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CHAPTER ONE
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The Cold Hearth

The coach from Bracken Lea set me down at the crossroads where the fen road goes under water in spring, and the driver didn't wait to be paid until I had both feet on the ground, which told me more about Alderfen than anything I was to learn in my first week.

"You'll want the Grayling," he said, already climbing up. "And you'll want to leave before the light goes."

"I'm not leaving," I said, and he looked at me the way men look at weather they don't like, and drove.

I walked the last mile with my box on my shoulder. It is alder wood, that box, dark as peat and heavier than it should be, and everything I own that matters is in it: the strike, the knives, the brushes, the brass cone I hear flues through, the gray herbs done up in paper, and the saying my mother tied to the handle with waxed thread the year I left her — but I am ahead of myself. This is a telling, and it will go in order, or not at all.

Alderfen sits with its back to the water and its face turned stubbornly inland, a town of gray stone and slate roofs pressed down between two low hills like something the hills are holding under a thumb. There are three streets worth the name and a market square where the cobbles have been patched and patched again, and at the town's far edge, where the land gives up and goes soft, the fen begins — reed and sedge and black alder and standing water, mile on mile of it, going out toward the sea in the dark like a thought nobody finishes.

The first thing wrong was the smoke.

I want to be exact about this, because everything else in this account stands on it. Towns smoke. In October, with the first frost down, a town of two hundred hearths should stand in its own warm haze like a struck bell stands in its own sound. Alderfen's smoke was wrong in the way a limp is wrong. It leaned. It came out of the chimneys reluctantly, in thin unwilling ribbons, and then half of it thought better of the sky and came back down, so that the whole town wore a low gray scarf it couldn't shake off. The air smelled of wet stone and unlit coal — the smell of a house where someone has laid a fire beautifully and never struck it, for years, for twelve years, though I didn't know that yet either.

I walked up from the fen road through the town's whole length, which takes ten minutes and tells you everything, if you read chimneys the way I do. The houses are old and good — ironstone, jointed tight, the work of masons who expected their grandchildren to read it — but the town has gone onto short commons everywhere at once, which no single poverty manages. Cottage windows glazed with board. The smithy shut, its yard going to nettles. The bakehouse on its row standing cold, chimney bare as a picked bone, a slate in its window chalked so long ago the words had gone to ghost — NO HOT BREAD — and under the chalk, newer, in a careful hand: ask at Bracken Lea. And in the market square, at the square's cold heart, a granite stone younger than the cobbles it stood on, cut by a master: deep, square, confident lettering, the best work of its kind I had ever seen in a town this size, and I had made a study of stones, for reasons the account will reach. THE TOWN ENDURES, it said. Below, smaller, the year of the fire — the fire the town does not name, the year nobody in Alderfen says out loud. And below the words, noticed the way a craftswoman notices, because her eye gets no vote in it: the ghost of another line — a band of the face dressed smooth where no dressing is wanted, the stone's own scar tissue, made before it was ever raised. Stone remembers what is taken from it. I could not read the ghost. Not that day.

I found the Grayling by its sign: a fish no Alderfen man has caught in living memory, painted on a board so weathered the fish had gone the color of the fen. The innkeeper was a broad quiet woman with forearms like a barge's and eyes that took my measure, my boots, my box, and the state of my hem, all in one pass, and priced me lower for the boots, I think, and higher for the box.

"A room, and board," I said. "A week to start. And word of work, if there's any to be had."

"What's your trade?" she said.

"Fires," I said. "I do fires."

The taproom went quiet the way a field goes quiet. Not silent — a field is never silent, it just stops being about you. Six or seven people were in there at that hour of the afternoon, and every one of them found something else to look at, and found it suddenly, all together, like a school of fish turning.

The innkeeper looked at me longest of all, and not away but straight at, and there was no unkindness in it. There was pity, which is worse.

"You'll starve," she said, not cruelly. "Fires don't take in Alderfen, love. They haven't taken since — " and there she stopped, the way you stop on the edge of ice. "They haven't taken, is all. We manage. There's hot bricks and there's the exercise, and the coal man comes from Bracken Lea twice a week for them as can pay." She said it like a recitation, like a town catechism, and I have thought since that it was: the speech they give strangers, the one that keeps the true speech underneath it safe.

"I'll pay for the week regardless," I said. "Ruth Marlow," I said, because a name is a door and you open it with the one you want used.

"Marlow," she repeated, flat, tasting it, finding it from nowhere, which after all was true. "I'm the one they ask, so I'll ask. Where's home, Miss Marlow?"

"North," I said. "Where the water works for its living." Every word of it true, and every word of it a lie, and my mother taught me that too: the best lies are folded truth, like good pastry; never invent, only omit.

I took supper that evening in the taproom, cold pie and good beer, in the company of the parish, which had decided to treat me as furniture. I let it. My mother's trade has a first rule for a strange town: before you are a fire, be a coal — banked, and listening. In ninety minutes I had the town's whole economy. The coal man comes out from Bracken Lea Tuesdays and Fridays, and Alderfen meets him at the crossroads like a debtor meeting a creditor, and pays him over the odds, and hates him, and comes back the next market day anyway. There is a brick oven behind the Grayling — the one fire in the parish that answers, because it is Bracken Lea coal from end to end, nothing of Alderfen's in it — and of a morning the bricks go out wrapped in flannel, a round of them, to the old and the sick, bread-and-bricks, a scheme of the Trust's, the room agreed, and wasn't it a mercy. I counted what the room did not say, which a stranger cannot count, and a fire-woman can: the bricks go out warm and come back cold, and nobody asks where the warmth goes, because in Alderfen the asking has a price and the cold is free.

An old man in the chimney corner — the grate under him dead a dozen years, and him sitting at it anyway, faithful as a dog to a buried master — looked at me once, longer than furniture gets looked at, and said to the middle distance, not unkindly: "New folk go by Advent. They always go by Advent."

"I'm not new folk," I said. "I'm trade."

Somewhere up the cold flue a jackdaw shifted its feet. Three people laughed, one short bark each, like ice cracking in a safe direction, and I understood that I had been weighed on some scale older than the Trust and not found wanting, and that the finding was worth exactly one laugh, and would be re-weighed daily.

The innkeeper put a hot brick at my feet without being asked, on the house. "You'll not sleep, first night by the fen," she said. "Nobody does. It's the water. It talks." She said it as a landlady's fact, the way another would say the sheets run damp.

She gave me the room at the top of the stairs, cheap, "because nobody takes it — cold side of the house," and I climbed up and set my box down on the sill where the last of the light came in, and I looked out the window, and there it was.

I want to say I was steady. Let the record hold whatever keeps its shape: I was twenty years old, and my hands were steady, and inside the steadiness everything I was made of stood up at once.

Past the last of the roofs, past the lade with its slow green water, at the edge of town where the ground goes dark and soft — the house. Or what the town has instead of a house there: a black ribcage of scorched beams standing roofless in its own ash, twelve years fallen and not fallen, twelve years burned and not done burning. Nothing grows up through it. The ash around it lies flat and gray and even, like something raked and kept, though no one keeps it. The town's path to the east fields bends wide around the whole plot without a sign or a fence to make it bend, the way water bends around a thing it will not touch.

The house that would not finish.

I stood at the cold window a long time, until the light went, and the driver's advice with it, and I took off my gloves and put my bare hand flat on the top of my mother's box, on the mark burned into the alder wood there — a small mark, a bird's foot with three toes forward and one back, neat as a signature, which is what it is.

"Hush," I said to it. Or to me. Or to the black shape across the water in the dark. "I've come all this way. I can wait for morning."

That was the first night. I will tell the rest of it in order, now that I have begun — the fires I lit and the fires I was given, the stone carver with his grandfather's hands, the great house with its stolen irons, the book of the dead with my mother's page torn out of it before it was ever written, and the winter the town of Alderfen hired the daughter of the woman it burned to bring its fire home.

I was raised on the fen's side of the water. I was raised by the witch the town burned twice.

Alderfen has wanted its fire back for twelve years.

Nobody in Alderfen has ever once asked what the fire wants instead.

That is what I came to tell them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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The Fire-Woman's Price

The baker found me before I had finished my first breakfast, which told me the taproom's silence had been working all night in the town's other rooms.

He came in with the frost still on his shoulders, a big man gone soft in the middle the way strong men do when they stop fighting something, and he stood over my table with his cap in his fists, and he said, "They say you do fires," and when I said yes, he sat down all at once, like the word had taken his knees out from under him.

His name is nobody's business yet, and I will keep it so — this account will keep names the way the fen keeps things, and give them up only when they are due. He was the baker of Alderfen, that is what matters, and had been for thirty years, and his oven had been dead twelve years come the twenty-third of October, and he had said so in the space of one sentence, and then he had run out of speech entirely and sat looking at his hands.

"The oven doesn't draw," he said at last. "None of them draw. But mine was — mine was the worst of it, because of what it was doing when it stopped. I was mid-bake. Twelve years, miss, and I can still tell you what was in it. Four cottage loaves and a batch of coffin boards for the Simmons funeral." He turned his cap around. "I've been steaming what I can on the wash-house copper, and buying the Bracken Lea van's bread at a loss, and the town pays the loss back in pity, and I am so tired of being pitied by my own town that I would try anything, and they say you do fires."

"I do fires," I said. "But I'll want something first."

"Money's short — "

"Not money." I put twopence on the table for the innkeeper and stood. "Answers. You'll stand there while I work and you'll answer me true, and then we'll see about your oven."

The bakehouse was behind the churchyard wall, low and warm-smelling even dead — flour gets into brick and stays, the way grief gets into a house. The oven was the old kind, a white-tiled mouth in a hump of brick with a flue like a bowed head, and I did what I always do first, before flint, before anything: I stood still in front of it and I listened.

People think fire-women are about fire. We are not, mostly. We are about draw — about the long cold conversation between a fire and the sky, the pull that runs up a flue like water runs down a hill. I listened to his oven for a while with the brass cone, and the cone told me what the whole town would spend that winter learning to hear from me: that nothing was wrong with the flue. Nothing was wrong with the oven. The brick was sound, the throat was clean, the damper sat true. It was a good oven being starved of something that was not air, and I could name the thing only in my mother's grammar, and in my mother's grammar the name of it was trust.

So I asked him, while I worked, the questions a fire-woman asks, which look like small talk and are surveying. Who cuts this town's graves — one family does, he said, always has, warden's work, stone and fire both, and the account will come to that family in its own time. Where does the town's coal come from — Bracken Lea, he said, since the seam failed, and before that the Trust had a coal of its own, and the coal-house at Merehall is full of it still, and I marked Merehall and said nothing. And who owns the fen, I said, with the cone still at my ear and my back to him.

"Own it?" he said. "Nobody owns it, miss. It's not anybody's. It's waste of the parish."

The cone told me the flue was clean, and the town told me the fen was nobody's, and both statements were true in exactly the same way, which is to say true as far as the speaker knew, and the speaker had been born inside the sentence. I held the real question back, the one about the year. You do not spend your first day's credit on the thing you cannot afford yet.

"Twelve years," I said. "Since the twenty-third of October?"

The baker made a sound behind me. Not a word. I turned and his face had gone the color of his own flour.

"Who told you the date?" he said.

"You did. Just now. You said twelve years come the twenty-third, and I remembered it. I'm sorry — was it a wedding?"

"You know what it was," he said, low, and there was fear in it, but under the fear, older and stranger, there was grief, and I have made my whole way in this town since by telling those two apart. "Everyone knows what it was. Nobody says it. There's a difference, miss, and if you're staying the winter you'd best learn it quick, because in Alderfen the difference is the whole of the law."

I let it lie. You do not open a door by leaning on it the first day; you find the hinge and you oil it and you wait.

"I'll want dry alder," I said instead, "a faggot of it, split fine, and an hour, and no one in the room but you. And you'll stand there and answer me true, like you agreed."

He brought the wood himself, and I built the fire the way my mother taught me, which is not the way bakehouse fires are built anywhere else: first the feather curl of birch bark, then the alder split to the width of a finger, laid crisscross loose as a raft, each stick touched once with the flat of the hand as it goes down, the way you'd settle a nervous animal — and never, ever thank the fire. Not in its own house. Not out loud. My mother's rules, which I did not yet know were about to be tested in front of a broken man whose oven had died the night my mother burned.

I struck the spark off the steel into the bark, and I leaned close, and I did the thing that is either craft or witchcraft depending on who is losing the argument, and I am never going to tell this account which, because I do not know myself and my mother never said: I breathed on it. Long and slow and warm, the way you'd breathe on a child's hurt hand, and I said nothing at all, though the whole bakehouse heard me say it.

The alder took. The little fire stood up in the dark throat of the oven and looked around itself, and I fed it, small to start, patient, stick by stick, and the baker stood behind me without breathing, and the fire drew — drew, properly, the way water finds the sea, the smoke running up the flue so clean the tiles ticked — and an hour later the throat of the oven had gone from black to rose to gold, and the baker was sitting on his flour sack with tears running into his beard, an ugly man crying the honest way, loudly, not wiping.

"It draws," he kept saying. "It draws, it draws, it draws — "

"It'll hold till morning," I said. "Set your loaves at moonrise, four of them, small first. Talk to the door while you open and shut it. Ovens sulk at strangers."

He laughed then, wet and cracked, and stood up and gripped my hand in his two enormous floury ones, and asked me what I was owed, and I said, "Answers, like agreed. One, today: who's your landlord?"

And that was how I learned, on my second morning, standing in the first warm room Alderfen had held in all that time, that the baker answered to a steward, and the steward answered to the Trust, and the Trust was Alderfen the way a landlord is a village — and that the Trust's counting house was called the Audit House, and that the woman who signed for the Trust, for the mill and the bakehouse row and the church glebe and the schoolroom and every chimney in the town but the church's own, was a lady called Hodierna.

I came out of the bakehouse with the whole of that in my apron pocket, so to speak, and found the lane lined, and did not mistake myself for the cause until I saw the stone cart.

A man had brought a cart of lintel stone down to the churchyard gate, and the man unloading it — young, or young enough, broad through the shoulders and quiet in the way of people who spend their days with material older than themselves — had stopped with the stone on his shoulder and was watching my bakehouse chimney. Watching the smoke of it. The smoke stood up straight and true over Alderfen for the first time in twelve years, and half the town had come out into the frost to watch it stand, necks craned like people at a hanging or a wedding, and the stone carver watched it longest of all, and then he looked at me, and what he looked at was my hands.

"You talk to it," he said. Not mocking. Not asking. Stating, the way he'd state a fact about grain in stone.

"Everything that eats should be spoken to," I said, which is my mother's sentence entire, and I did not drop a word of it, and I watched him take it, and he took it like a man catching something thrown from a burning building — without knowing what it was, but knowing it mattered.

"So," he said, and shifted the lintel, and nodded once, civil, and went through the churchyard gate with his stone, and that was the first of Ivo, and of all of it, and I would not learn until much, much later that the churchyard he carried it into held the wall where his grandfather's name is cut, and that his grandfather's name is the hinge of this whole account, and that the fire I had just lit was already, in its small patient way, beginning to ask for the town's reckoning.

That night the innkeeper charged me nothing for supper, and the taproom was warm — warm — and nobody said her name to me, and one old man at the bar said, to his beer, but for the room: "First decent fire in Alderfen since the year it stopped."

Nobody corrected him. Nobody said the year out loud. But every soul in that taproom knew exactly which year he meant not to say, and so, God help me, did I.
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CHAPTER THREE
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What the Water Kept

The trouble with living a lie in a town is that the truth needs somewhere to sleep. Mine slept a mile and a half out in the fen, in a wet cottage that has never once been on any map of Alderfen, and I went to it that same night, and most nights after, the way you go to a well.

You come off the lade path at the drowned willow, and after that there is no path, only the knowing of ground — the islands of sedge that hold a person's weight strung through the black water like a rosary, and the mire pools between them that look exactly like the sedge islands to anyone who was not shown them at the age of six, over and over, as a matter of life. The fen at night is not empty. That must be understood early or nothing after will be. It is attended. The reeds talk in their dry way, the water sucks and gives back, the bittern booms somewhere out in the dark like a slow heart, and the fen watches you go by with ten thousand cold eyes and decides, every single time, whether you are a thing it knows. I was a thing it knew. It had known me before it knew anything else about me.

The cottage stands on the last true island — alder grown through with old man's beard, a low dark roof of turf, walls of stone and mud that my mother's hands had dressed every year of her long exile. There is no road to it and never was. It does not smoke when I am not there, and when I am, the smoke goes up thin and gray and secret and the fen takes it in among its own mists, so that from the town side — I have made sure, all my life, by standing out on the town side in every weather — it is nothing. One wisp among a thousand. The fen hides what it keeps. My mother used to say the fen was the only honest neighbor she ever had, because it never once pretended not to be dangerous.

Inside, everything is as she left it. That needs saying plainly, because for the first month I could not move so much as a cup. The kettle on its iron. The two stools. The bed shelf with its net. Her cloak on its peg, gone green-black, smelling of woodsmoke and crushed yarrow and the fen itself, and I have never washed it and never will. The hearth is small, and on the hearth stand the fire-dogs that were hers — plain working iron, no nonsense to them, and struck into the flank of each one the same mark that is burned into the lid of my box: the bird's foot, three toes forward and one back.

Her mark. Her mother's before her. I grew up thinking every fire in the world was lit under the eye of that little bird, and I was six before I understood it was a signature, and a claim, and — though it took me years and the whole of this account to finish the thought — a bill.

I lit the fire that night with her strike, and I cooked the food I had carried out, and I sat on her stool with my feet in the warm place hers had worn hollow, and I did what I had not let myself do in the inn, or on the coach, or in all the weeks of walking and riding north to south that it had taken me to come back to this water: I said her name.

"Gormlaith," I said, out loud, to the little fire, in the tone you say a name when the bearer is past hearing. The fire did what fire does, which is nothing you can name and everything you can feel.

She had been dead twelve years. I had been telling myself, all those years, that grief was like the fen — that it was all one weather, that it lay flat, that you crossed it the same way every time, one safe island to the next. It is not. Grief is ground, and ground has moods. There is ground that holds you and ground that takes you down, and that night, in her cottage, on her stool, saying her name to her fire, I went down to my knees in it the way I had gone down in the actual mire once, at nine years old, to the waist, and was brought up by her hand in my collar — cold water filling my boots, her voice above me saying the most ordinary sentence in the world: Well. Up you come.

* * *
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She taught me fire the way the fen taught her water: as a thing with manners. I was small enough that I remember learning to strike a spark as I remember learning to walk, which is to say not at all, only the after — my hands already knowing. But the lessons in between, the talking ones, those I keep whole.

We sat of an evening at this hearth, and she would say her rules, and I thought they were rules about fire, and I was wrong, and it took me coming back to Alderfen to see that every one of them was a rule about towns.

Fire is a guest, she said. Water is a neighbor. Never confuse the two. A guest you feed; a neighbor you live beside all your life, and it will drown you or float you according to how you have kept the fence.

Never thank a fire in its own house. Thanks make it self-conscious, and a self-conscious fire is halfway to a sullen one. If it does well, feed it. Words are for after — and for the people who fed you.

The fen keeps what it is given. That one she said least often, and never as a rule, always as a fact, in the tone you'd say the sun rises in the east. It kept my mother's pins. It kept the year of the flood. It keeps everything, Runa. That is why the town fears it. A town that burns what it fears lives in terror of the water that remembers.

And never leave a hearth owing. That one she said sharp, because I did it once — went up to bed with the guest-fire banked mean, at eight years old, at somebody's hearth on the town side, and she went back down in the dark and fed it and found me at breakfast. If you take a heat, put a fuel back before you go. A splint, a curl, anything. A hearth left owing does not go out, Runa. It goes to law. It sits and it reckons, and it tells every fire after it what it is owed, and the debt goes round a house the way a story goes round a parish — getting bigger in every chimney it enters.

I thought that one was about courtesy to guest-fires. It was about everything. It was the town's whole case, laid out for me across fifteen winters of evenings, and I sat through it with my cold feet and did not see it. Fire goes to law. The account has had that lesson twice now — once as doctrine, in her voice, and once in the ash at the fen's edge — and it will set the second hearing down in its place.

I heard all of that across fifteen years of evenings and I was grown before I understood that the rules had been written in fire and water but they were about something else — about a town across the lade that had come to her mother's door in 1945 with torches made of its own fences, and had taken ground that was not theirs, and had spent eighty years not drowning only because the fen, so far, had chosen not to remember on any particular schedule.

She never told me the whole of it straight. I know that now, and I have stopped being angry about it, because I have since learned what telling-whole does to a child's sleep. She gave it to me in pieces, the way she gave me everything — a rule here, a date there, once a name spoken once and never again — and the pieces are only now, with the town around me and the ruin in sight of my window, beginning to fit themselves into the shape of a story. This account is that story. It is owed. She is owed.

* * *
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I stayed too late, that first night, and paid for it.

Coming back along the lade path in the gray hour before dawn, with the frost making the water's skin hard at the edges, I passed the point where the reeds thin and the town wall of the old mill yard stands up out of the mist — and a man was standing in the mill yard gateway with a lantern and a dog, in the manner of a man who is not waiting for anything in particular and has been waiting all night.

He touched his cap. "Early for the coach from Bracken Lea, miss."

"Early for everything," I said, and walked on, and did not hurry, because hurrying is a confession. Behind me the lantern hung and did not follow, and the dog said nothing, and I was a hundred yards gone before I let myself hear the thing underneath his words: the coach from Bracken Lea comes at noon, and you did not come off it this morning, and I know because I checked.

Ruth Marlow had been in Alderfen one full day.

The Trust was already counting her comings and goings.

I got to my cold room at the Grayling as the light came up over the hills, and from the window I could see the smoke of the bakehouse standing straight and true in the windless frost, and beyond it, flat and gray and patient, the ruin at the fen's edge with its ash lying neat as a made bed.

Twelve years the fen had kept my mother's name out of every mouth and every book in that town.

Twelve years the fen had kept me, too.

I put my hand flat on the box, on the bird's foot, and I made the promise I have kept through everything this account will tell, and I make it again now, in the telling, in her hearing, where she is: I will get you into their book, Mother. Whatever it costs the town. Whatever it costs me. They will write your name and dig you your ground, and then we will see about the fire.

The fire, that morning, was already doing my asking for me. All over Alderfen, cold chimneys that had sulked for years on years were shifting in their sleep.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The House That Won't Finish Burning

There is a bend in the lade path, half a mile out of the town on the east side, where the ground makes up its mind. Behind you, the path is cinder and cart-rut and the stones set by men who wanted their road to outlast their grandchildren. Ahead of you the path thins to a trod, then to a wish, then to fen. And in the seam between the two, inside a low bank of nettles gone to straw with the frost, the ground that is nobody's and always was — and on it, the house.

I had seen it from my window, the first night, black against the last of the light. Seeing it from the ground is a different thing, and I will set down exactly what it is, because the town will not, and the file of what-it-is is the whole of my case.

It is not a ruin. That is the first thing the account must hold. Ruins fall. Ruins settle into the ground that claims them, grow groundsel in the mortar, drop a wall a year, keep a kind of company with the weather. This house stands. Twelve years scorched and it stands — the great beams upright and blackened to a sheen like tar, the two chimneys entire, the window holes square and deliberate as coffins. A house built by hands that meant it to last two hundred years, burned by hands that meant it gone, and it has taken the side of neither: it stays burned. It does not fall, it does not crumble, it does not finish. The fire of October twelve years ago is still in it, the way a word held back is still in a mouth.

And the ash lies flat.

I had prepared myself for everything except the ash. It lies within the walls and around them for ten paces every side, gray and fine and even, and it does not blow. Alderfen weather is wind; the fen is a country of gales, the reeds lean all winter like penitents, and this ash lies flat through all of it, raked-looking, tended-looking, a field of gray snow that the wind refuses on some principle I could feel in my teeth. There were hoofprints in it — no. I stopped and looked again. There were no hoofprints in it. The lane to the east fields bends around the plot, remember, without a fence to bend it. The ground itself is left alone the way a grave is left alone, or a gallows.

I stood at the bank of nettles for a long time, being twenty years old, being eight years old, being five and nine and fourteen, all at once, the way you are at such places.

Then I went in.

* * *
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The ground inside is cold. Not wintry — wintry cold is honest and comes with the smell of snow. This was the cold of cellars, of the undersides of things, a cold that pooled in the burned rooms like water finding its level. I could see the shape of the house my mother had rebuilt with her own hands after 1945, in the year of her silent exile, when the town thought her ash on the wind already: the two rooms and the loft, the inglenook I was born beside, the well of the stair. Everything of wood was gone to charcoal. Everything of iron still stood — the kettle crane in the chimney with its hook curved like a question, a length of stove pipe, the shoes of the door.

The hearth. Her hearth. I stood in front of it, and this account can go no further without saying what happened next, because the whole engine of what I did in Alderfen that winter turns on it.

I had brought, without thinking, without ever once in my life going anywhere without them, a curl of birch bark and three sticks of dry alder in my apron pocket. My mother's rules. You do not visit a hearth — any hearth, even a dead one, especially a dead one — with empty hands. I knelt on the cold boards that had been her floor, in the ash that does not blow, in the house that does not fall, in the room where she had built her fire every night of my first eight years, and I laid the little fire in the dead hearth with the same hands that had lit the baker's oven two days before and lit half a taproom's hopes with it.

And I struck the spark, and breathed on it, in the way that is either craft or the other thing.

It would not take.

I will not pretend to the account that I understood at once. I did what any fire-woman does with a sullen flue: I checked the draw, opened the damper, split the kindling finer, tried again. Birch bark curls and glows and gives up. Alder catches and thinks and gives up. The third time I did it angry, and out on the fen, not two hundred yards off, a heron went up out of the reeds with a sound like a door tearing, and the ash around the house shivered — lay flat, but shivered, all together, ten paces every side, like a hide twitching off a fly.

And then I understood, kneeling in my mother's cold ruin, what twelve years of dead chimneys in Alderfen had been trying to tell the town, and what the town had spent the same years not hearing.

It was not that fire had gone from Alderfen. Fire does not go. It withdraws. It was not sulking, as the baker thought; it was not broken, as the Trust's coal bills said. It was on strike. This ground was owed, and until it was paid — until the name was written and the ground given back and the debt of ash acknowledged by the very hands that ran up the debt — no fire in Alderfen would sit easy, no oven would draw clean, no candle would stay lit on a child's cake, and the one place in the whole parish that most wanted a fire in it would hold nothing but cold, forever, in front of the whole town, forever, as a bill presented daily and daily refused.

I knelt in the bill with my cold bark and my dead alder, and I said, out loud, "All right," which is what my mother used to say instead of prayer.

* * *
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"Your fire's out, miss."

I have heard men since say that stone-cutter's voice carries because the yards are loud. It isn't. It is that the man never spends a word above the level he means it to live at, so that when he does speak, the quiet arrives with it.

I did not startle — my mother raised no startlers — but it was close, and I knew him at once by the shoulders and by the way he stood in the nettle gap with his cap on, not off, the way you stand at the edge of another man's ground. Ivo. The lintel man from the churchyard gate. There was a sacksome shape under his arm: cut alder, split fine, a faggot of it, tied with nettle cord.

He had brought wood. To the house that would not burn, on the ground nobody walked, this man carried firewood, on the ordinary, with the patience of a man who has done it before.

"Twelve years out," he said, nodding at the ruin, "you'd think the ground would take it back. Grow something. Ground takes everything back, given time. It's the one thing you can rely on stone to teach you." He said it to the house, not to me, in the tone of a man reciting a lesson he no longer believes.

"You come here often," I said. Not a question.

"Often enough." He looked at the faggot under his arm as if noticing it, and I watched him decide how much of the truth to spend on a stranger, and I watched him spend a coin of it. "I leave wood. Some fool habit. There's a place on the sill of the old door where it stays dry — you'd think rain would take it, but it doesn't. Nothing takes anything here. It just stays." He set the faggot down in the ash at the threshold — set it down in the ash, on the flat gray surface, and the ash accepted it, held it up, and I thought of the shiver. "There's men that fish the lade that say this ground's cold enough to keep butter. Say it proud, like it's a wonder. It's not a wonder. It's a — " and he stopped, exactly as the innkeeper had stopped, on the edge of the ice.

"A debt?" I said.

The look he gave me was long, and level, and had something in it I had not earned from a stranger: not suspicion — checking. As against a memory. As against hands he had seen once, at a window, in another life.

"Where did you say you were from, miss?"

"I didn't say," I said, pleasant as a closed shop. "The north. Where the water works for its living."

"There's a saying the old men have on the lade," he said, after a moment. "About why nothing burns here. About why nothing's burned right here since — " and this time he did not stop on the edge; he stepped off it, deliberately, watching me the whole way down. "Since they burned her. That's the saying, miss. Nobody finishes it, but that's the saying. The fire's ashamed. That's what the old men say when the young ones aren't listening. The fire's ashamed of Alderfen." He settled his cap. "I've cut that into stone thirty times, one way or another. Accidents, acts of God, the fire of October. I cut what the Trust pays me to cut. I'm the finest liar in this town, miss, because I lie in granite, and granite-lying is the only kind that outlives the men who know."

He was gone down the path toward the town before I found anywhere in myself to put what he had handed me.

I looked at the faggot lying in the unblowing ash, dry wood on a cold debt, and I understood that I was not the only one in Alderfen keeping a nightly vigil at that house. The town had made its liar out of the one boy who could not stop coming back — and given him, for his sins, the grandfather's hands I was still twelve years from asking about.

The account can say it now, since the account knows it: watching him go, I felt the first moving of the thing I had promised the fen I would not feel for anyone in that town.

I picked up my cold alder, and my bark that would not take, and I went back around the bend of the lade to my borrowed room, and all that night, in a taproom gone warm on my work, I heard the churchyard mason's voice under everything, saying the fire's ashamed, and I thought: no, my love. Not ashamed.

Waiting to be paid.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The Register

I went to the church the first Sunday, because a stranger who does not appear at church is remarked on, and because Ruth Marlow would go, and because — I can be honest in this account if nowhere else — I wanted to see the book.

Every parish keeps one. That is the whole of what a parish is, in the end: a boundary and a book. The boundary says who is inside, and the book says who was, and everything else — the stones, the bells, the collections, the quarrels — is furniture. I was raised outside both, and I had spent twelve years thinking about the book the way the drowned think about air, and now I was going to stand in the room with it, in a borrowed hat, under a false name, and ask a kind tired man to let me do the one thing I had come to Alderfen to do. Or rather — and this was the tactic, such as it was — to ask him something small, and adjacent, and see how the door was hung.

The church is old and gray and handsome the way this town's things are handsome, honestly, with lichened slate and a yew in the yard older than the trust that owns everything else. The yard was full after church, the whole town out in the cold sun in its Sunday coats, and the yard was where I did my second errand before ever going inside, and I did it with a hymnbook hugged to my chest like a shield.

I read the stones.

Two hundred years of them, and they tell a town's whole character if you read them as my mother taught me to read ground: not for what they say but for what they skirt. The Alderfen dead are written thick with trade and thin with scandal — millwright, cutter of stone, faithful to Martha, his word was his bond — a parish of respectable hardworking Christians lying beautifully under granite for two centuries. And through the middle of the yard, on the east side, runs a seam of stones all cut within a single eighteen-month span, 1946 and the beginning of 1947, twice the usual crop: old people, children, a miller's wife, four infants. The hard winter after the war, the year everything everywhere was dying. And the year, though the stones do not say so, the year that Alderfen took the fen ground — but of that, more when this account has earned it. The seam of 1946 is a fact; the reading of the fact is a debt I will pay in its place.

The stones of 1946 face away from the fen. I noticed that in the first minute, and I have never since been able to unnotice it. Every stone in that churchyard faces east, into the risen sun, as is Christian and proper — except the whole row of them, the hard-winter row, which the mason of the day turned a half-point south, away from the water. Nobody knows he did it. Nobody living ever looked at the ground-plan of that yard until I stood there in my borrowed hat making a plan of it on the back of my mind, that Sunday, with the whole town singing inside behind me.

The vicar found me among the stones. Vicars always do; it is half their trade, appearing beside people among the dead with the air of having been sent for.

"Miss Marlow," he said, and I admit it gave me a turn, until I saw the innkeeper ten feet off, ostentatiously not being sent. "We're glad of you. The town speaks well of your fires."

"Fires are easier than people," I said, which made him smile and look tired, both, the way a sentence about weather makes a farmer smile.

"You wanted to ask me something," he said. "You've the face of a woman in a churchyard with a question. I know the face. It's most of my working week."

Inside, then, after — his study, and tea brought by a silent woman who was his entire staff and possibly his entire congregation of helpers, and the book.

The book was on a shelf at his shoulder, and I will tell the account honestly that I looked at it before I looked at him. Old ledger binding, brown, scuffed at the corners, and gilt on the spine so worn it had faded to the color of the letters it named: Register. Marriages, baptisms, burials, the whole written river of a parish. He took it down to show me — I had asked, in the yard, playing the stranger's naive card, whether the parish had a record of "the fen folk, back generations, the people out past the lade" — and he turned the pages for me with a curate's tenderness, and there was baptism and burial and marriage, name after name after name, the dead of Alderfen in their thousands, all written, all counted, all inside.

And I looked for her the way you look for a face in a crowd, knowing it cannot be there, looking anyway, hating yourself for looking.

"Burials, burials," the vicar was saying, kindly, turning to the years. "Now, the fen — you understand, miss, and I hope you'll take this as geography and not unkindness — the fen isn't the parish. That's the thing your northern people would find strange, perhaps, that a body of water is a boundary. The lade is the line, and has been since the old division. This side of the lade, Alderfen parish. That side of the lade — " he turned his hand over, palm up, empty — "nobody's. The fen was never enclosed, never tithed, never folded in. There's no church out there and never was, and so there are no fen folk in the book, and never have been. Whoever lived out there lived out of the parish's knowledge, and died out of it too, and was buried — well. However their people buried them. On their own ground, I'd suppose." He said it gently, but with the finality of a man quoting weather.

"Suppose," I said, and my voice held even, a thing I am proud of yet, "a person died out there in recent years. On the ground you'd call nobody's. And suppose there was no one left to bury her — no people, no — " I chose the next word as you choose a stepping stone — "no neighbor near enough to do it. What becomes of her? Is there no way to write her in? Someone should be in the book, vicar. Even a stranger can see that. A whole person, and nowhere written."

The room went very quiet. The tea things ticked once, settling. And the vicar — I give him this, and the account should hold it for him — the vicar did not pretend. He shut the book with both hands, slowly, and put his two hands flat on it, as a man puts his hands on a gate he has been asked to open ten thousand times.

"There's a question in this town, Miss Marlow," he said, "that has one answer, and the answer is the lade, and the town has been giving that answer for eighty years, and I have been giving it for thirty of them, from this chair, to every curious person and commission and cousin from Bracken Lea who ever asked it." He looked at his hands on the book. "You're going to ask me the question underneath the question. I'd take it as a Christian kindness if you didn't do it on your first Sunday."

I didn't do it. I want that recorded too, because the discipline of it near killed me and because it was the right card: you do not open a door by leaning on it the first day. I thanked him for the geography, and for the tea, and I let him show me out through the church, and at the door he said, quietly, not looking at me, in the voice of a man paying a coin of his own truth back to a stranger who had spent one in a burned doorway two days before — for that was already all over the town, that the fire-woman had been seen at the ruin with the young stone-cutter:

"The boundary map hangs in the vestry," he said. "The old one. If you're the sort of person who reads ground the way you say the north reads water — it's a very honest map, miss. It was drawn the year after the hard winter. Boundaries always are. Nobody pays for a map of a thing they already own."

* * *
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I went back to the vestry the following Thursday, in the ordinary way, on the ordinary business of a fire-woman engaged to see to the church's stove (that work was gotten for me by the innkeeper, who was by then my ally entire, though the account hasn't yet earned the telling of how), and I stood in front of the boundary map for the length of half a kettle.

It is a long linen map in a dark frame, drawn in 1946, and it is honest the way wounds are honest. The parish of Alderfen is laid out in colors: the town in rose, the glebe and the mill fields in green, the east fields in wheat-gold — and the fen, past the lade, in no color at all, terra nullius, blank linen, with a single line of copperplate at its edge: the fen: waste of the parish.

And the witch's ground — the plot at the seam, the ground that is nobody's and always was, where the house that will not finish burning stands in its unblowing ash — the map does not leave it blank. That is the thing. The fen is waste, mile on mile, uncared and uncolored — but the one plot with a house standing on it is drawn, inked, hatched, measured, in a hand more careful than any other hand on the map, and lettered in the old way with the surveyor's mark for claim, disputed.

Disputed. In 1946. Drawn by a surveyor paid — by whom? The Trust was founded in 1946. The map was drawn to make the town's taking legal, and the surveyor, doing his honest work, had come to the one plot he could not make honest, and had marked it, and hung it in a vestry where it faced the congregation's coats for eighty years.

They had kept the map of their own crime hanging on their own church wall for eighty years, and never once read it.

I stood before it with the kettle ticking, and I did the arithmetic of the whole account in one breath: the book that writes only the parish; the parish that ends at the lade; the lade that the dead of 1946 are buried facing away from; the map that confesses in ink what no mouth in the town will say in words.

And the one plot of ground that could bury my mother — drawn, disputed, and owned, all these years, by deed I had never seen, by the Trust of Alderfen.

I went home past the lade in the flat light, and the ruin stood watching me go, and I touched the mark on my box through the canvas of my bag, and I said it quietly, in my mother's grammar, in the tone of a woman addressing a guest who has been kept waiting twelve years at a cold hearth:

"Soon."
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