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VIVIA, WAKING

    The summer I was twelve I entered my womanhood
without any woman to guide me on how to deal with it or even to tell
me that what happened was a thing that happens to every girl. I
thought I was injured internally or perhaps mortally ill. There was
no one to go to but my father, and so I went to him.

    We were on the road, of course, as we'd been every spring
and summer and fall since I could remember. My father, Thegan
Cyra, craftsman and merchant in fine metals and gemstones, artist
and artisan, famed purveyor to princely courts here, there and
everywhere, never let a blade of grass grow under his feet when
there was money to be made, nor under his children's feet either.
And so naturally we were on the road that summer too, late to bed
and early to rise, camping by springs and streams to save the cost of
inns oftener than not, lugging great packs of wares and coin by day
and digging holes in the earth to bury the most of it by night in case
of robbers. Father had a theory that, if we dressed like beggars and
had no mule and only one or two light purses, anyone who robbed
us, not recognizing him, would take the little they found and not look
for more.

    That summer my brother Hanal—Father's middle son, nearly
twenty—was not with us. The previous winter he'd ruined a batch of
silver and turquoise bracelets, by neglect or design, and so had
secured Father's permission to apprentice to a baker in Muir's Town,
where we spent the cold months of every year preparing for the next
traveling season. This meant not only that our meals on the road
were often barely edible (I'd been appointed cook in Hanal's place)
but also that the packs were heavier for the rest of us: my oldest
brother Milo, ten years my senior; Jareth, just eighteen, big and
clumsy, destined by fate to be Father's pack mule; and me, Vivia. I
was little and springy and I carried my share, trying not to think
hateful thoughts of Hanal for having deserted us. Gold and silver are
heavy, and Father spared himself as always by carrying only the food
and tents and our town clothes. Cyra the Jeweler was nobody's pack
mule.

    Hanal had been the only one in the family I could talk to.
Jareth and I were close in our feelings for each other, but loving
Jareth was like loving a big, sweet dog. Hanal and I thought the same
way, laughed at the same things. Hanal used to tell me stories—true
stories about our family before I was born, and made-up ones too. I
loved Jareth, but I liked Hanal, and while I understood why
he'd wanted to get out from under Father's thumb, I was angry with
him for doing it. I could have told him about my worries and he'd
have listened.

    Brother Milo didn't like me, would have been happy if I'd
died, probably, and Jareth would only have gone to Father himself if
I'd told him. Besides, my problem was an embarrassing one. I tried to
tell Father as little as possible, the result being that he thought I was
trying to get out of something.

    "Sick, are you," he said, looking around for someone to put
up the tents. "You look fine to me. What's the matter, got a
bellyache?"

    I hung my head. "No. I'm...bleeding."

    "Huh. Show me."

    "No," I told him.

    "Well, if you won't let me see, Vivia, there's not much I can
do about it, is there?" He wasn't paying much attention to me; Hanal
had pulled this sort of thing all the time, and I could tell the old man
thought this was more of the same. Now, he supposed, I'd go away.
But I stood my ground, hoping one of my brothers wouldn't show up
at this awkward moment.

    "Where I'm bleeding is a...a private place."

    He looked at me at last. "Oh," he said, and blinked. "Well,
you're not sick then. It just means you're a woman. I'll see to your
instruction tomorrow. Meanwhile, tear up your oldest tunic for rags
and then burn them when you're done with them." He turned
away.

    There was more—there had been more, that is—to tell him,
but now I decided not to. It all had to do with being a woman, too, I
supposed, and he wasn't interested, so why bother? I was glad now
that I'd never mentioned the other things to him, or to Jareth. I'd
hardly have told Milo about the glances I'd had into his
strange mind.

    The woman Father took me to in the morning was one of his
many lady friends who were scattered at opportune spots all over
our summer route. I used to wonder why his friends were all women
and what he found to talk to them about, when he never had a word
for me. This one was old—nearly as old as Father, who was forty-five
if he was a day. But after he'd spoken to her, with a nod toward
where he'd left me standing at the end of her lane, she was kind
enough. She motioned me into the house, a messy little cottage
whose every surface was covered with dusty knick-knacks, and
shook her head at Father, clucking her tongue. "Go away, Cyra," she
said. "You can come back for her this afternoon." Then she set me
down, gave me some tea and a raisin cake, and proceeded to explain
not only my current situation but also lots of other things I'd never
dreamed of, including her own calling in the world, which was, she
said, to help men relax and make them sweeter-tempered than they
were by nature.

    "If you'd like, I'll ask your father if he'd want you to stay
with me," she said, stirring honey into her tea. "It's not hard work at
all, and you wouldn't have to start in for another year or two. Just
help out a bit around here and get to know the business."

    "No, thank you," I said politely and carefully. "Father and the
boys need me to cook for them. Besides, I sort of like traveling, you
know."

    That morning had been a revelation to me, but I walked
back to camp with Father, cool and bland.

    "Did she answer all your questions for you?" he said, after
we'd walked in silence for a while.

    "Most of them." I turned to him with my eyebrows
raised.

    He looked away quickly, no doubt wishing he'd found a
more proper source of instruction for me.
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