just a feeling, but it was a good feeling, an exciting one, and Martha was hungry for excitement.

       

      Until the last year, Martha and Laurie had always shared childcare reasonably evenly, certainly more so than the majority of their friends. Both freelance, once the babies were off the breast and on to the bottle, they had simply allocated jobs according to whoever had the most pressing deadline, aware that the scale could shift with a single phone call. They’d screwed up a few times, impossible client demands for both of them coinciding with a sick child or a plumbing emergency, childcare and housework a burden for a week or so, rather than simply part of daily life, but generally it had worked well.

      Since Laurie’s unexpected success eighteen months ago things had been different. For almost two decades Laurie had happily carried on with the unsung, under-paid work she loved, designing small community spaces, helping tiny housing associations make the most of limited resources and increasing cuts, creating careful extensions to schools or to simple public buildings. The architecture she practised had very little to do with the massive glass and concrete edifices that usually won awards, and far more in common with the people that used them. It was not fashionable, and the students who took her courses at the two universities where she taught part-time, loved her for her interest in the way communities worked, as much as the spaces she helped them imagine.

      Over twenty years of practice, Laurie had built up a portfolio of clients, who commissioned regularly even if they didn’t pay well, allowing her to keep people as her central focus. She pushed both students and clients towards dreams that were rooted in a hopeful but solid reality, which meant that she was never going to win the big prizes. Until eighteen months ago and the ceremony where she did win the prize, the biggest one, stumbling up to collect the chunk of etched glass and the certificate and the cheque, mumbling ‘Hell fuck damn sorry wow thank you damn’ in shock, grateful for the time delay on the radio broadcast and the fact that the news team hadn’t expected her to win either, so they didn’t have a camera pointing in her direction, at least until she’d realised she was meant to smile and look grateful. Laurie was grateful, she was also the most surprised person in the room.

      Martha was not surprised, Martha had always believed in her wife and in her vision of building for people, for communities. Martha was thrilled for Laurie when the prize led to more work, more commissions, more lecture offers. Even now, a year and a half later, when the requests still showed no signs of abating, Martha remained delighted, but she also had her own work designing websites, and they had three children. Martha had become the prime carer by default, which had never been the plan, and had almost grown into a problem – until Martha had something else to occupy her thoughts, someone else. Someone to think about when she was increasingly the only parent picking the kids up from a late practice or date, the only parent around to enforce Sunday-night homework. Someone to make her feel a bit sixteen again, and a lot less thirty-nine. A lot less almost forty.

      She drove home fast, she got to work, finished a tricky section for an even trickier client, and made dinner, knowing the twins would come home starving from swimming practice, Hope hungry after dance class, and Laurie would be grateful. She played old music as she cooked, songs from her teens, indulging the thought of him – interested in her, talking directly to her, not about this or that, but about her life, her thoughts, her dreams. It was like being in love without the messy lust part. Nothing to worry about. Nothing much, Martha was smart enough to know that part of the thrill of thinking about him was that Laurie didn’t know about him, and when everything else was a little mundane, a secret was a fine thing.
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      Back when they first met, the main thing Martha noticed about Laurie was that she was dauntingly beautiful and while she was small and fine there was nothing delicate about her, nothing fey. Five years older and apparently so much more worldly, Laurie already had style, sharp and strong. Years later, Martha would despair, trying to find something to please Laurie’s specific and discerning taste for a gift, but when they were in their twenties, Laurie’s style was a badge of distinction. They’d had no more than three conversations when Martha decided that Laurie was wiser, braver, tougher than she’d ever be, more secretive too. Laurie answered questions in short, staccato sentences, she began conversations as if she was about to leave the room. Laurie’s waiting, the holding back that she later explained as shyness, as fear, appeared to Martha as mystery and depth. Martha wanted a lot more of Laurie, from their first introduction, and always after. Martha always wanted more of Laurie.

       

      They met to make a new piece of work. Martha was in her third year as a fine-arts student – a three-year waste of time according to her farmer father who just wanted his daughter to come home and work with him, take over the farm eventually, and a longer waste of talent according to her teacher mother, ‘By the time you unlearn all the rubbish they teach you, you’ll have spent five years screwed up by their bollocks’. Alongside their coursework, the students were given three months to work cross-arts. Each student was assigned another art form, something their tutors decided would benefit their own work. Martha drew everyone’s short straw when she was sent to assist a new firm of young architects, with a specialist line in making ancient work accessible to the general public. The site was a Roman mosaic uncovered during building works, studied now to see if it had to be left where it was, or might be lifted and transferred, surveyors and developers looking on anxiously, time as money ticking away in shards of broken pottery, excavated lives.

      Martha had been working on massive canvases, end-of-terrace walls, hoardings. She turned up at the site on her first morning as agreed, prepared to do the work, get her hands dirty if need be, but not really interested. Ahead of her she had three months on site, plenty of time in the spring evenings to keep on with the vast canvas stretched out in her landlord’s empty garage, and then she’d deliver the last of her coursework and be a fully-fledged artist, with the piece of paper to prove it. Martha was twenty-one and the first person from her family to choose the arts as work. She still believed that a piece of paper could make a difference.

      Very quickly she discovered that she found the detail, the intricacy, fascinating. Working now on something that had once been made by hand, brand new, so long ago, interested her much more than she had thought. There was a whole architecture for which this mosaic had been made, and now here were the tiles, exposed to the light of a bright April day for the first time in close to two thousand years, uncovering a story piece by piece. By the third week Martha was looking forward to going to work every morning. Then Laurie came back from her holiday with family in the States and rejoined the team of people who had been telling Martha that she needed to be careful of Laurie, to make sure Laurie didn’t think she was only there for the credit. Laurie, built up as a tartar, who turned out to be quietly spoken and patient and so much else. Laurie who was watching Martha.

      Martha, who liked being watched by Laurie.

       

      ‘My name is Laurie.’

      She was guiding Martha’s hand as Martha unsteadily dusted a tiny area of precious tile, Laurie made her student’s fingers lighter, softer, slower.

      ‘See? It takes longer this way, but the dirt lifts better, you can begin to see what you’re looking at.’

      Laurie smiled when Martha turned to her, they both knew what they were looking at.

       

      That night, in bed, Laurie stretched over Martha, watching for her reaction.

      ‘That’s quite a tattoo,’ Martha said finally, her eyes tracing the lines on Laurie’s skin that ran from her left collarbone, over her left breast, twisting to the right side of her ribcage.

      ‘Isn’t it?’

      ‘When did you…?’

      ‘I will tell you, but it’s not a story for tonight.’

      ‘What is the story for tonight?’

      ‘This.’

      Laurie kissed Martha’s lips.

      ‘And this.’

      She kissed her left breast.

      ‘And this.’

      She kissed her right breast.

      Martha lay back and let Laurie tell her a story. She believed every word.

       

      Two years later, Martha gave birth to their daughter Hope, and not two years after that, they bought the house in the fens.

      ‘It’s twins,’ the doctor had said. ‘You’re having twins.’ She pointed to the screen with her free hand, the other rolling the imager back and forth over Laurie’s just-there belly.

      Laurie closed her eyes, Martha blinked, trying to make sense of the blobs on the screen, while jiggling a fractious twenty-month-old Hope on her lap.

      ‘Twins,’ Martha said, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say, because she had no idea what reaction she was supposed to give, no idea what she thought yet. Or rather, because she was thinking too much. They loved their little flat, Hope had only just moved into the box room, not that she slept there most nights, but they called it Hope’s room, and so did she. No one would have called their half-house spacious, they had part of the garden, sharing with an upstairs neighbour, they were close to shops and the Tube, had friends and a park nearby. It was easy for both women to get to work, and they’d thought they could hold on there a little longer, keep the new baby in with them, spend longer saving towards a bigger flat. Laurie had no intention of moving out of London as so many of the parents at Hope’s nursery seemed to do, once they had a second and a third child – property prices they’d say, or fresh air, or better for the kids to have a big garden.

      While Martha sometimes spoke longingly of country air or green views studded with hills, she also remembered being a bored teenager and her horror at the darker aspects of farming, so much of that life given over to long hours and bad weather and blood and dirt. Only city people thought farms were pretty. She’d helped with docking lambs’ tails from the age of five, done bloodier things too, when she had to. She’d holidayed with her father’s brother, the younger brother who became a butcher when Martha’s father inherited the farm. From her uncle and his wife she’d learned slaughtering, skinning, butchering. Even at fourteen Martha understood it was a real skill, something of use, much as she hated the blood, the way it stayed in the cracks of her fingernails, the smell in her nostrils. Her father had thought it would help her in future when she took on the farm, but Martha had never wanted the farm, the country was dirty and smelly and damn hard work. Neither Laurie nor Martha had any intention of leaving central London and moving to the suburbs, or worse, one of those sleeper villages just beyond the M25. And yet.

      ‘Twins,’ Laurie repeated, her eyes wide.

       

      That night they sat up in bed and looked at properties, those nearby to get a sense of prices, and those further afield that they could afford. Their flat went on the market the next month and, for all the reasons they had loved it themselves, they found a buyer almost immediately. No chain, cash purchase, all they had to do was find somewhere to live.

      Martha found the house online, it was the one she kept going back to, it was the one she loved on sight, and it was totally impractical.

      ‘It’s falling apart.’

      Laurie wasn’t exaggerating, the estate agent’s blurb had opted for unusual candour: Needs restoration and love. Lots of love.

      ‘We can fix it. You’re an architect.’

      ‘I’m not a builder and this is no hidden treasure.’

      ‘You don’t know that yet.’

      ‘And you do?’

      Martha shrugged, ‘It has a stream.’

       

      The stream meant her mind was made up. Martha loved water, the sea, a lake, a pool, bath, shower. The twins loved it too, when they were little they’d play in their paddling pool for hours, by the time they were in their teens they were both happy to exhaust themselves swimming length after length after length in the local pool, purely in the hope of cutting one tenth of a second off their times. Hope and Laurie went along to their competitions, but Martha was more enthused about being a swim-team mum. Laurie was happy to play many mother roles but, unlike many of the girls she’d gone to high school with, back in the States, she was no soccer mom.

      The children did call her Mom though. Laurie was Mom and Martha was Mum.

      It was how they shut up Martha’s cousin when she was first pregnant with Hope and the cousin asked, ‘But won’t your baby get confused?’

      Laurie laid her light brown arm against Martha’s pale, freckled skin, ‘Different skin, different eyes, different hair colour, different height, different names. Probably not.’

       

      ‘I can see it has a stream,’ Laurie was saying, looking at the page, ‘it also says the stream has been rubbish-logged for some time and needs clearing.’

      ‘It has an attic, and land. We’ll make it gorgeous. You’ll make it gorgeous. And it has loads of space, a garage, a conservatory, two sheds, and an outhouse lean-to. What do you think that is?’

      ‘Probably the bathroom.’

      It was the bathroom, but only in the way Laurie used the word. The outhouse lean-to was the only toilet for their first year in the house.

      Hope was grizzling and she wasn’t going to get herself back to sleep, Laurie got out of bed and tried one last thing, knowing it was already too late,

      ‘Martha, I don’t want to live in the country.’

      ‘I know, I love London too, but we can’t afford it.’

      ‘This house isn’t even in a village.’

      ‘We couldn’t afford it if it were in a village.’

      ‘It’s in the middle of nowhere.’

      ‘Yes, way better than a village, if it were in a village we’d have to make friends with new people.’

      ‘It’s miles from anywhere.’

      ‘A forty-minute commute to the city,’ Martha quoted.

      ‘Capital-C?’ Laurie asked.

      ‘Obviously not.’

      ‘Right, some local city, small city.’

      Hope’s grizzles had turned to proper wails.

      ‘Coming baby,’ Laurie called out to her.

       

      When Hope was finally sleeping again, Laurie carefully got into bed, it was just starting to turn from autumn to winter and she was shivering. Martha rolled over.

      ‘You’re still awake?’

      ‘It has a stream,’ Martha said, ‘the house has its own stream.’

      They booked to see it that weekend and Martha persuaded Laurie that they should put in an offer the following week. They were terrified when it was accepted within two days. Terrified and thrilled. And, because it made Martha happy, Laurie put aside her fears of living in a place with no neighbours, no lights in the distance at night, a place that scared her because it was so far from anywhere else.

       

      Now, after fifteen years of slow renovations, the house was both old and startlingly new. They made the new parts bright and light and open, and restored the oldest rooms, making them the warm heart of the house. Their work was especially successful where the kitchen became a big, bright room easily holding all five of them alongside assorted friends, Martha’s parents for Christmas dinner, and most of Laurie’s huge family of adopted siblings every second Thanksgiving. Martha loved the views as much as the place itself, from every one of the upstairs windows there was a different view of the fens, flat and open stretching out to the sky and the sea, and even Laurie found she was able to look out at the distant nothing and see it was beautiful, though she still missed the rush and noise of the city. Now that the twins were teenagers, Laurie sometimes talked about moving back, how it would be when they were just two of them, and the house and big garden took too much upkeep. Martha had had a hard time in her mother’s last few years, her mother too ill to cope with the farmhouse, her father too busy caring for her mother to look after the farm properly, and both of them leaning heavily on their only child. It was only after his wife’s death that Martha’s father had agreed to sell the farm, though he kept the old house, selling off the land around it. Laurie suggested he come and live with them, but he was having none of it. He told them both not to be daft, that he was fine by himself, thinking about his wife and the land, but he must have been lonely, sometimes, often. Martha sometimes worried what would happen, when the children were grown, if Laurie went first and she was there, with only the house for company. Laurie promised it would never happen, that she was never going anywhere without Martha.

      ‘Although a lovely little flat right in the centre of town, when the kids are all grown up, that wouldn’t be so bad, would it?’

      ‘If it hasn’t got a stream, I’m not going,’ was Martha’s answer.

      And so they stayed in their rambling old-new home with the astonishing views in the low land, beneath a high sky, and the children grew and it was all, more or less, just fine. Even their secrets.
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      ‘I hate you, don’t you dare come over here, I hate you, fuck off!’

      A door slammed shut, the house shook, there was silence for a moment, then something thudded heavily against a wall, followed by a muffled shatter and a low groan. There was a brief, all too lovely moment of silence, and then the wailing began, sobbing, shouting and wailing.

      Martha looked at Laurie, ‘Your turn.’

      ‘I can’t do this one, I only ever met him once.’

      Martha bit her tongue to stop herself pointing out that Laurie hadn’t been home enough to get to know their daughter’s boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. She smiled instead and said, ‘But she is your daughter.’

      They both laughed.

      When people looked at Hope, saw Laurie’s brown skin, her almond eyes, her high cheekbones, delicate build, they often said, ‘So Hope must be your daughter?’

      They were right, but not in the way they’d assumed. Hope grew from Laurie’s egg and their donor’s sperm, but Martha carried her, just as Laurie carried the twins grown from Martha’s eggs and the same donor sperm. To those who didn’t know them well, the who-gave-birth-to-whom question seemed to really matter. If either mother, if any of the children, could be bothered telling them that their guess was wrong, then the whose-egg-was-it question seemed to matter almost as much. Martha often wondered if people were quite so crude about adopted children, and how anyone fell in love with a stranger if biology really mattered so much to them.

      It had mattered at first. When they were trying to get pregnant, they’d thought that swapping eggs would help them trust that they were both the mothers. The minute the midwife placed Hope in Laurie’s arms, the moment Martha first held the twins, they realised they were both mothers to all three children, then and always, in love with each of the babies, and biology had nothing to do with it.

      ‘Even if I knew what to say about him,’ Laurie said, ‘you’re way more patient than me, especially about things like this. You’ll only get annoyed when I tell her to stop screaming after five minutes.’

      ‘You could try not doing that?’

      ‘I could, but it’ll be on the tip of my tongue anyway. You go, you’re nicer than me,’ Laurie was nudging Martha with her foot.

      ‘That’s true.’

      Laurie grinned and Martha knew she’d lost, ‘What are you going to do?’ she asked.

      ‘Make dinner.’

      ‘I doubt Hope wants to eat.’

      ‘She’ll be starving after this. And wanting a new phone if that crash was as bad as it sounded.’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘I do. And if she thinks we’ll just buy her another one…’

      ‘Yeah, you’re right. I am nicer than you.’

      ‘It was an expensive phone.’

      ‘Four years ago. It’s my old one. Just because you had a childhood of deprivation, doesn’t mean —’

      Laurie had heard it before, ‘Whatever. The twins’ll be home soon, they’ll be hungry even if Hope isn’t. You deal with her now and we might even be able to manage a peaceful meal, then we can settle down and watch TV like everyone else.’

      ‘Hope’s been dumped, the week before her school dance, by an idiot who’s just discovered he fancies her best friend more than her. I don’t think we’re going to be spending the night cuddled up on the sofa watching The Sound of Music.’

      ‘Good, I hate that cheesy crap.’

      Hope’s furious cries increased and Martha downed the last mouthful of wine in her glass as she got up, ‘What’s for dinner?’

      ‘Mac-and-cheesy crap.’

       

      Mac and cheese. Laurie stirred the sauce, and her hands were Dot’s hands, grating cheese, stirring sauce, waiting for it to thicken, not too much, not too little, just right. She made their meal, thinking of Dot and Henry, the people she called Mom and Dad, the people who were her mom and dad, who had raised her, saved her, taken her in along with their other adopted children, bringing them up, black, white, brown alongside their own mixed bag of birth kids. Henry white, Dot black.

      Dot had often said, ‘White folks are always so surprised that our babies don’t just turn out regular coffee colour.’

      To which Henry would always add, ‘Bad coffee at that.’

      People were also surprised by the children that Dot and Henry took in. They started with one, added another, and another. Hippy hangovers who’d rolled into the seventies planning to teach the world to sing, Henry and Dot believed good old-fashioned love could fix everything. It turned out that neither love nor common sense could fully save Laurie and the other adopted siblings from what they’d seen, been through, from memories that lurked in nightmares and snatches of song, but Dot and Henry persisted, and, in the end, love was more or less enough.

      Laurie was persisting too, even though success brought its own difficulties, even though she knew she was leaving too much for Martha to do and that Martha’s stoic martyrdom on the altar of motherhood couldn’t go on for ever, Laurie persisted with their own version of happy families. Every now and then she thought she was just about on top of it, thinking we’re OK at this, the kids in their teens and none of them were too fucked up, not yet.

      Laurie stirred, nodding, we didn’t screw it up yet.

      I didn’t screw it up yet.

      I didn’t run away, I didn’t run back. Not yet.

      The sauce was done, Dot’s hands on the wooden spoon, Dot guiding Laurie’s hands. She was nine years old, in third grade though she’d only gone to school for the first time that year. Dot teaching her the feel, the resistance that said the sauce was ready, teaching that we don’t always cook by recipes and measures and timing, or even by look, sometimes we do it by touch.

      Adult Laurie cooked and remembered that Dot had taught her how to feel, while, in another room, Martha held their daughter who was now feeling all too much.

       

      Laurie poured the sauce over the still-steaming macaroni, and as she put it in the oven she finally heard Hope break. She had been shouting all that time, screaming at Martha as if it was all her fault, and finally she was crying, quietly. Laurie pictured Hope in Martha’s arms, their beautiful girl, thinking her world was over because some stupid boy had dumped her. It was true, Jon was good-looking, Laurie had to give him that, but sixteen, and stupid. He had to be stupid if he’d dumped their gorgeous girl. Then she heard Martha’s voice, soft and low, reassuring.

      Laurie set the oven timer, nodding to herself, Martha was good at reassuring, holding, making better. The safety of Martha’s embrace was definitely a part of their love, she could imagine her treading just the right line between placating and letting Hope moan. Laurie knew that she would have been more likely to tell Hope to get up and get on, even when she was trying to be kind, gentle, she’d find herself saying the wrong thing, too brusque, too hasty. She usually put it down to not having had Dot’s mothering, any mothering, until she was nine years old. And that was true, but Laurie also knew she was far more impatient than Martha, even more so since Hope became a teenager, they were too sharp with each other, too likely to hurt, accidentally, and sometimes intentionally. Where once Laurie had been able to shrug off her spats with Hope because they were just too similar, now she often found herself on the receiving end of Hope’s ‘You don’t understand me, it’s all your fault’.

      She had felt the same at Hope’s age, even Dot and Henry’s embrace eventually became stifling. Not that she blamed them to their faces back then. She blamed the Chinese mother and father, or maybe just the mother, the one who had let her go, let her be shipped to America, the birth mother was an easy target for ire, whatever the poor woman’s reasons might have been. Laurie also blamed the system that had allowed the desert community to buy a baby, twisting rules and circumventing laws to bring in new blood, purchasing the progeny of a brighter future, the community who had made her theirs. Once she was pulled out of there and safely with Dot and Henry, Laurie trained herself not to think about the time before, and within two years of living in the crammed house with all the other kids, she had convinced herself she remembered nothing of the old life at all. By the time she was fifteen, it was almost true. Sometimes she found herself lapsing into a particular rhythm as she walked, or recoiling at the scent of rose oil, but mostly she chose to ignore the missing years before Dot and Henry. Their love, their home, their open arms became her place of safety. As an adult she recognised that she had everything to thank them for, even the voice with which she now spoke, the voice she found only after she had been living with them for six months, her own voice that returned when she was allowed to make her own choices. Eventually. And the mac and cheese, Laurie definitely had them to thank for the gift of comfort food.

       

      A car pulled up outside, the kitchen ceiling lit by bright headlights. People always drove with their headlights on full out here, the better to see along the narrow, winding road that led to their house, lined with big, dark trees on either side. Car doors slammed, Laurie heard Jack and Ana, laughing, running over the gravel, waving goodbye to their friends, the back door opened, slammed shut, and they were home. All home, all five, safe and sound. Laurie resisted the temptation to lock the door.

       

      Later, after the twins had eaten and Hope had pushed food around her plate, after a run-down of swim times and races won and lost, after Jack had prodded and poked and finally, gently, teased a smile from his older sister, just one, then it was time to wash dishes, gather papers and books, prepare for a new week. Sunday-night blues turning into Monday-morning rush.

      Before Laurie and Martha went to bed, they looked in on their children. They had done it at first, as every parent does, revelling in the blissful moment when the little one was perfect and easy, tiny chest rising and falling. Then there were the times they looked in to make sure the lights were off and they were actually sleeping, that bit between seven and twelve when their children’s growing pains showed up in small rebellions, books read long after lights-out, phone sneaked to call friends, snacks eaten in a bed made itchy with crumbs. Now they would look in and more often than not the twins were already sleeping, they both trained so hard, three times a week after school as well as four mornings, that they fell asleep the minute they got to bed, barely shifting in their dreams. Hope was different, often still at her desk, working, reading, drawing. At seventeen it was hard to insist she went to bed, she was finding her own rhythms, their baby girl, nearly woman, the best they could do was suggest; maybe it’s time to turn out the light, maybe it’s time to try to sleep. Laurie and Hope shared the insomniac’s fear of the dark room, the boredom and the loneliness of another night awake. The mothers stood at Hope’s door, whispered goodnight, then went up to their own bedroom.

      Soon after, Martha was sleeping easily as Laurie lay listening to the night, assuring herself that the doors were locked and their babies were safe. Eventually she would sleep, but rarely well, rarely for more than a few hours at a time. In her childhood, in the years before she was taken to Dot and Henry, she had been trained to be alert for the quietest call, the faintest light, the lightest touch. So many of her childhood nights were full of broken sleep, leading to the damaged selves which, like a bone that mended badly, must be broken again to be reset, re-made. Laurie had re-made herself, but even so, sleep was a broken promise.
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      There were no broken promises in the community. Abraham’s dream was the confirmed prophesy, their lives in the desert were his vision made real, and every promise was offered in the knowledge that no break was possible, no rescinding countenanced.

      Laurie was seven years old when she was covenanted to Abraham’s youngest son Samuel, who was nearly nine. They were brought before the whole community, more than sixty people gathered in the big hall, waiting while the children were dressed for the moment, readied for the promise. The room was silent during the waiting, silent when the outside door opened and Samuel was led to the dais where Abraham sat, ready to receive him.

      Samuel knelt, ‘Father.’

      Abraham was his father and he was the father of the community, he had built it on his own prophesy, with his wife Ingrid by his side, at his back, at his beck and call. Ingrid was the first of her husband’s acolytes, and his most beloved. Abraham often said that it was her faith in his vision that allowed him to found the community. Even so, Ingrid received no special treatment on the compound, no special favours from the father of her three sons. If anything, some noted that Abraham was tougher on Ingrid and the boys, expected more from them – more obedience, more whole-hearted giving, more surrender to the needs of many rather than the preferences of just one. Abraham had given up the possibility of an easy family life in order to create this sanctuary in the desert, renouncing the comfort of the blind world in order to open all of their eyes to the searing beauty of real life in true community – the least his immediate family could do in return was to live as fully a part of the whole as possible. To give themselves to the land as Abraham had done.

      Abraham nodded when Samuel called him father, ‘To all of you, yes,’ he replied, and many in the room felt a moment of pride that Abraham truly did consider them as important as his own flesh and blood, a moment that was quickly checked when Abraham looked around the big hall and asked, ‘And who of you felt special, chosen, when you heard me say I am father to all?’

      There was silence, and then half a dozen right hands were raised, half a dozen more, another ten, twenty, each one accompanied by a left hand to the breast and the words, ‘I accuse myself’.

      More silence, more waiting, right hands remained raised, left hands on beating chests, Samuel kneeling still, his knees pressing into the wooden floor.

       

      Outside in the centre of the compound, standing alone on the land where they heard Abraham’s revelations, Laurie waited. She wore the thin white cotton dress of all the covenanting girls. She hadn’t seen Samuel before he was taken inside, but she knew he would be wearing a white shirt, white trousers, that’s what the boys wore for the promising. She had seen them before now, her friends from the children’s group, up at the front of the big hall, kneeling before Abraham, being special, being loved. The wind lifted and Laurie shut her eyes tight against the stinging dust. Shut her eyes too, against what it might do to her dress. It was hard to stay clean in white clothes, the wind whirled dust around the compound every day, on the rare occasions it rained the whole place became mud. Abraham had helped them understand that to be untidy, to be messy or dirty, was a failure, not just of cleanliness, but of respect for the whole community. Anyone who did not take care with his or her appearance was showing a disregard for their brothers and sisters, insulting the whole. Laurie squinted down at her dress, the wind had missed her, mostly, she shuffled even though she had been told not to move at all, the dust lifted, shifted, she was clean. She waited.

       

      Inside the big hall, they also waited. Abraham looking from one person to another, noting whose hand was raised and whose was not. Some of those with their hands carefully clasped before them wondered if they should have raised their hand. If it might have been better to admit to a fault they had not committed than to risk Abraham calling them out now, asking why they did not have the courage to admit failure. There was always a chance that Abraham would challenge one who failed to accuse themselves. Everyone craved Abraham’s attention, the glance of the father that became the loving look, the embrace, the kiss on the forehead. Craved it, and feared it, his attention was also a laser beam and it went straight to the heart, searching out forgotten failings, mistaken intentions. Sometimes it was better to hold up a hand, anyway. Sometimes it was safer.

      Then he smiled. He looked around the room and his arms were wide open and he was laughing, ‘My beloveds, my perfect community of beloveds. So generous in your care for each other, for my spirit in each of you, so willing to offer your truths, your wickedness, your failures.’

      He left the dais then, walked right past Samuel whose head was bowed as required, whose knees were now burning with waiting, kneeling, the room of people behind him now in joyous uproar as Abraham, his father – their father – went to each and every one of the community and kissed them, hugged them, held them, loved them.

      Samuel knelt and waited, and outside, Laurie wished that they would call her in, that she might be covenanted with Samuel, that it might all happen soon, before the dark clouds came closer, before her dress was ruined, her promise broken before it was made. Laurie stood alone in her pure white dress and wished to be a good girl, no matter how wicked it made her – wishes were wicked, prayer was permitted, only obedience to the rule of the community showed true commitment, and surrender to the whole was the one real obedience. Like many of the children, Laurie wasn’t quite sure what the big words meant, but it didn’t matter, because she knew what they were in action. And, as Abraham often explained, willing compliance was the one true prayer.

       

      Later, Abraham anointed first Samuel and then Laurie, touching their foreheads with the rose oil he wore on his own skin. He held the cup to their lips and they each took a sip of the pure rainwater, preserved for these occasions. Abraham bound their right hands and their left hands with a long thin strip of old red cloth, whispering to the two children the promise of their future lives, and then Samuel and Laurie led the community in their dance that night. They led stumbling, unsure, it was difficult to make the steps with their hands crossed and bound to each other, but they led anyway. Exactly as Abraham often explained, they led because the others followed – he had dreamed the community into being, and it was a community only because they all surrendered to the dream. The dream and the promise, all tied together in a long, thin strip of tired red cotton.

      It was hard to sleep that night, it had been exciting to stand out, to lead the dance, Laurie tried to coax herself into sleep with the pattern – breathe in, hold, breathe out, hold. Sometimes she wondered how long she could hold the breath for. In the days that followed, the darker nights after the covenanting, when she discovered what else she had promised when she was bound with the red cloth, what else was expected of her, when the scent of rose oil on Abraham’s skin became suffocating, she tried to hold her breath for longer and longer, tried to find that held moment, that not-really moment. That night she held and let go, held and let go, until she felt the holding lower her into sleep.
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