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For my beautiful, brave Mama, watching from the moon.




CHAPTER ONE
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Here, crouched beside the toilet, I’m terrified I’m dying. My stomach must be bleeding, or my liver, or my kidneys. Something inside me has somehow got cut. Spots of blood smear my underwear. I wipe myself with toilet paper and there’s more blood. Am I being punished for something I have said or done?


“Elizabeth!” I shout, running from the coffin-small room. “Elizabeth!”


I run from room to room. Kindred Smith is mending a bed in one. Rachel sweeps in another. The children play in the day room.


“Elizabeth!”


I wonder if the bleeding is worse. I look behind, but there are no drops of red following me along the wooden floorboards. I rattle the doors of the rooms that are locked. Elizabeth is not in the dining room, but in the kitchen she is coming through the back door, her rain-drenched dress clinging to her pregnant belly.


“What is it, Pearl?” she asks, putting down a bag of muddied potatoes. “Is someone hurt?”


I don’t want to tell her. I don’t want to tell her that I’m dying. Will the shock damage the tiny baby in her tummy?


“Pearl?” She stands, looking at me, and I see the worry in her eyes.


“My stomach is bleeding,” I whisper.


“Where? How?” Elizabeth steps back, looks at my top. “Did you cut yourself in the field?”


“Inside. It’s bleeding inside me.”


“What do you mean?” she asks. I’ve never seen someone turn so pale in the time it takes for me to take a breath.


“I’m sorry, Elizabeth,” I say. And I can’t stop the tears. Because I don’t want to die. I want to meet her baby. I want more days swimming in the lake. I want more days dancing in the rain.


Then Elizabeth’s face changes and she starts to smile. “Why do you think your stomach is bleeding?”


Why is she happy that I might soon die?


“Is there blood in your underwear?”


As I nod my head, she laughs and wraps her arms around me. I feel the bump of her baby under her skin. It presses against me. Against my stomach, which is bleeding inside.


Elizabeth steps back and I see that she’s crying. So I’m right—I am dying.


She kisses her thumb, presses it to her belly, and then puts it onto my forehead, onto my chest and then onto my own stomach.


“Are you trying to heal me?” I whisper. And she smiles.


“You don’t need healing. You’re not dying, Pearl. You are fifteen years old and you’re changing from a child to a woman.”


Then she’s hugging me again, and her words slowly sink in. So this is what I’ve been waiting for? A bleeding stomach?


I look at Elizabeth, but she doesn’t seem like she’s mocking me.


“Come on,” she says, and she takes my hand.


In the bedroom, she changes my underwear, takes away my old ones, which are now heavily lined with a muddy red. I concentrate on the faded yellow wallpaper as she fills my new underwear with a thick, woven slab that makes me waddle like a duck.


“You’ll get used to it.” She smiles at me so warmly. “Now, not a word,” she says and I follow her out onto the landing. I focus on her long blonde hair as we go down the stairs to the kitchen. In silence, she reaches for the lantern and matches on the shelf, and then we walk out the back door.


I’d forgotten it was raining and it hits down on us hard, soaking us within seconds. I hear nothing but its drumming on the ground as Elizabeth takes my hand again. She leads me through the herb garden with its high brick walls, where the smells have almost been washed away. She opens the rickety door at the other end and we’re walking through the strawberry field. The plants are heavy with red fruit.


I feel the slab of linen rubbing my legs as I walk. I imagine the blood dripping onto it. Will I bleed forever now? Will I never be able to walk or run freely again?


I stumble after Elizabeth, confused about wanting to cry when I have waited so long to be a woman. In the distance, I see the figures in the vegetable patch, where I was less than an hour ago, when I was still a child. I see the shape of Heather, her long brown hair stuck with rain down her back. Then I remember. I’ll be able to grow my hair. Finally, after all these years of waiting, I’ll be able to let my blonde hair grow. I’ll look like Elizabeth, with it flowing over my shoulders and down to my waist.


I’m filled with happiness. Suddenly the bleeding and the strange, uncomfortable way of walking are absolutely fine, because now I am a woman.


“Elizabeth,” I say. But the water is falling too loudly for her to hear.


The sound changes as we head into the woods and the rain hits the leaves far above us.


“Where are we going?” I ask, but Elizabeth just smiles.


Finally, we get to the clearing where Papa S.’s Worship Chair sits in the middle. It has fresh ivy woven around its frame. Elizabeth walks toward it, and then she’s going too close—she’s walking into the forbidden circle. I look around, but no one is here to see. I look up into the branches, but no Kindreds are hidden there.


I hold my breath as she reaches for the chair. “No, Elizabeth,” I whisper.


“It is bidden,” she says quietly as she starts to lift the chair. I can see that it is heavy, but I can’t help. Papa S. sees everything and Elizabeth is in the forbidden circle, touching his Worship Chair.


She drags it to the side and begins to kick at the thick leaves underneath. Then she’s on her hands and knees, moving the leaves away until underneath I see a large metal hoop. She pulls it, and it opens a small wooden door flat on the ground.


“What are you doing?” I ask.


She is not smiling now. “I promise you will be okay,” she says. She takes the matches from her apron, strikes one and lights the lantern.


And then I understand. I look down into the hole. There are steps that end in blackness. She wants me to go down.


“I want to go back to the house,” I say. But I don’t move. I don’t run away.


“You must trust me, Pearl.” Her wet hair still shines so blonde. She holds the lantern in one hand, the other hand resting on her pregnant belly.


And I know I love her, so I know I must trust her. I step forward, into the forbidden circle, and start to go cautiously down the steps. Elizabeth follows me and the light from the lantern shows us the way. At the bottom is a tiny room dug into the earth.


I look at Elizabeth. In the candlelight her cheeks look sunken, her eyes hollow. Is there fear hidden within her?


“I’ve seen it now,” I say quietly. My voice sounds flat as it catches in the earth. “Can I go?”


“We have all done this, Pearl. Every woman at Seed. I promise you will be all right.”


“What do you mean?”


“When you get your first Blessing, when you first start to bleed, you must stay with Nature so that she may give you the gift of a healthy womb,” she says.


I don’t understand. I just stare at her in the flickering light.


“You must stay deep in her womb, so your own womb may become fertile.”


“What do you mean, fertile?”


“So that when it is your time, you will be able to have children.”


“I don’t want to be here, Elizabeth.” My voice cracks as I start to cry. I look at the earth circling me and I’m suddenly filled with terror. Does she want me to stay here?


She puts the lamp down and wraps her arms around me, her face hidden in the shadows. “You know that you must not cry. Your life spirit will leave you and without it, you are nothing.”


I can smell the sweetness of her vanilla scent. It masks the smell of the blood and the damp earth that is blocking the air.


“It won’t be for long.”


“So you’ll shut the trapdoor?” The words fall from my mouth.


Elizabeth steps back and nods. She’s trying to smile.


“But how will I breathe?”


Elizabeth picks up the lantern and shines it on the bottom of the curved earth walls. Tiny black pipes stick out all around. “I have been here, Pearl. It’s all right.”


“It’s not,” I say, and I start to cry again. “I don’t want to stay.” My voice is getting louder and Elizabeth looks up the steps toward the light above.


“Shh, now. Papa S. must not hear you cry. And Nature is hearing every word.” Then she puts down the lantern once again and turns to go up the steps.


I can’t move. Something holds me to the ground. I want to run after Elizabeth, pull her back, to escape, but I just watch as she goes up toward the air. The last thing I see is her blonde hair as she quickly lowers the trapdoor. It shuts with a muffled thud.


Faintly, I can hear Elizabeth scrabbling about with the leaves. Then I hear a dragging of something heavy. She must be pushing the wooden Worship Chair back over the top.


Every part of me wants to scream. Every nerve, every cell, wants to run up the steps and bang on that wooden door and scream until my lungs burn. But I don’t. I know that Nature is watching me. And Papa S. will know.


So I stand and stare at the flickering earth walls, with their overwhelming dank smell. I stand and stare at the mud above me and around me and under me. I stand and listen to the sound of my own breathing.


Surely she will be back soon?




CHAPTER TWO
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The candle is burning down so slowly. I don’t want to move. The ground is cold through my trousers. I try to imagine that I’m dreaming, but I know I’m not.


Elizabeth does not come. The melting wax makes slippery shapes on the earth wall. The flame bulges and straightens, dancing in the silence.


I must have been here an hour, if not more. There’s no one above me. No one is coming. When the candle burns down, I will disappear into the darkness.


“Elizabeth?” I call out softly. Of course she can’t hear me. No one can hear me. There’s no one there.


My stomach is starting to hurt with hunger, a rumbling pain. It’s something I’ve barely felt before. At Seed, no one is hungry. There is always food, there is always drink.


“Thank you, Nature,” I whisper. I kiss my palm, press it flat into the earth. It’s bumpy against my skin. I imagine how deep the earth goes beneath me.


Kate and Jack will notice I’m gone. They will ask about me.


I close my eyes. It can’t be long now.


But I’m finding it difficult to breathe. What if those pipes don’t work? What if they’re blocked and I slowly run out of air? My breath is sticking in my throat. It’s got nowhere to go. Am I going to suffocate? Is this how I am going to die?


“Help me, Nature,” I say. She must hear me, because there’s a rustling of leaves above my head, a heavy scraping of the Worship Chair. And as the door is lifted, the sunlight floods in so sharply that I have to cover my eyes.


I am free. So I start to move toward the steps, just as Elizabeth comes down to get me. She is carrying something. When she reaches the bottom, she takes off the cloth covering it. It is a bowl of soup. A spoon and a chunk of bread sink into it.


“I must be quick,” Elizabeth says, her voice hushed as she puts the bowl on the floor.


“But I’m coming with you,” I reply.


“I’ll be back in the morning. Just after sunrise.” She tries to hug me, but I grab at her hands.


“No, Elizabeth, you can’t leave me here.” I’m crying, sudden and startling in the quiet circle of earth.


“Think of the rewards, Pearl. You will have a healthy womb. And when Papa S. says it is the right time, you will have children.”


“No.” I’m trying to stay calm. “No, I can’t stay here.”


“You must.” She’s trying to peel my hands away.


“I’ll die if you leave me. I can’t breathe in here, Elizabeth.” I want her to look at me. I want her to understand, but she’s looking back up the stairs. She’s trying to get away.


“Pearl, you must let me go,” she says quietly. Then she looks at me with those eyes of clover green. “Nature will protect you. There’s no harm that can come to you here. You are privileged.” Elizabeth finally frees her hands and kisses me on the head. “You are safe, Pearl, you are loved.” Then she rushes up the steps. I reach for the material of her skirt, but she’s gone.


The trapdoor has closed out the sunlight. There’s just the silence and me. Somewhere, there are beetles burrowing, but I can’t hear them. All I can hear is the sound of my short breathing and my heart thudding in the cramped air.


I kneel down and reach for the bowl of soup. The smell of it should make my mouth water, but as I bring the spoon to my lips, I feel sick. Still, I force it into my mouth, feel its warmth in my chest. It helps the ache in my stomach and so I gently scrape until every last drop has gone.


The smell of the ancient mud finds me once more. It creeps into my nose and slides down inside me.


I close my eyes and start to count. One, two, three. On and on. But the panic is rising again. Breathe, Pearl, breathe. Trust in Elizabeth. I focus on her smile, on the baby growing in her. Will I have a brother or a sister? I hope for a brother. If it’s a girl, she will be forced into this hole. And I couldn’t sit by, knowing that she is here.


I will think of the baby. Each little finger. Each little toe. Think about Papa S. and all that he gives us. Now I am a woman, maybe I can be his Companion. I imagine his hand in mine. I’m getting cold, but he will keep me warm.


I must sleep.
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Somewhere there is music. And someone is singing, quietly. I open my eyes to blackness and silence. I am in the earth and the candle has burnt itself out. I move onto my knees as I sweep around with my hands. There’s nothing but the rough, damp mud. Then my fingers hit the bottom of what must be the steps and I stumble up them. At the top I feel the closed trapdoor. If I’m desperate enough, I’ll be able to open it. I push it with all my strength. I push it until I feel like my wrists will snap in two. But it doesn’t move.


I bang it, feeble now. And I’m crying again as I curl myself onto the step. It’s so dark that I can’t even see my fingers. Darker than the silence in our sleeping room. Darker by far than the night. Nothing exists now, except the sound of my crying, getting soaked up by the earth. My life force dripping away.


Slowly I feel my way down the steps. I lie at the bottom. My bones ache from the cold and the hard floor.


“Please come, Elizabeth,” I whisper. I kiss my palm and hold it above me, into the hollow blackness.
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I’m woken by the sound of the trapdoor opening. There is light, muffled yet sharp enough to hurt my eyes.


“I’m here, Pearl.”


It’s Elizabeth. She lights a lamp and I can see again. “It’s all right,” she says. “It is over.” And she smiles at me. “You can change into this.”


She hands me a flowing green skirt. It’s beautiful. I reach out to touch its material in the flickering candlelight. It feels so soft.


“It’s silk,” she says. “I made it for you when you were born.”


I take off my trousers. As I put the skirt on, it feels like water on my bare legs. Elizabeth passes me a new slab of linen.


“Change this for the one in your underwear. We must leave the old one here for seven days.”


“Will I have to come back to get it?” I ask, the panic rising like bile in my throat.


“You will not have to come back here,” she says gently.


Elizabeth takes the old slab from me. It’s heavy with my blood. When she has laid it face down in the earth, she turns to me. “You must never speak of this to anyone,” she says.


She blows out the candle and starts to go back up the steps. I hurry after her.


When we’re outside, she lowers the trapdoor, covers it with leaves, and pushes the heavy Worship Chair back into its place.


As we walk away in the early morning air, the birds are singing. The rain has stopped. My emerald-green skirt will tell everyone that now I am a woman.




CHAPTER THREE
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I watch Ruby’s little fingers as she washes the mugs. In time, she too will become a woman. I know that it is years away, but I can’t bear the thought of her being trapped in the earth. I try to push the memory away. Concentrate on the frothy water in the sink.


When Jack comes in, he notices my skirt immediately and stops. He looks at me. “A woman?” he asks, smiling.


Pride washes through me. “Yes,” I say.


Jack hesitates. I wonder if he will bleed and then be able to grow his hair like the Kindreds. He’s sixteen already, so surely it can’t be long. “You won’t change, though?” he asks.


“I might.”


“You better not,” he says. Then he reaches into the sink and Ruby smiles as he flicks water at me.


“Hey, watch my skirt,” I say, laughing.


“I won’t!”


So I splash him back and he runs from the room, straight into Kindred Smith.


“Careful,” Kindred Smith says. But he’s not angry. He never is. Of the two Kindred men, he’s always been my favorite, even though favorites aren’t allowed. With his beard the color of autumn, I can believe that he grew in the wood.


Jack reaches over and rustles my skirt. “Pearl’s a woman,” he says.


I see something flicker briefly in Kindred Smith’s eyes, but then he smiles warmly. When he puts his arms around me, I feel a strange aching to stay as a child.


“I remember when you were born,” he says as he shakes his head. “Your hair was so white it nearly blinded me. And that yell of yours came close to deafening everybody.” When he laughs, the wrinkles around his eyes squeeze close together. He takes my hand between his. “You’re no trouble at all now, though.”


“Oh, yes she is,” Jack interrupts. “You don’t know the half of it, Kindred Smith.”


I can feel my legs bare under my skirt as I laugh.


Ruby takes her hands from the sink and dries them on a cloth. She comes over to me and strokes the material of my skirt. “Are you really a woman now?”


“Yes,” I say. “And one day, you will be too.”


Her smile is wide. I try not to imagine her alone in the ground.


First meal is being laid out on the two wooden tables in the meadow. It’s my favorite place to eat. And this is my favorite day, because Fridays are free days. Unless Papa S. says different, we can spend all day lying in the grass if we want, staring at the sky. As long as the tables are laid and the food eaten, the day is ours.


Through the window, I can see Bobby as he puts the forks in the right places. He pauses to hold one up to the sun. Although he’s small for his five years, he seems wiser than most of us. He tells me that Nature speaks to him through sparks of light—I think he’s listening carefully now.


“Can you take the bowls out, Pearl?” Elizabeth asks as she comes in from outside. “And Jack, there are glasses on the side. The table won’t lay itself.”


I grab the bowls and run out into the meadow. I hear Jack and Elizabeth laughing behind me as I reach the knee-high grass. I push through, careful not to make a path. I wish I wasn’t carrying anything, so that I could reach my hand down and feel the strands on my fingertips.


When Bobby walks past, he kisses his palm and holds it toward me. It always makes me smile. He can’t wait to grow up and be like the Kindred men.


“Did Nature tell you anything today?” I ask.


“It’s a secret,” he replies before he disappears into the house.


Jack catches up with me as I’m laying the bowls, one in each place. He’s carrying towers of glasses in each hand.


“What did you worship this morning, then?” I ask him.


“I haven’t been out yet. I had to help Kindred John with the drinking fountain. We fixed the leak.”


I look at Jack. He’s so proud that he’s finally been asked to help the Kindreds with proper manual work. For years we’ve watched from where we’ve been playing, Jack fascinated by the hammering and clattering of mending and building. Slowly he’s got older, and slowly he’s been allowed to learn.


“About time you started to do some proper work around here,” I say, laughing. He picks up a fruit cloth and swipes at me across the table.


We walk along the table together. For every bowl I put down, he puts a glass, until all eleven places are laid. I stop to watch an ant as it scuttles over a spoon. Press my finger in front of it, willing it to walk on my skin. But it turns back and disappears over the edge.


I look back at our home, at its many windows, the red bricks covered by ivy in places, the chimneys scattered on the roof. I know that there is nowhere else in the world that I would rather be.


Heather comes from the kitchen door. In each hand she has a vase filled with flowers from the meadow. She’s woven some blue flowers into her hair, the petals ducking in and out of her curls. Soon, I will be able to do the same.


When she has placed the vases on the table, Heather comes to me. “Nature has made you a woman,” she says warmly. She kisses her palm and holds it on my stomach. When she hugs me, her curls fall over my face.


“I’m so happy,” I say as she pulls me back to look at her. I am sure that I see the memory of the circle of earth in her eyes. Maybe it is a good place.


“I am very proud of you,” she says, and my smile is in every part of me.


Our arms empty, Jack and I head back toward the house. “What shall we do today?” he asks, running a hand over his cropped-short hair.


I don’t answer him, because I have seen Kate standing by the kitchen door. I know she is looking at my skirt. I smile at her as she comes up to me.


“You made it, then,” she says. Is she talking about the hole in the ground? We are forbidden to mention it. “Now we are the same again.”


I feel her warmth as she hugs me. I imagine her stomach bleeding the way that mine is and how I never knew. But when she lets me go, there’s something different in her eyes.


“I’ll be able to grow my hair,” I say with a smile. “We’ll look like sisters again.” I reach up to touch her hair. We are an identical color of blonde, but my hair is so straight and Kate’s ripples slightly, like water.


Elizabeth stands by the cooker in the kitchen, stirring the wooden spoon through the enormous vat of porridge, humming quietly to herself. I watch the sun fall through the window onto her. It catches her red lips and almond-shaped eyes, and I know she’s the most beautiful being in the world. As I always do, I make a silent wish that she is my true mother.


I know that it is wrong to wonder. I know that we are gifts from the earth and we belong to all of the Kindred women. But I want to truly belong to her.


I push the thought away. Today there is space for nothing but happiness.


“Right, girls. Carry this outside and I’ll go and tell Papa S. that we’re ready to eat.”


Some of our family are already sitting at the table when we go out again. The porridge vat is heavy and pinches at my fingers, even through the cloth that I’ve wound around the handle. Kindred John gets up to help as we set it down with a muffled clunk on the end of the sturdy wooden table.


“Thank you, girls,” he says, gently laying his hand on Kate’s head. He is so tall, much taller than Kindred Smith, and his hand is so strong that he somehow makes Kate look young again. She winces slightly and moves quickly away. I don’t know what’s wrong, but she won’t catch my eye.


We sit down just as Papa S. comes out of his door, and that wonderful hush swoops over us. He makes his way slowly to the head of the table. Today it’s Rachel at his side. Her eyes are smiling at him as she holds a flower to her lips, her other hand linked with his fingers. It seems like she has been his Companion for a long time.


Papa S. is barely taller than her, yet his goodness stretches into the air. He wears his long hair loose today, flowing like white sun over his shoulders. The feeling of love and awe I have for him swells within me. I gaze at the intensity of his eyes, the deep lines on his face that celebrate his years.


I touch the material of my skirt and smile, hoping that Papa S. knows. Hoping that he has seen. Maybe soon it will be me who holds a flower to my lips, and everyone will watch me and know that I am his Companion. The thought of walking with him spills sunshine onto my heart.


We all stand as he reaches his seat. As one, we kiss our palms and reach them out to the sky. Papa S. sweeps a hand over all of us and we sit.


“Begin your thanks,” he says, his strong voice reaching out. So I lift my head and join the low murmuring around me. The air is warm. The long grass is silent around us. This is happiness.


I try to concentrate on my thanks, but my mind keeps drifting to Elizabeth’s swollen belly. I imagine the child, curled like a nut, growing day by day. Waiting and growing and blinking into the inky, wet darkness. I will look at its face when it’s born and see if it is like me. I’ll look for signs to see if it is my true blood sister or brother. Yet I won’t be able to treat it differently.


“Begin to eat,” I hear Papa S. say softly, and so we all lower our heads and start to pass our bowls toward the vat of cooling porridge.


It’s not my favorite food of the day. Elizabeth’s magic has long gone by the time the bowls are put in front of us. There’s always a rubbery skin on the top and the spoon has to pop through to reach the slightly sludgy porridge below.


“It’s delicious, Elizabeth,” Jack says and I know he means it. He has a warmth you can almost touch. I eat mine quickly, looking forward to the fresh bread and melting jam.


When we have finished eating, we clear the plates and bowls quickly. There haven’t been so many warm days this summer, and as the Kindreds rest at the table, we want to make the most of our free time.


“Thank you, Pearl,” Rachel says as she passes me her bowl. Papa S. smiles at me, and my arms tingle with pride. But he doesn’t say anything and there’s no flicker of recognition in his eyes. I wish I had the courage to ask him. Have you seen? Have you seen that I am a woman? But I gather their spoons and walk back to the house without saying a word.


Even though it’s only mid-morning, the kitchen is becoming uncomfortably warm. Jack has hooked the door open, and the windows looking over the meadow are as wide as they can go, but there’s no breeze.


“Hurry up, you lazy bunch,” Jack says, tickling Ruby and Bobby until their legs give way and they collapse on the stone floor.


“You’re not exactly helping,” Kate says, flicking bubbles from the bowl at Jack. He laughs as he wipes them from the suspenders attached to his trousers.


“That’s enough,” says a voice from the doorway. Heather doesn’t normally sound annoyed. Earlier she had been so warm toward me, but now her eyes are dark and her mouth is tight. “Papa S. would like some more milk,” she says to no one in particular.


“I’ll get it,” Ruby squeals, dropping her tea towel on the side and running toward the fridge.


“No, it’s OK,” Heather says, reaching for a glass from a cupboard above the sideboard. Ruby’s face sinks into disappointment, but Heather doesn’t even seem to notice. She takes the jug from Ruby’s hand and pours milk into the glass. We all watch her as she puts the jug back, closes the fridge door and walks back toward the meadow.


“What’s up with her?” I ask.


“She’s jealous of Rachel, I reckon,” Kate says. “I bet she was hoping Papa S. would choose a new Companion.”


A new Companion. Will it be me?


“She can’t be jealous,” Ruby says, her little face shocked. “It’s not allowed.”


“You can’t stop your feelings, though, can you?” says Kate. She looks at Jack, so quickly that if I’d blinked I wouldn’t have seen it. But I know I didn’t imagine it, because in that instant, Jack’s cheeks flush red and he looks down at his feet.


A strange feeling suddenly creeps from my throat, down to my tummy. I don’t know why it’s there, and I don’t know what it is, but then it’s gone.
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They do not know that I am here, locked away forever at the top of the house. That I watch them. That one of them is mine.


They do not know my memory of growing my baby in me. And when it was time, the thunder in my stomach, cracking me open. The stinging turning to burning and tearing and the final release of a head. I pushed the flesh and bones from me. My child.


I hadn’t expected the slippery, snakelike cord that held my baby to me. My baby’s screams as that cord was cut through.


“Are you hurting it?” I remember asking. I didn’t know whether I had birthed a boy or a girl.


“The baby is fine.” The Kindred had smiled as he pressed a cold flannel to my forehead. He wasn’t doing it to help me. It was to keep me down.


“Can I hold my baby?” I asked. But then the cramps took over my body again. My mother stood between my legs and she pulled that severed cord.


“What’s happening?” I screamed.


The Kindred only smiled again. “Trust us,” he said. “Trust us.”




CHAPTER FOUR
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He won’t cry. Even though the drops of blood squeeze through the crack in his skin, I know he won’t cry. So Bobby just screws up his face and keeps his eyes shut tight as I check his foot for any more thorns.


“They’ll give us blackberries in the autumn,” I say, gently touching the brambles with my fingertips. “So we can forgive them for this scratch.”


Bobby’s face stays scrunched as he watches me pick a bracken leaf. I press it onto his cut. He tries to move his ankle away, but I hold it tight, waiting for the leaf to work.


When it’s done, I stand up and brush the dry mud from my skirt. “Come on, let’s get back before it rains.”


Bobby leans his head into me. “Thank you, Pearl,” he says. And as we stand like this, I want to tell him: I think you’re my true brother. Because I knew, those five years ago, as soon as Elizabeth and Rachel reappeared with their empty bellies and the Kindreds carrying two mewling babies. I knew the moment I saw Bobby that he was mine.


But I say nothing. Instead, I take his hand in mine and we pick our way carefully back through the forest, back toward Seed.


The rain comes soon, when we are busy helping Elizabeth in the kitchen. It’s the first time it’s rained again in the three days since I’ve been a woman. Kate walks in and she dips her finger into the soft cheese as I push it through the muslin cloth. I laugh as I try to snap it shut, but she pulls her hand away.


“Hey, dreamer,” she says to me. “You’d gone to worship before I’d even opened my eyes.”


“I went out early with Bobby.”


“We found a robin,” Bobby says. “It spoke to me.”


“We managed ten rejoices before it flew away,” I say.


“I ended up going out on my own,” Kate says, that wicked smile tipping at her lips. “I chose mud.”


I don’t understand why she’s saying such things these days. I want to ask her, but something is holding me back.


“There’s beauty in everything,” Elizabeth says, just as Ruby rushes in and the rain outside beats louder. We put down the cloth and go to the open door to watch it.


“I like the way it bounces on the ground,” Ruby says.


“We’ll have to go out in it later. We’ve carrots to pick,” Elizabeth says. She stands next to us, one hand on Bobby’s shoulder, the other pressing gently onto the glass.


I look at Elizabeth’s fingers and put mine onto the glass next to hers. I’m sure our hands look the same. We both have slender fingers and small wrists.


She looks at me and smiles. “They’re just hands,” she says, and I wonder how she knows my mind.


“Come on, let’s go out in it now,” Kate says. “It’ll be fun.”


“Not you, Kate,” a voice says from behind us.


Kindred John has walked into the room, his footsteps disguised by the heavy thumping of the rain. Ruby runs up and jumps into his arms. He throws her high into the air and catches her again. When she is back safely in his arms, she rolls the ends of his beard into her hands.


“You have lines in your hair,” she says to him.


Kindred John laughs. “Nature is beginning to paint my beard gray,” he says.


I am so used to the blackness of his hair, I cannot imagine it changing. I don’t think I want it to.


Kindred John throws Ruby in the air again.


“She’s too big for that,” Elizabeth says.


“Five years old isn’t too big for throwing in the air,” Kindred John says, and Ruby laughs as he swings her up.


“You’ll hurt your back,” Elizabeth tells him, and he puts Ruby down.


“Heather needs some more flour,” Kindred John says. “I need Kate to help with the wheel.”


There’s a strange look on Kate’s face. “I’m helping Elizabeth,” she says.


“I have asked you to come with me,” Kindred John says.


Then he leaves the room and as she follows him, I’m shocked to see her pull a face behind his back.


I glance at Elizabeth, but I don’t know if she’s seen. If she did, I wonder what punishment Kate will get.


“Nana Willow needs her tincture,” Elizabeth says to me. “Will you take it to her? She’s not good today.”


“Of course,” I say, but there’s a pebble of dread sitting in my stomach. I can’t tell anyone, but Nana Willow frightens me. She has stayed in her room for so many years that her mind has become as withered as her skin.


Her bedroom is downstairs. Out of the kitchen, across the hall and down the tiled corridor. I can’t help but glance at the door of the Forgiveness Room as I walk past. I have only walked through there once, and I never want to do it again. Another short corridor and I’m outside Nana Willow’s room.


I don’t knock. I know she can’t hear. Slowly I push open the heavy wooden door and her smell rushes up to me. I try not to mind it. I tell myself it is as natural as the flowers in the field. But it smells of decay.


I force myself to step inside. I force myself to smile, even though from here I can see Nana Willow’s eyes shut tight. Her chest sounds like a creaking bough as she sleeps.


My feet don’t make a sound as I walk toward her. There’s a small table next to her bed and I put the glass of fresh juice with tincture drops onto it.


“Nana Willow,” I whisper. She doesn’t stir. “Nana Willow.” I lean toward her and her eyes snap open and are staring into mine.


“Sylvie, you came,” she says, her voice like steam escaping through the crack in her mouth.


“It’s me, Nana Willow. It’s Pearl.” But she doesn’t see me. Her fingers reach out and stick onto mine. I want to run from here, but I know I can’t.


“I knew you’d come back to me,” she says. She tries to reach up. To stroke my face. I don’t mean to, but I pull away.
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