








[image: Image]


[image: Image]

Atheneum Books for Young Readers
An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, New York 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2006 by Betsy James

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

Book design by Debra Sfetsios

The text for this book is set in Zapf Calligraphic BT.

The illustrations for this book are rendered in pen and ink on scratchboard.

Manufactured in the United States of America

First Edition

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

James, Betsy.

Listening at the gate/Betsy James; illustrations by the author.—1st ed.

p.cm.—(The seeker chronicles)

Sequel to: Dark heart.

Summary: After seventeen-year-old Kat leaves the Creek home of her mother’s sister, she returns to Downshore and becomes embroiled in upheaval there and in the land of the Rigi, as well as in Nall’s quest to go to the Gate.

ISBN-13: 978-0-689-85068-4

ISBN-10: 0-689-85068-9
eISBN 13: 978-1-439-11647-0

[1. Fantasy.] I. Title. II. Series.

PZ7.J15357Lis 2006

[Fic]—dc22 2005002113


[image: Image]

For all my midwives, some of whom are men
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At the gate of the great deep,
Souls are finding bodies,
Hearts are finding words.
Nothing turns to every shining thing, and rises
Like a flight of birds.



Origin Chant. The Rigi.
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Aash, aash, Huss, huss,
Shuu, shuu,
Aah.



Lullaby from Selí The Rigi.



A SUMMER NIGHT, black and starry. The wind blew from the west, urging the waves onto the shore, chasing veils of sand stinging and scouring up the beach. The short grass bowed to the east in the darkness, whistled, and bowed again.

Underground, though, all was still. In the great warren-house of Sell, in a low, driftwood-beamed room that was her own, an old woman sat on a reed mat, spinning by candlelight. A little naked boy lay against her, as near as he could get but for the spindle, watching her hands work.

Odor of beeswax, whirr of the spindle, rattle of the whorl in the clay cup. A cricket creaked. Away down the corridors of the warrenhouse the voices of the clan were indistinct. The surf said suff, suff on the beach below.

As though to herself, the woman sang,




Thou art a man upon the land,
Thou art a beast upon the deep,
Thine the fin that hides the hand,
Thine the dream that riddles sleep … 





The boy stirred at his great-grandmother’s thigh and whispered, “Ama.”

“Bij.” That was not his real name, just a little name he had.

“Ama, I hear the Gate.”

She frowned. “It is the wind you hear, my mouse. You cannot hear the Gate from here. It is far away, and out in the great sea.”.

“I hear it.”

“What does it sound like?”

He listened, his head raised from her thigh. “Like Tinga.”

The gray cat sleeping by the fire pit heard her name and opened her eyes.

“Shaking,” he said. He sat up and shook himself to show her how it was. But he could not purr as fast as Tinga, and he said crossly, “No.”

“Shu-shu-shu.” His ama pushed the brown curls from his face and looked at the eyes raised to her, gray as rain—her granddaughter’s eyes, which she had gotten from a father nobody knew, a spirit, maybe, or the sea wind, or rain itself. “The Gate is not for you, mouseling,” she said. “Leave it to the Reirig.”

“Why?”

“It is his now.”

“Was it mine before?”

“Maybe. But now it is his, and if you meddle with it, he and the elders will take away your skin and your name, and they will kill you.”

His round face showed only interest. Killing was common, but not the other part. “Take away my skin?”

“Yes. The skin of your seal, the one that your father hunted for you when you were born.” She pointed to it, folded on the goods pole: a dark, smooth pelt. “They would burn it, and burn your name, and lay you in the caves. You would not be anymore,” she said.

He gazed at her. “I would still be your nani.”

“And I your ama.” She caught him to her old breasts. “When I am dead, I shall be my seal again and play in the sea; and someday, my nani, when you are old with many children and you die, you shall be your seal again, and we shall play together. Will that be good?”

His nodding head bumped her collarbone.

“So you must not meddle with the Gate or the Reirig,” she said, “for to lose your skin is to lose your seal. You would not be one of the Rigi anymore, only a man, no better than a Black Boot. And then where would your ghost live, eh? In the east with the sun and the seal-killers?” She tried to make him look at her, to be sure he heard.

He stood on her thighs with dirty brown feet, looking not at her but westward, where the sea itself shook, the whole world trembled at once. “What is the Gate?”

“Tcha!” She lifted him down, turned him round, and spanked his bare bottom. When she was done, he straightened his back and said again, “What is the Gate?”

“You are a demon child!”

He said nothing. His chin stuck out.

“You have seen the Gate. It is two stones in the sea.” She took up her spindle again, but the gray stare defeated her, and at last she put the thread aside, muttering, “Better from me than from your mad mother!” Taking him on her lap, she said, “The Gate is where the world is beginning to be.”

He frowned. His great-grandmother amended it to, “Where the world is coming from. Where do you think you came from?”

“Mother found me in an oyster shell.”

“And you are my pearl! But that is not how you came. This is how. Your mother dreamed you. In her heart she could feel you longing to come. You were at the Gate, but a little on the other side, just beginning to be. Your mother could make a body for only half of you, so she lay with your father, and he made your other half. Then you came through the Gate into your mother’s belly, and you grew there, and came out yelling, and here you are.”

The boy stared at himself. “Which half of me did Mother make?”

“Your halves are all spiraled together, like water in a tide race or your father’s tattoos.”

“Where was I before Mother dreamed me? Before I longed to come?”

“You are too young to wonder that!”

He gazed.

She dropped her eyes. “I told you. You were swimming in the sea just beyond the Gate, to the west, with everything that is not yet.”

“If I was not yet, how did I swim?”

“What seal priest’s ghost is speaking through this baby’s mouth?” The old woman looked at the roof beams as though some spirit hovered there, but there were only the shadows cast by the wavering candlelight, the boy’s shadow made big by it.

“I am not a baby,” he said. “I am a man, and I will go to the Gate.”

“No.”

“I will go.”

She tried to snatch him up and spank him again, but he dodged her, nimble as a minnow. “I will go west to the Gate and east to the sun,” he said. “I will go everywhere in the world, and then I will come home to you.”

“Nobody comes home from those places,” she said with wet eyes.

“I will,” he said.
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I have a gold swan
That swims a gold lake
Within a gold cage
Safe out of the rain,
Locked with a gold lock
That never was opened
Except by the key
On my father’s watch chain.



Girls’ Hand Slap. Upslope.



WINTER IN A DARK HOUSE, night at the window. Everything tidied and scrubbed, even the hearth. A meager heap of coals glowed there, and on the table one candle.

On a high black chair a little girl sat, heavy shoes dangling. Her skin was starry with freckles, her lashes were red-gold, but she wore black and her hair was hidden by a black kerchief.

Standing, his back to her, a tall man stared at his black boots and turned his broad-brimmed hat in his hands. Outside, the wind howled. A draft fanned ash across the hearth, and the gray cat that lay there tucked in its paws.

The girl squirmed a little. “Father.”

He jumped. His face was furious, miserable. “What?”

“Is Mother in the fire?”

He glared at the coals, at her. “What do you mean?”

“Olashya says she isn’t in the good place,” the child said in a whisper, lisping a little; she had lost her first baby teeth. “Because she was bad.”

“Why should you listen to trashy women’s gossip?” He slammed the table with the flat of his hand; it made the candle hop. “Your mother’s in the dirt, and that’s over!”

She flinched.

“Katyesha. You’ll go to your uncle Jerash until you’ve learned to keep house. Your brother, too, until he gets his sums and can join the League. I’ll hear of no trouble from either of you. Is that clear?”

A tiny nod.

“Where is your brother?”

A boy a few years older sidled out of the shadows to stand by the chair.

The man put his hat on backward. Clenched his teeth, took it off, and put it on right. “Mind your sister till your uncle fetches you both.”

The children leaned toward each other. The boy said, “Where are you going? Please. Sir.”

“Nowhere! I don’t know. To—to the warehouses, to see that the last delivery of sealskins is in order. Stay with your sister.”

Striding in his black boots, he plucked a cloak from a peg, opened the inner door onto a rush of cold, slammed it behind him. The latch fell with a snick. The outside door opened and slammed in its turn.

The children drew breaths, moved a little.

The girl said, “Dai.”

The boy scuffled with one shoe.

“Dai, it will hurt her. To be in the fire.”

“She’s not in any fire! That old fat Olashya with brains like—like a dog turd! Mother’s not in the fire, and she’s not in Olashya’s prissy old good place, either. Who wants to be there?”

“Where is she?”

“East. She told me once. She said, ‘When I die, do you know where my soul will go? East to my own sunny mountains, to walk there forever. I shall be a bear.’ ”

The wind roared. The girl’s cold hand stole to her brother’s, and she said, “Something’s growling!”

“Wind.”

“No.”

“The sea at the cliffs, then. Don’t be a ninny, Kat.” But he let her lean against him.

Her eyes went to the dark window. “What’s out there?”

“Nothing. The sea … and things.”

“What things?”

“Nothing! Don’t you believe—”

“They grab you and pull you under, Olashya said. She said—”

“Stupid baby song!” Mincing, mimicking, he chanted,


Out of the dark place, out of the deep,
The Rigi drag you from your sleep.
Their hands are fur, their claws are bone,
heir mouths are slime, their hearts are stone— 





“Don’t!” She covered her ears.

“Pff! If one of those Rigi things tried to get you, I’d punch it in the eye. I’d punch it on its old nose.” He punched the air. “Anyway, she’s lying. There aren’t any Rigi.”

“Does anybody not lie?”

He shrugged.

“Mother’s in the east,” she said. “Those Rigi things are in the west—”

“I told you they’re not.”

“—and we’re here in the middle, and everybody’s gone, even Father.”

“I’m not gone. Small Gray isn’t.” He lifted the cat from the hearth and put it on her lap. It fidgeted, settled, and began to purr, kneading her thigh. “And I’m glad Father’s gone.”

She bent her head, stroking the cat. Under her hands its purr grew to shaking, so vast and deep that it must have traveled from the world’s end, and she began to cry.
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East, light.
West, night.
North, freezing.
South, easing.
Up, free.
Down, sea—
deep, dark, beating heart,
steady breath from birth to death.
Here in the middle,
Me.



Seven Directions Hand Slap. Downshore (from an old Rig chant).



I AM A WOMAN who sang a man out of the sea, and who was eaten by a bear.

My name is Kat. I grew up in the small League settlement of Upslope, high on the windy cliffs above the western sea. My father, Ab Drem, was a Leagueman: one of the wealthy traders who ply their pack trains and paidmen across the west country, trafficking wholesale in cinnamon and brandy and gold.

But my father was not wealthy, for he had ruined his reputation. In youth and folly he had got a baby on a native woman, a fire-haired Hill girl from the village of Creek in the eastern mountains. Had he paid her for his pleasure and left, the League would have winked at it; but when she was big with his child, he set her up on his mule and brought her home with him.

He lived in Rett then, the mill town where there are many Leaguemen, dressed in gray or black in spite of the sun. Rett has many gossips, and Father gave them plenty to gossip about, for that bastard child was born with a face like a bear’s, and lived only a day.

That was the end of my father’s love for my mother, and—a worse thing, to him—of his standing in the League. To atone for his sin, he married her; she fell silent, she covered her bright hair and laid her Hill clothes—a wedding dress never worn—in a chest rarely opened. In time she bore my father two more children: my brother, Dai, and me.

Did she sing, I wonder, before we two were born? To the League, singing and dancing are sinful. Sometimes, with Dai on one knee and me on the other, she sang soft lullabies—but never when Father was home.

When I was five and Dai nine, we moved north, to Upslope on the windy coast. Father’s two brothers lived there and might find Father better work with Upslope’s chief Leagueman, Ab Harlan.

When Father told us we were to go, I was sitting on my mother’s lap. She caught me to her and said, “Upslope? Above the village of Downshore, where they dance the Long Night?”

Father told her to shut her mouth, she was not to interest herself in native wickedness. Nor did she, for we had not been in Upslope a month when my mother fell ill and died.

She was a native; she could not be buried with the League, among the tombstones that stood in rows straight as ledger entries inside the Rulesward wall. Instead they laid her in the kale yard of my father’s house, which stood alone and lonely almost at the sea cliff’s edge, on a winter day when the wind blew the dirt right off the shovel.

Dai and I were sent down the road to our aunt and uncle Jerash, to learn to be human beings, which was to say members of the League. That is, Dai would be a member; I was a girl, and so must learn to be a wife.

But Dai hated trade. He hated the League. He was clumsy and sweet and cautious, and he loved animals. He could cure a calf of the staggers or mend the split hoof of an ox.

The son of a Leagueman a cowherd? said the gossips. Shame! But then, what would you expect? His mother was a native, you know. And his sister—

This talk fell heavily on me because I looked like my mother: freckled, with red hair that coiled like a nest of snakes. My auntie Jerash could not in propriety shave me bald, but she kept my hair clipped close as a lamb’s fleece. Once I was out of mourning, she made sure that, besides my gray linen skirts and bodice and cloak, I covered my hair with a gray kerchief, always.

Auntie Jerash had six daughters, all mean as geese. I shared their big box bed. They pinched, they slapped, they stole the coverlets and pillows and made me lie against the gap where the door of the bed did not quite close and the drafts came in. I pinched back, but secretly, because I was slight and small and because my aunt always took their part. I was grateful that I had not been sent to my aunt and uncle Seroy, whose children, all boys, called me “native pig” and twisted my arm behind my back.

From my auntie Jerash I learned to cook, to scrub, to sew, but not to read or write—League girls are not taught, it makes them troublesome. I learned to shop for necessaries at the native market in merry, untidy Downshore—for indeed Upslope and Downshore were neighbors, as my mother had said.

The latter was a native harbor town that sprawled around a central plaza. It was riddled with alleys overhung by two or three higgledy-piggledy stories of gray stone; outlying houses straggled across the narrow plain below the cliffs. I was not to speak to anybody in Downshore but the fishmongers, nor touch anything.

As for Dai, he was sent to the accounting hall to learn his sums, and I saw little of him. But sometimes on Rulesday I could sidle near enough to lean on him unnoticed, and he would lean back.

When I was ten, I was judged skilled enough to be sent back to Ab Drem, my father, to be his housekeeper. Dai came too, for he had failed at his sums—and in the League’s estimation. This did not trouble him; he traded work for a little heifer calf, he built a cowshed, and except for meals, he lived in the shed with the cow.

Father was often gone. He preferred to be gone. Our house stood far from the rest, near cliffs that fell in steep steps almost to the water, and though the weather was seldom cold enough for snow, the winter surf burst so high that white spume spattered the windows. I lay alone in the black box bed that had been my mother’s, listening to the wind sob in the chimney, the sea crash on the rocks far below. I curled tight and tried not to think of Mother’s bones chill in the garden, or of fat old Olashya’s chant about the Rigi.

But when I was twelve, I learned another song about the Rigi.

It was in Downshore that I heard it. I had gone to market with my aunt and cousins. I had just started my monthly bleeding. My aunt, with disgust (for her own daughters all started late), had instructed me on what to do, but not why or what it meant; my girl-cousins said it was my native nastiness leaking out. In the middle of the Downshore plaza I was struck by such bad cramps that I could hardly stand. My aunt scolded me in a furious undertone. She left me to sit miserably on a bench, trying not to touch anything.

Among the busy stalls with their striped awnings half-naked native stevedores ogled and joked, fishwives cried their wares, bare-bottomed children in colored shirts laughed and sang. Roadsoul mountebanks rollicked in dirty silks, and lazy dogs slept in the shade.

The sun shone warm on my drab clothes. Like a hand lifted away, the pain ceased, and for a moment the world was holy with relief.

I heard a drum, and a man’s voice singing.




I am a man upon the land,
I am a beast upon the deep,
I am the fin that hides the hand,
I am the dream that riddles sleep. 



I am the wind that breaks the door,
I am the pulse that fans the pain,
 I am the wave that grinds the shore,
I am the rock that turns the rain. 



I am the flesh that loves the flame,
I am the fur that loves the wave,
I am the cloak, I am the name,
I am the bright blood and the grave. 



I am the skin that sleeks the bone,
I am the sun on the black sea,
I am the heart that heals the stone.
Come to me! Come to me!





I never saw the singer. Yet in that song I saw everything: a mystery glimpsed in a lightning flash, then lost. But for an instant I had seen it.

A plump old woman sat next to me on the bench. I laid my hand on her arm and said, “What is he singing?”

“The Rigi’s song, for the dance at Long Night.”

The Rigi were not monsters, she said. They were people: a tribe that lived west-away at the world’s end, on islands in the sea. “They are seals,” she said.

“Truly seals?”

“They’re people like you and me, dearie, but when they dance, they’re seals.”

I knew what seals looked like from the carcasses and hides my father bought. In my mind I saw a creature like a man, but with a cat’s face; its skin split, and it slid forth wet and human, coming toward me.

I did not know what the song meant, but I carried it home with me. I never sang it aloud. I sang it in my heart. While I scrubbed the hearth, stirred the porridge, milked the cow, I sang it. Carrying water from the cistern, mending socks, wringing laundry, I sang it.

Near our house there was a path down the sea cliff. Maybe goats had made it. To go there was forbidden, for Leaguemen are terrified of the sea. But because our house stood apart and Father was so often gone, there was no one to see me steal down that path, singing inwardly, to the little cove that lay below.

There I watched the waves. They hurled among the rocks and sea-stacks, white and rioting as far as I could see; or they rose as long, slow darkenings, each one pinching into a green shadow that crisped and curled along its length, then fell with a thump. Retreating, they left little rivers and fan patterns on the sand. Their hoarse hush echoed from rock and cliff. I smelled salt and iodine and the tide-line odor of creatures spawning and dying. But I never touched the water.

Like any sinner, I needed to justify my sin, so I gathered bundles of driftwood for Ab Drem’s thrifty fire and carried them up the goat path on my back—heavy bundles, to punish myself. As I carried them, I sang the Rigi’s song, but not aloud. At home sometimes I even let my lips move, singing with no sound, and Father thought I was at prayer.

Come to me! Come to me!

On a night near midwinter—I was fifteen by then—Father was on the road with his paidmen, and Dai was at the pub. I lay alone as always, behind the locked door of my box bed, listening to the sobbing wind. I thought I would die with longing—but for what, I did not know. The wind beat in the chimney like a drum. In that close darkness I sat up, and for the first time in my life I sang the Rigi’s song out loud.

Come to me!

I opened the doors of the box bed, and climbed out. It was long past midnight. I dressed and went out into the night, to stand on the cliff above the sea. The wind was cold but not icy; it blew my kerchief off, blew my short curls straight. I shouted my name to the dark west: “Kat! I’m Kat!”

Singing, I crept down the cliff path to the sea.

On the beach the wind was less. Soft waves burst among the starlit driftwood, the seaweed and scoured tree trunks. I found a stick to poke things with and wandered the damp sand in the fading starlight. The little cove was all my own.

There was a dead seal at the tide line. I went close to look, singing the Rigi’s song that was wide and limber, now that it was free and not all crushed up in my heart.

It was not a seal, but a man.

A young man shining with water, naked as water. He lay on his face. His back jumped with breathing.

I did not move. Could not think or run. Then I saw how the surf had battered him on the rocks; his arm was broken, his foot was smashed, he bled from thigh and shoulder as if he had been scoured. I crept close. I could see the shape of his face, his mouth open against the sand. Then, in the first dawn light, he looked up at me. His eyes were gray as rain. In the Plain tongue that all peoples can speak, he said, “You sang that?”

As if I had called him.

He was a Rig—one of the Rigi. But he was an outcast: His people had “killed” him, his own father had cut off his braid and torn the earrings from his ears, had burned the sealskin that he, like every Rig, had been given at birth. The Rigi had bound him and laid him with their dead. But he had broken his bonds and come swimming, swimming east across the water from the world’s end.

To me.

He was lean and broad-shouldered, not much taller than I was myself, and he shook with cold as a cat shakes with purring. I did not know what to do.

I pulled my gray sweater over my head. Held it out. He shook too much to put it on himself; I had to touch him. He was clean and cold, like an apple. He was too spent to rise. He closed his eyes and fell back onto the sand. But I grappled him onto my back like a load of driftwood and carried him up the cliff to Father’s house.

That was a mistake. Father came home.

He found the naked, bleeding man sprawled on his white hearth. He might as well have found a viper there, or a demon. “Get it out!” he cried, trembling with rage. “I will have no more natives in my house!” He thought Dai had brought the man up from the sea. Why should he imagine that of me, his little daughter?

Dai carried the Rig out to the cowshed. He wrapped him in an old blanket and laid him in the straw against the flank of his good cow, Moss. But the man would not warm, and he would not wake, and I could not win away from Father’s task-making to see to him.

I knew he would die. And he could not die, I would not have it. I had called him.

At last, come evening, it was time to milk the cow. I wrested myself from Father’s fussing and ran to the shed.

The Rig was cold, he was slipping away like a wave. I snugged my knee against him. He opened his eyes.

“What is your name?” I said. Names are magic; maybe I thought if I knew his name, I could hold him.

In a whisper, he said, “They burned my name with my sealskin. But maybe a new one will come.”

Well, that was no use. In the League it is your father who names you. Yet I held his hand tight and said, “You’re like a long wave, it comes up onto the shore for a moment, and then sighs back. Don’t, don’t go back!”

In the dusty lantern light he smiled. “Nall is my new name,” he said. “In the Rigi’s tongue nall means ‘long wave.’ ”

It seemed I had named him. “Nall, Nall,” I said. But his eyes had closed.

When Father slept and it was dark enough to hide us on the cattle paths, Dai and I carried Nall to Downshore.

There was a healer there, Mailin the herb woman. Her house was on the beach, you could hear the surf there like a great voice. She spread a striped pallet on her hearth for him.

But he did not warm. He did not wake. I could feel him sinking back into darkness, like the wave he was named for.

I said to Mailin. “Heal him!”

She shook her head. That task was not hers, she said, but mine.

“Mine?”

“He has come,” she said. “What does he need, now, to stay?”

I had no answer, only grief. But maybe grief was the answer; I held Nall and wept until I had no tears left, and when I raised my face at last, his eyes were open, looking at me. Warm, worn out, he moved his face on my wrist.

“What is your name?” he said.



That night on Mailin’s hearth, with all my clothes on, I fell asleep under the weight of his arm.

In the morning I had to go home to my duties before Father woke. But the world was changed. I had called him, I had named him; Mailin said he had called me too. He was mine.

Father, of course, knew nothing about this. So it was not difficult for me, two days later, to go to Downshore as if to market. I ran straight to Mailin’s house instead. There—battered, waking, hungry as an otter—was Nall.

I sat with him on Mailin’s veranda. I loved him so much that I could hardly look at him. I asked why his people had cast him out.

“I sang,” he said. “I listened and sang.”

“What did you listen to?”

“I just listened. I am a listener. I hear new words for old songs.”

He could have told me he listened to the dreams in my heart, they spoke so loud; he could have told me anything. He said that when he had listened, he had heard new words for the Rigi’s song, different from the words I knew. He had sung them out loud. To his father and the other Rigi that singing was a profanation and a sin, so they killed him.

I began to think that his father must be much like my own, and I loved him even more.

But, unknown to me, something else had happened: Father had sold me, like a pig at the fair. To redeem his position in the League, he had struck a bargain with Ab Harlan, the chief Leagueman of Upslope, and had given me to be the bride of his youngest son.

With his face lit by joy and pride he had never shown for me before, he summoned me to him. “You are to be married!” he said.

I was a Leagueman’s daughter. To say no to my father was unthinkable.

I said no.

I knew who I loved. I stood on the hearth I had scrubbed so many times and said, “No!” to Ab Drern, my father. I told him the man I loved was the dirty native he had ordered off that very hearth.

Father hit me across the mouth.

But I had carried a man out of the sea on my back. When my father raised his hand to hit me again, I caught his wrists and held them—and I was stronger than he.

My strength shocked us both. He wrenched his wrists out of my grip, and did not try to stop me as I left him in the ruin of his hopes, snatched my mother’s wedding clothes from the chest, and ran away.

But I did not know how to be that strong, or how to be a woman—only how to be a man’s pig for sale. So I ran to Downshore, to Nall, and offered him the only thing I had: myself. I wanted to be safe, owned by Nall as I had been owned by my father.

Nall would not have me. He did not want a slave.

I did not know what to do then, who to be. Alone, I ran to the beach, thinking to drown myself from self-pity and spite.

But I did not do that. Instead, as I paddled and splashed at the edge of the great sea, the thought rose in me that if I did not find out who I was first, I would lose myself in Nall like a water drop in the ocean, and never be anything but a servant.

I did not go back to him. I put on my mother’s wedding clothes and went to the Downshore festival grounds. It was midwinter solstice, Long Night, the great dance which all the tribes attend. I searched in the crowds until I found Hillwomen, and among them, by pure chance, was my mother’s sister, Bian. I arranged to go with the women at the festival’s end, far away to the mountains where my mother had been born. That way, I thought, I would find out who in the world I might be, besides my father’s daughter.

I knew I would come back. Once my departure was sure, I went to Nall.

We sat together on the beach, huddled beneath an old blanket. I held his fist hard against my chest. I told him where I was going and why. He said—

But that story comes later. That is the real story. For now only this: If you call what you long for out of the sea, your life will change. I left Nall and my father and my brother and went away from everything I knew, nine days’ rough journey east to my mother’s mountains.

It was there, in the red-tiled Hill village of Creek, that I was eaten by the bear: something quickly told, but hard to understand.



To find out who in the world I might be. How was I to do that?

To anyone in Creek the answer was obvious: I must be eaten by a bear.

Not eaten actually, the way a bear eats raspberries or a honeycomb, but ritually, in a ceremony. Every girl in Creek had to be eaten, in order to become a woman.

The ceremony is like this. First the girl must fast for three days, drinking only water from the holy spring. While she fasts, the hunters go high into the mountains. They catch a bear, harness it, bring it to the Bear House, and tether it to a stake.

Then, in front of the whole village, the girl goes to her bear. She sings holy chants to it, and it grows mild, they say; she kisses it, she strokes it with her hand. She offers it the spirit of her girlhood, and the bear eats it, they say; her girlhood is gone. There is great singing and shouts and eddies of blue smoke; the bear is let go, and from then on the girl is a woman, they say. She wears long skirts, and can marry.

But I failed the ceremony. When they brought me before the red bear in harness, I panicked, thinking, I don’t want to be eaten!

“I won’t!” I cried, and thrust the bear away. In front of the whole village it knocked me down and mauled me with its claws.

I was ruined.

I was already a Leagueman’s child, and Creek folk hated the League. They were suspicious of all foreigners; you may be sure I said nothing to anybody about a seal man! And after the bear attacked me, Creek thought I was cursed outright. When I walked down the street, people crossed to the other side. When I went to the Clay Court, where the unmarried girls learned to make pottery, no one would sit near me. Only my aunt Bian and her daughter, my cousin Jekka, stood up for me.

But of what use was their loyalty? The claws of the bear had left four long, purple, puckered scars across my breasts. No man could want me now—not even the man I had left on Mailin’s hearth.

Yet one man did.

His name was Raím. He lived outside the village—and outside the village rules: a red, handsome, furious young man who had been a hunter and a dancer once. His eyes were blue as stone, and they saw what a stone sees, for Raím was blind.

He could not see my scars, and like me, he was shunned as unlucky. He was uncanny, all right, for even blind he was the best weaver in Creek. He was arrogant and bitter and proud, he cursed like a stevedore, he had a blue serpent tattooed around his hips, and the only being he loved—not that he would admit to loving anything!—was a little tabby cat.

My aunt Bian disapproved of him. The only way to see him was to let loose somebody’s goat and then pretend to hunt for it in his direction; it was amazing how often those goats got out.

We argued and fought. Little by little, Raím let me see the grubby stone hut he lived in. He let me see his Great Loom, which women are not supposed to look upon. He let me see his heart, and it was as scarred as my breasts.

I did not mean to forget Nall. I did not mean, one day in springtime, to look into Raím’s freckled, angry face the way you look at the night sky full of stars, so deep you could fall into it. I did not mean to kiss him.

But I did. And having opened that door, I did not know how to shut it, or what to do with the passions, his and mine, that came pouring out.

I loved Nall; wasn’t that so? How, then, could my mouth rush to Raím’s, like a creek to another creek? My father had called me a slut; I saw that he was right. I was depraved, out of control.

And if I could not control myself, then I must find something or somebody to control me; I did not care what or who, as long as the terror stopped. I ran to my aunt Bian and begged again for the bear ceremony, thinking to lock myself away safe in Creek’s tiny, lawful world the way I had used to lock myself into my black box bed.

Bian was overjoyed. The hunters went out that very day; a bear was caught, brought, and penned at the Bear House. For three days I fasted, drinking the holy springwater and gabbling the chants.

But I did not go to the bear. Not to that one.

My mind did not decide this. My body did. Or maybe my heart decided—or my soul, which would not be penned in Creek’s narrow little vision of the world.

At almost dawn on the day of the ceremony, as the bear waited for me in harness, I rose and left the fasting house. No one was there to stop me; no girl had left before. As the sky grew light, my feet, like a sleepwalker’s, carried me up the mountain by the animal trails.

Dawn birds called, deer ran, the dew rained down like tears. The mountain was as big as the sea, it was the sea’s equal, earth so alive that it trembled with itself—and it was mine, as the sea was Nall’s. Up and up I ran through the thickets until they were too dense for running, then I crawled, then I squirmed on my belly like a snake. The thorns were like knives but they did not stop me, I did not stop until the way opened a little, like a door, and I lay at the edge of an aspen meadow. There, standing against the trees’ new green, I found what waited for me.

Bearlike, but not a bear; not a wolf; not a cat; a creature dark as shadow, warm as blood, lovely, terrible, shining in the morning.

It was nameless, with no being but Being. It was myself.

I stroked its sooty fur; I looked into the living eyes that met mine. “Oh you, beautiful!” I said. I leaned into the mouth that opened for me, that grew wider, deeper as I leaned into it. “Yes,” I said, and the white teeth came down.

So.

I woke on the hillside by the holy spring. My cousin Jekka found me there and ran to fetch the women of Creek. Frightened, weeping, they raised me up. I had been gone three days.

“A bear came to you!” they said. “It ate you after all!”

For, to them, it was a bear. It had to be a bear. If it was not a bear, then their narrow, certain world had gone vast and unknowable, out of their control; it had to be a bear.

But it was not a bear. Whatever I had been for those three days—when, transformed into the being that had eaten me, I ran wild and alive upon the mountain—it did not fit inside the little word “bear.”

In that timeless time I had heard the hawk cry, had snuffled the wet night meadows, tasted blood, watched the red sunrise. The world had spread out beneath my flying paws like spiderwebs on dewy grass, a loom of countless threads in a wordless order, and I was part of it.

Then, as I had given myself to that being, it gave itself back to me. Once more just Kat, I woke, naked and shivering, by the spring where my cousin found me.

The sisterhood of Creek brought me home. They gave me long skirts and deference; they said I was a woman. Even Raím had changed—his heart was not healed, but he no longer hid its wounds. He still loved me.

But I did not know who or what I loved now. I was puzzled, unfinished, restless as water on a griddle.

I had wanted to know who I was. Now I had a strange knowledge but no words to describe it. What was I to do? What I knew did not fit within Creek’s theology—and certainly not in the League’s; it did not fit anywhere in the world I could think of.

I had no one to talk to about it. And what could I say? How do you talk, or even think, about something that has no name?

So I named it. What had eaten me—the Being in whose being I had run upon the mountain—I began to call “the Bear,” with a big letter. I was just learning to read and write, and my spelling was terrible, but I knew that important things got a big letter.

I longed for my brother Dai. He would think I was crazy, but that would not matter; his love for me was as steadfast as morning. Creek felt too small. In the weeks after my time as the Bear-with-a-big-letter, spring turned to summer. I used any excuse to get out of my aunt’s house and climb the mountain—listening, wondering, watching snakes and squirrels, hearing the bees in the sweet grass hum till the meadow shook like a purring cat.

I wanted to be in the world again, as I had been in it when I was the Bear. I wanted to sing it or speak it, but all I had were words, clumsy and common, not the right ones. The world hummed; I listened and listened.

Cautiously, with the edge of my mind, I thought about that other listener, Nall. I wondered whether I had dreamed him. He felt long ago and far away, part of the time before my breasts were scarred by that first, very ordinary bear. A voice in me began to speak, saying, What now? What next?

And it is here that the story really begins.
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Before the green sea
struck the black rocks,
I was.
Before the blue earth
rang like a bell,
I was.
I breathed before breath.
I am beneath and above
and through you,
the sound of a soundless gong.
I was, I will be,
I am nothing at all.
Nothing. At all.
I am nothing,
and the shore on which I break
is all.



Old Chant. The Rigi.



ON THE DAY AFTER my seventeenth birthday I was on the mountain, digging wild celery root for my aunt Bian. It was near midsummer, but the peaks were still white; the aspen meadow was cool with spray from the snow-water creek that hurried to get down off the mountain, west and away.

The meadow soil was black and damp, and the roots smelled like the cellar of the world. I was digging with both hands when a bear came down the mountain, along the far side of the creek.

I stopped digging and sat quietly. I was not afraid; I had been eaten by the Bear, so this one was my sister. She was black and had two cubs, both brown, that rolled and pounced and fell in the creek and scrambled out. She was digging roots the same as I was. She grunted; her loose coat shone as she moved, and the meadow grass shimmered.

She raised her nose from her digging and saw me.

The meadow went still. Something will happen. Something. It was the hush before an earthquake, or the pause of a bell at the top of its swing, the clapper not yet fallen.

Then the wind blew, the grass dipped. She dropped her head and snorted, and her children came rollicking. Without haste they ambled away down the creek.

I watched them move out of sight, the pungent root in my hand. Not thinking, but with something shaping itself in my heart like thought.

They disappeared beyond a willow bank. Then, from somewhere beyond that bank, a woman’s voice rose up.




I am a man upon the land,
I am a beast upon the deep,
I am the fin that hides the hand,
I am the dream that riddles sleep. 





I was on my feet, leaping toward the voice, scattering the roots in my lap. At the brink of the creek I saw nothing, but the voice rang like a bell.




I am the wind that breaks the door,
I am the pulse that fans the pain …



I jumped from rock to rock, slipping and sprawling, plunging into a deep pool to claw and spit, for I could not swim well yet, only in the millpond. But when I had floundered abreast of the willows on the far bank, I did not see a singing bear, or a seal, or a Rig. I saw a Roadsoul girl no older than myself, kneeling on a stone and scrubbing a green shirt.

I knew she was a Roadsoul by her tattered silks. She was alone; no encampment, no painted carts, no horses or camp-fires or lounging, laughing men. Only a pile of laundry and her little fat son, maybe a year old, naked on the grassy bank with both hands crammed in his mouth.

When she heard me sputtering, she did not cease to scrub or sing, but fixed me with that look Roadsouls have, as if the rest of us are here for their amusement.




I am the skin that sleeks the bone,
I am the sun on the black sea.
I am the heart that heals the stone.
Come to me! Come to me!





I had come, heart and eyes wide open. Mouth open too: I gaped at her. If a bear were to turn into a woman, I did not think it would choose to be a Roadsoul. Roadsouls are disreputable, and for two cubs, shouldn’t there be two boys? Forgetting all courtesy, I shouted over the water’s noise, “How do you know that song?”

Now, with a Roadsoul one does well to be polite. She narrowed her eyes and grinned, showing teeth inlaid with gold stars. Then she harked about and said, “Do I smell a bear fart?”

She did not mean those real bears which must have passed close. It was me she wrinkled her nose at. In that part of the world everybody knows a Creek girl must be eaten by a bear, and she could see that my long skirts were new.

“A wet fart,” she added.

“It’s horse droppings you smell,” I said. Roadsouls burn those in their campfires. Scowling, I straightened my sopping clothes.

Then she stared. Though my aunt Bian had sewn a special blouse for me, water had dragged down the cloth. The girl could see the four scars, purple across my breasts.

I let her look. I told myself I was not ashamed. Her own breasts were unmarked, big with milk. Her eyes moved between mine and the scars. She said, “Did the one that marked you eat you?”

“No.”

“What ate you, then?” She asked this without scorn. She was my own age, she was not from Creek, she had sung that song.

“In Creek they have to call it a bear,” I said. “They can call it that if they want to.”

She spat into the eddies. “And they have to wrap you up safe in those long skirts?”

Then I really wanted to know what she knew—and why. I asked again where she had learned the song.

“All water sings that song,” she said.

If it did, I had never heard it. But I did not say so.

“It belongs to the First Ones. The Rigi.” She looked at me to see whether this hayseed knew who the Rigi were.

I made my face be humble.

She said, “The Rigi came out of the sea, at the beginning of the world. They were seals, but they took off their skins and were people. Sometimes they come among us.”

“Do they?” My blush began. I said, “Why do they come among us?” Stammering: “Do you know any Rigi? Were they men? Why were you singing their song?”

She made the slightest shrug. “I shall not tell you.”

I wrung my hands. “Oh, please—only tell me, where did you learn that song?”

“Everybody knows it.”

“Not in Creek!”

Her face said what she thought of Creek. “That song is for Long Night.”

I shivered. She saw it. I said, “Did you ever dance Long Night in Downshore, by the sea? Roadsouls go there, I’ve seen them. Were you there last year? Did you see them dancing?” For he would have been dancing. Surely she would have seen him.

“The year is near turned to Least Night. Why should I speak of Long Night?”

“But—but—”

Her little son took his hands out of his mouth and mimicked me. “Buh! Buh!”

She bent to her scrubbing. Now and then she stole a glance at me. I could only fume and listen to the mountain water that—she said—had been singing the Rigi’s song all along, tumbling from every high place, west and down across the folded continent, past every gate and weir until it spilled into the sea.

Maybe that mystery showed in my face. She laid aside the shirt and said, “Give me your palm, Eaten Girl. I shall scry your fortune.”

“I have no money to pay you.”

“Give me your palm.”

I held it out, frightened. Fortune-tellers can see who your lover will be.

My hand was strong, with earth under the nails. Hers was slender and took mine as if it had taken many. She gazed into my palm. As she gazed, her touch grew light, lighter, until my hand only lay on hers.

I thought this meant she scorned it, and I tried to pull away. But she caught it again and held it as you might hold a bird. She looked up at me—looked and looked.

I grew uneasy. “What do you see there?”

“Nothing.”

“You mean—I am to die?”

“I did not say I saw a death. I saw nothing.” But her eyes narrowed again, her voice was singsong. “This hand shall be full and have nothing. This hand shall be heavy with gold and empty. This hand shall embrace the sea—” Her voice went ordinary, mocking. “But nobody can do that! You just get wet.”

Indeed, my palm was still wet from the creek. To my surprise she kissed it, picked up her baby from the bank, and held him out to me, saying, “Thus is your fate. I shall tell you no more. Now give my child a gift, Eaten Girl.”

He was sunburned and dirty; he kicked and crowed and laughed so that all in a moment I laughed too. Offering up my palms, I said, “But I have nothing!”

“Give him a song.”

I could not think of any songs but the one she had sung. “My father was a Leagueman,” I said. “We weren’t allowed to sing.”

She threw me a sharp look, jigging the child. “Give him a song,” she said again.

“The only songs I know are baby games.”

“He’s a baby.”

I thought of the League children’s chants and taunts, of which I had most often been the target, and could not find one kindly enough to give to a little boy with a tuft of brown fuzz like a bear cub. Then I said, “Wait, I know one. It’s not League, it’s Creek. My mother was from Creek. She sang it to my brother and me.” I put it into the Plain tongue, and thinking of the family of bears I had seen, I sang it to the baby.




Bear in the black rock,
Bear’s two children.
My red cub, O!
My brown cub, O! 



Warm in the black rock,
Bear’s two children.
My red cub, O!
My brown cub, O! 





“O ba!” cried the child, and wet in the creek. We laughed, and that made the baby laugh. She washed him in the rushing water—he squealed—and let me hold him, squirming and warm. Then she kissed me and said, “Blessings on you, and on your brother, and on your parents and all your ancestors!”

That seemed a big blessing for such a little song. Also, Father’s half of my ancestors would despise to be blessed by a Roadsoul. I gave the baby back, feeling that a person with such rude ancestors did not deserve him.

Maybe she saw that sadness in my face, for she said, “Ask me one question, and I will answer it.”

I could have asked again about those Rigi who come among us, or why she had sung their song, or what, truly, she had seen in my hand. Instead I pulled down the neck of my blouse and said, “Would a man—if he hadn’t seen me since I was an ignorant little girl, before I got these scars—would he still—?”

She swung the baby to the bank, bent again to the pile of silks, and said, “The answer is: Go find out!” Then, when I did not move, “The child has his song, and you have yours. Go.”

I went. Wading again across the creek that rushed down and down, jostling and sprawling in its haste to reach the sea, I looked back and saw for the first time the tracks of the bear and her children pressed into the mud at the bank, passing or stopping between the Roadsoul and her child.
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Button, button,
Tell me true,
Who’ll she marry?
Who’ll she woo?
Fisher, tinker,
Slacker, stinker,
Shoreman dog,
Hillman hog,
Leagueman, pig man,
Bald-with-a-wig man,
Beggar with a tin can,
Thief!



Button-counting Song. Upslope.



I GATHERED UP THE ROOTS I had dug, thinking of the man I had called to me with the Rigi’s song. I remembered the smell of him, like a young cat come from hunting with night in his fur. I walked down the mountain and straight home, to tell my aunt Bian and get it over with.

I knew she would not want me to go. She had made the nine-day journey to Downshore twice, chosen by the Circle to be among the women who carried Creek’s pottery to sell at the great market that attends Long Night. It was on her second trip that she had found me there, dressed in my mother’s wedding clothes, searching among the festival crowds for her people.

But Bian did not want to go to Downshore again. Her grandmothers and great-grandmothers were Hillwomen, she thought Creek was the world’s navel, and she hoped never again to leave it. So when I came to her where she hoed among the young melon plants and said, “I will go back to Downshore for Least Night,” she was not happy.

“You’re a bear of the Circle now,” she said. The hoe blade chopped the young weeds with strokes that grew sharper as she spoke. “That is an honor dearly bought. Why should you go away now, into the big crazy world where there’s nothing but fighting and paidmen, and nobody knows the signs and rites? Back to your father, who hit you on the mouth?”

Her voice had risen. My cousin Jekka, picking the last peas, straightened and looked at us with eyes bright as a fox’s.

“I won’t go to Father,” I said, lowering my voice. “I’ll go to my brother, Dai, and to Mailin the healer.”

“It’s to that lad you’ll go,” said Bian.

I blushed hot.

“Let’s speak the truth,” she said. “One look from that lad carries more weight than duty or custom, more honor than being eaten by the bear—”

“It wasn’t a bear! I don’t mind calling it that; I have to call it something. But it had no name. It wasn’t some little, harnessed bear in the Bear House—”

“I won’t hear it!” Hoeing again, she spoke between whacks. “You made the proper fast. We said the proper prayers. If, instead of to the Bear House, you chose to go up the mountain alone; and if, as I believe, Ouma the Bear Mother herself found you and ate you, and in three days brought you back to us; still”—she thumped the hoe handle into the dirt and leaned on it—“still I say it was a bear that ate you, and you are a woman of Creek.”

“I’m a woman of more than Creek.”

I had not meant to say that. It sprang out of my mouth. But it was true. There were things I loved about Creek—making pottery with the other women, picking peas—but it was not my home. No place was. Home is where you belong, and the only times I had belonged anywhere were moments with Dai, his warm shoulder warding off the world’s demons.

And when I had run on the mountain as the Bear; then I had truly been at home, part of the living world itself.

“You are so young,” said Bian. “You think you know yourself.”

I thought, I know myself better than you do!

She had straightened her back to scold but now turned half away. Since the time of the Bear she had been a little afraid of me. Jekka tried to look busy among the peas.

Her face soft with grief, Bian said, “My sister, Lisei, ran off with your father—a Leagueman!—and died reviled and lonely in a foreign place. By a miracle, her daughter has been given back to me. The Leaguemen killed Lisei with their cruel ways—don’t tell me they didn’t! Should I want her child, my heart’s light, to go back among her mother’s killers, for the sake of some lad’s bright eye?”

I felt naked and guilty and angry. But I knew I would go. If she forbade it, I would go anyway, in peddler’s cart or Roadsoul wagon or on foot if I had to. I would not be stopped, any more than the creek would be stopped on its road to the sea.

She saw it in my face. The sorrow in her own grew deeper, then resigned.

“So be it,” she said. “You’ll go. Then go blessed, dear daughter, and may Ouma, who ate you, care for you.”

I burst into tears, feeling like a snake for the pain I was bringing her. We embraced and stood in the melon patch weeping on each other’s necks until Jekka bounced over, asking, “What’s the matter?” As if she had not heard every word.



“Tell me about your lad, then,” said Jekka. “You little sneak! Tell.”

“No.”

I winced as she tugged the hairbrush through my curls. Each night we sat on the edge of the bed we shared and brushed each other’s hair. Mine was always worst. In Creek it had grown to a fiery mop, tangled like fleece.

“You pick up brambles like a dog,” she said. “Tell me about your lad, or I’ll torture you. I’ll find a sparrow’s nest in here, there’s everything else. Besides”—she put her arms around me, brush and all—“if you’re going away, you have to tell me. Because you won’t be here to tease anymore.”

I did not know what to say or do. Loving was easy for Jekka, but I could not seem to get the hang of it. It was like jokes—I always got them a half beat behind everybody else and laughed into their silence.

I turned and hugged her—awkwardly, for I had had little practice. She wiped her eyes, attacked my hair again, and said, businesslike, “Your lad.”

“He’s not a lad.”

“He’s a fish?”

I flinched, not from the brush. “He’s a man. And I don’t know for sure if he’s—what you said. Mine.”

Jekka leaned close and whispered. “No cabbage worms?”

I grabbed my pillow and smacked her with it. She grabbed hers, and in the hot summer dusk we fought all over the bed till hers leaked feathers that stuck to our faces and we flopped down panting. She said, “Thank me, Cousin. What if you still thought that’s how it is?”

For it was she who had explained to me where babies come from. When I first came to Creek, fifteen years old, I still thought they came from cabbage worms, the fat green kind you pull off and step on. My League aunts wore gray linen so voluminous that you could not tell when they were pregnant and claimed they found their babies under cabbages in the garden.

I had hunted for babies there. I wanted one. Babies laughed, and you could hold them. But it seemed you needed a husband to find one, which made no sense, as my uncles would have nothing to do with gardening.

Jekka—she was a year older than I—had found this so funny that she had rolled in the grass kicking. Her own explanation was so appalling that for weeks I could not look at the men of Creek. I wondered why my cousins in Upslope had not told me—Siskya, for instance, who had taunted me cruelly about my mother—in order to watch me squirm. Then I realized Siskya had not been told either and had been sent to her marriage bed dreaming of cabbage worms.

“Thanks,” I said now, spitting out feathers.

Jekka sat up, her braid all fuzzy from being whacked. “So—you and your lad weren’t lovers?”

I wished she were not so frank, I wished I would not blush or feel my heart wrench where it beat. “I just barely met him.”

“Yet you’ll go back to him? Cousin, you’re crazy! What’s his name?”

I blushed worse and said in my smallest voice, “Nall.”

“Nall.”

It frightened me to hear that name from Jekka’s mouth. It made everything real as bread.

“Tell me about him,” she said. “In a week, two weeks, you’ll be gone.”

Her voice was falsely stern and full of tears. I said in a rush, “All right. But don’t tell Bian.”

“That would be crazy.” Jekka hooked her little finger with mine and promised silence for life—unlikely, since she chattered like the jay she was named for. I began the story as I have told it. But without thinking I slipped from the Hill tongue into the Kitchen Hessdish I had spoken as a child.

Jekka said, “What?”

“I’ll speak Plain,” I said. The Plain tongue is what all peoples speak, though with different accents, and what they write in. Careful not to slip back into Hessdish, I told Jekka about my father’s cold, thrifty house; my cruel cousins; the harsh, correct men in black boots and hats—among them my father and two uncles—who sat in my aunt’s parlor smoking pipes, watching one anothers’ eyes, speaking in half sentences that bought and sold anything and everything in the west country, including girls.

I told her how Father had sold me to Ab Harlan, the chief Leagueman, to be the bride of his son. Jekka hugged her knees. “Oh, Kat, it’s like a wicked ballad! You never said you were to marry. Was his son handsome?”

“Homely. Like a fumbling white grub, with pimples. His name was Queelic.”

Jekka squealed, I knew she would. In the Hill tongue cuilic means “midden,” the place you throw kitchen scraps and chicken droppings. “But you were only fifteen,” she said.

“If you’re a League girl, they marry you off young. You have to be untouched—’an unmarked lily,’ ” I said, quoting my auntie Jerash. “They won’t tell you where babies come from, but you’d better know how to make cream dill sauce.”

“Oh well, I like your cream dill sauce. So your father tried to sell you. What would he have gotten for you?”

“His reputation back.” That was all. Except he could work for Ab Harlan the rest of his life, and there would be money in that. “But it didn’t turn out that way.”

I told her about the night beach, about seeing the big-shouldered wet shape of the drowned seal half raise itself and show me the face of a man. “Jekka,” I said, “you won’t believe this. But there’s a tribe of people out there, on islands in the sea. They’re called the Rigi, and—”

“Rigi!” Jekka grabbed my shoulders. “Kat, are you telling me your lover is a Rigi?”

I shushed her, afraid Bian would hear. “A Rig. That’s how they say it. And he wasn’t my lover. I’m not even sure if he still—”

“There are songs about the Rigi! They’re seals. Then they take off their skins and they’re people. They’re magic.”

“Don’t be stupid! Bian calls us daughters of the bear; do we turn into bears? Do we go about in bearskins?”

“We wear bearskins for the ceremonies.”

“But we don’t turn into bears. It’s the same with Nall and sealskins,” I said. “Probably.” Except he had no sealskin anymore.

“But, Kat, a Rigi—or a Rig, you said—cast up by the sea, like a man in a song. How could you stand to leave him?”

“Because I couldn’t—Because back then I wasn’t—”

How to explain to Jekka what I had only begun to understand myself? Slowly, I said, “You know how it is—when you don’t know anything, but maybe you know you don’t know anything?”

“When you first came to Creek, you certainly didn’t know anything,” Jekka said generously. “But, Cousin, such a story! Does Mother know?”

“Only that there was a—a lad I liked, in Downshore.”

“Glory!” She was delighted to know something her mother did not. “But still. To leave him!”

“I had to. I just went. Before I could change my mind.”

It had felt like tearing myself in two. Winter daybreak, dressed in my mother’s wedding clothes so I would look like a Hillwoman in the home-going holiday press, I had stood on Mailin’s hearth and wept. On the striped pallet at my feet Nall slept hard, one arm flung out, and it was the end of everything because he would not wake and say good-bye to me.

Then I had done something important. Jekka would have done it without thinking, but to me it had felt like jumping off a cliff. I knelt down beside him and whispered, “Nall!”

He did not stir. His eyelids jumped with dreams. I slid my hand under the blankets, against his thigh. He grunted like a puppy, opened his eyes, and looked up as if I were the dream he was in.

“I’m going,” I said. My tears fell straight down.

He looked straight up. “You will come back to me,” he said. It was not a promise or a command, but what he knew would be. As if he had said, The sun will rise.

“I will come back to you,” I said. Unless I died, I would come back.

He smiled. His lips were chapped from salt water; they tucked back at the corners. He had a broken canine tooth.

“Kat,” he said. He raised his good hand and fumbled it into my curls, he pulled me down and kissed me. That was how I knew the wild smell of him, my mouth against his.

I did not tell Jekka any of this. All I said was, “I told him I’d come back.”

“Well, of course you must!”

I was grateful to her. But I did not want to be asked anything else. Let Jekka pry all she would, the real thing was how I felt: like a root groping in darkness for water it knows is there, that it must have. Nall was that water.

Jekka saw my face and shut up. But she could never be silent for long. She fidgeted and said, “Have you had news of him, all this time?”

I shook my head. News from the world outside Creek was scanty. Bian had had a letter or two from Mailin and had read them to me because I could not read them for myself yet. All they said were things like, Dai lives in Downshore now and Dai’s cow had a calf. At least, that was all Bian had reported; suddenly I was suspicious.

“So you’ll just go to him and see what happens,” said Jekka. “You’re crazy. You’re brave. Cousin, how do you do it? You’re little and red and cross, yet the men are all over you, like bees on a fruit loaf.”

“They are not,” I said, red and cross.

“Says who? I know one Creek lad who wishes you’d let him hook his sash loom to your hearth.”

“I don’t have a hearth, Jekka. If you mean Raím, I’ll always care for him. But it would be fight, fight, fight—you know what he’s like! He tries, but he’s in a rage half the time. And before he was blinded, he had a girl in every market town.”

Jekka shrugged. “He’s a man. You think your Rig won’t be like that?”

I did not answer. She did not know Nall.

“Anyway,” she said, “are you so perfect yourself?”

“I’m not that bad!”

“Better you than me, then. I’m rotten when I’m crossed. But I do see that you must leave Raím and go back to Nall.”

I nodded, not happily. I did not look forward to telling an angry, grieving man that I would come to visit him no more, even for talk. I would go back to Nall; but there were the scars on my breasts to remind me that I was not the naive child who had pledged to return. I was no longer an unmarked lily.

“Mother will be growling like Ouma herself for weeks, I hope you know,” said Jekka. “Oh, Cousin, I will miss you, miss you! If the roads are safe, I’ll come visit. I’ll make Mother take me to Downshore for Long Night. Will I meet him then? Nall.”

“I don’t know.” The room was hot, but I shivered. The whole world shivered, one deep tremor, then nothing. “I don’t know what will happen.”

“Watch out for cabbage worms,” said Jekka.

I shoved my feet under the sheets and against her thigh until she fell off the bed onto the floor. That was another thing she had taught me: that when you love someone, you must jokingly mistreat them, just a little. It makes it easier when you leave them, or they die.



Raím worked alone in his stone bothy outside the village. Even with the door open it was so dark in there that I barely saw how his hands paused at the weft, his head bent for a moment.

“Go back to him, then,” he said.

“You knew I’d go. Sooner or later.”

He would not answer. We had been over it a hundred times, and it never got easier. He was too much like me—“freckles like a trout and a temper like a tomcat,” as Bian said. Maybe because he had been a hunter, it was hard for him to want something except the way a hunter does, who kills what he wants and then gobbles it up.

He tapped the weft with a wooden comb. Because he would not speak, I did not say anything either. I could see the bold pattern on his loom better than his hands, and watched it grow a little. His designs were as strong and startling as a lightning strike. Once, galled by Creek’s rigid traditions, he had cried out, “There must be a place where all patterns came from, before the world was made!”

“Rotten piece of shit!” he shouted now. The wooden batten comb had broken in his hand. “Devil’s rotten son of—” He threw it on the floor, and I could think, See how you are? You’re not a listener, you’re a curser! If you weren’t so impossible, maybe I could stay in Creek and love you!

That made it easier. A little. I stood in the square of sun from the door and wept—silently, because I did not want him to hear me—catching each tear on the end of my tongue.

He heard, though. His voice softened a little. “If you’re going to go, then go. There’s a gift for you on the shelf by the door. In that bowl you made.”

I looked in the bowl. To make it I had gathered red clay, wedged it, rolled it, coiled and pinched it up from base to rim like a sleeping snake. I had scraped it and polished it into a bowl the size of Raím’s cupped hands, empty and light as an eggshell, and had fired it in the Clay Court, where only women can go, and brought it to him.

It was not what he wanted, but it was what I could give him. Now it held a rolled-up sash.

I unrolled it. It was woven of cotton spun fine as silk, patterned with the footprints of the deer mouse, brown on cream.

“Thank you,” I said. My voice quavered.

“Put it on.”

It fit perfectly. His hands knew the measure of my waist. “

Now go,” he said.

Still weeping, I stood in the doorway. He began to sing to himself, as if I were no longer there.




Stag in the forest lies,
No one will bury him.
Only the gray wolf
Will own him, sing over him. 





I took up the bowl I had made. I sat down in. the dust against the doorjamb and picked up a twig of charcoal from the dirt floor, and on the smooth red pottery I began to write.

He heard me there. He had ears like the wolf in the song and could hear the scratch of the twig. He pretended not to hear.

I wrote his song on the bowl, spelling the words as well as I could, beginning along the outside rim and spiraling them down and around like a snake. Beautiful and strange, silent as a snake coiled in the sun, yet singing at the same time. A snake that had swallowed a song.

He would never see it. Nor would anyone. In a day his hands would rub it away.

I set it back on the stone shelf with a little clink. His hands and his singing did not pause, and I did not say good-bye. As I went out, his little cat ran in with its tail straight up, so I did not leave him entirely alone.

That was the first song I ever wrote down. Not the Rigi’s song, but Raím’s, on an empty bowl that I left in Creek.
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She went away,
Following the loud water.
As far as it could stumble,
My heart followed after.
She said she would come back
Up that long track to me,
But the creek runs onward, downward,
Till it meets the sea.



Song for Someone Leaving. Creek.



ON THE MORNING I LEFT CREEK, there were five oxcarts going, full of carters and sellers and families with children. The road was not much troubled by bandits, though the Leaguemen said it was and hired paidmen who were worse than bandits to guard their pack trains. Usually it was safe to travel village to village, if you knew people to stay with. Bian knew the Low Track; that was the way we had come from Downshore in midwinter, following the river valleys below the snows. But she knew people on the High Track, too—friends and friends of friends.
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