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        As each one has received a special gift, employ it in serving one another as good stewards of the multifaceted grace of God.

        1 Peter 4:10
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            Marda Wakes Up Older

          

        

      

    

    
      When Marda woke, cozy under a quilt and two afghans, her first thought was that she was so deliciously warm she never wanted to get up. Her second was that she needed to feed the pearly crows before they woke her father with their cawing. And finally she remembered it was her birthday, and sprang out of bed. She pulled on socks and grabbed the topmost afghan and ran down the stairs, and the morning when she stepped out the door was beautiful: softly dark, but with light running across the horizon through the trees. And cold! But the sun would warm everything up and then she’d have her favorite kind of weather, when the air was just a little warm but the breeze was cool and the air smelled like the first flowers of spring.

      With her basket in the crook of her arm, she hurried out into the orchard. Just as she expected, there was a crow in the boughs of the Merry Aunt, one of the friendliest trees. When it spotted her it gave one of those low, odd warbles that crows use for family and that brought four more birds swooping to perch in a circle high above her.

      “Hi, crows!” Marda brought out the week-old bread and broke it up with her hands. Scattering it, she said, “I hope you are having a fine morning. Did you know? It’s my birthday! I am fourteen today!”

      They croaked in answer, and she pretended they were congratulating her. Pearly crows, of course, were good luck, so just having them stop by counted as a present, by Marda’s way of thinking… even if they came every day in winter and spring. To be polite, she said, “Thank you,” as if they had wished her well, and grinned at herself. “I know, I’m so silly. You can’t talk and you’re waiting for me to leave so you can eat! Enjoy your feast!”

      She rearranged the afghan over her shoulders and darted to the henhouse. Her socks were soaked already, but she only had one more errand and then she could go inside and take them off. The hens were still somnolent, all fluffed over their nests, but she liberated eleven eggs from the boxes without disgruntling them too much. Those went in the basket. She thanked the hens, too, but in a whisper, so as not to disturb them further.

      The house was no longer silent when she entered; her mother was in the kitchen brewing small coffee on the stove, its earthy fragrance and cheerful bubble as familiar as sunrise. Marda put her basket down in time for her hug, and it was a good one. Her mother was plush and soft and hugging her was better than pillows when you were tired.

      “Good morning, Daughter,” Mama said, smiling. “And happy birthday! Look at you, you’ll be taller than me soon.”

      Mama had been saying this since Marda was six. It had been eight years and ‘soon’ hadn’t arrived yet, but Marda could see it from here: the top of her head no longer fit under Mama’s chin. “Good morning, Mama! I fed the crows. And here, the hens gave us eggs.”

      “Look at that. Enough for breakfast and your cake besides.” Mama kissed her brow. “Your father and your sister and brother are still asleep, and likely to stay that way for a while. Sit and have your breakfast.”

      “Can I have coffee?” she asked, hopeful.

      “Your own cup today. You’re old enough.”

      So she did, and it was even better than the little sips her parents had let her have since she was old enough to want what they were drinking. Mama made lost bread from yesterday’s loaf, dipping it in egg and cream and frying it golden before topping it with preserves from their own orchard: golden songquinces, sweet and tart.

      “All full up?” Mama said, after the third slice.

      The coffee had run out, and she didn’t want to ask for more: coffee had to be bought, so it was a luxury. “I think so. There might be a corner somewhere.”

      Mama laughed and handed her a big spoon of preserves. “Isn’t there always. Even when you’re my age, there are still corners... especially when there are sweets left over.”

      Between licks, Marda said, “Should I wake everyone up?” Because that was usually her chore: to watch her brother and help her sister while Mama sang to the praisetrees.

      “Not today. I’d like you to ride into town.” Mama went to the jar by the cupboard and brought out a few coins. “I have a list for you of things to buy at the store—for your cake! Along with some other things I need. And there’s money there for you to buy fabric and ribbons for a new dress.”

      “A new dress!”

      Mama laughed. “I did say you were getting taller, didn’t I? Pick your favorite color, dearling. Susen will embroider it for you if you ask nicely, I’m sure.”

      At nine, Susen was already better than Marda at sewing, and she could make the most beautiful birds and flowers with colored floss. A new dress! An embroidered one! With ribbon! Most of her dresses had been cut down from Mama’s.

      Her face was probably giving away her delight, for her mother leaned over and kissed the top of her head, laughing. “A good birthday present?”

      “Yes!” she exclaimed. “Thank you! And cake too!”

      “Whatever flavor you want. Think about it on the way.”
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      Their old pony, Patches, didn’t mind being ridden by small people. “I guess I’m not that old yet, after all,” she told him as she saddled him. He curved his head to look at her with placid eyes, as if to agree. But that was fine, because she liked riding, and if getting taller than Mama meant she couldn’t ride Patches, she could wait.

      Nutscatter Road was the main road near Marda’s home, winding through the gentle hills toward the town of Goldmeadow. Other families lived off it on farms of their own, though none of them had an orchard as old as Marda’s family’s Quincesong. The sun was fully up but it was still chilly enough to make her glad of her soft woolen wrap. And while she rode, birds sang, long warbles, quick thip-thip-thips, and the occasional, distant croak of a pearly crow, no doubt flying away in search of someone who needed his luck.

      While she rode, Marda tried to decide what color fabric she should choose. Her siblings, like her mother, looked best in bold, dark colors because of the nut-brown skin that spilled over their noses, cheeks, and brow. Marda, though, had inherited her father’s mask color: a lilac-gray that also darkened her lips and reached almost to her ears on either side of her cheekbones. She had his light brown eyes, too, rather than Mama’s aquamarine. Maybe, she thought, a heather color? Creamy yellow?

      She was still trying to decide when Patches plodded over the final hill and into town. Morning sunlight was puddled everywhere she looked, as if someone had poured it from a pitcher, and the bees were awake and everything smelled fresh with that “just cleaned up with dew” smell that she loved best. Goldmeadow was a beautiful town, perfumed with the season’s first flowers: white savior slippers dappling the grass alongside the road, taller pink fare-ye-wells, and yellow dawnquils at the intersection where travelers passed on pilgrimage, bringing foreign seeds on their feet and cloaks.

      Marda rode past the school, used mostly by townsfolk, and on to the general store a little ways up the pilgrim’s road. There she dismounted and wrapped Patches’s reins around the hitching post. He had enough room to graze, though he wouldn’t; she’d return to find him napping in his own pool of sunlight, like a cat.

      On her own, in town, with a little money to spend—on herself!—Marda stopped and looked up at the sky, then down the road toward the grand church. She felt very free and very grown-up, and didn’t think she was old enough… at least, not for the latter! She grinned and strolled up the quiet street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Marda’s First Choice

          

        

      

    

    
      The first place Marda went for her birthday was the post office, a little building made of stone and golden wood and bordered on one side in flowerbeds and on the other with the entrance to a corral for the couriers’ horses. This might seem a strange place to go for a birthday, but Marda loved the post office for its glorious map. It was painted on the wall beside the counter, and it took up the entirety of it. Vibrant azures tinted the inland bodies of water, and the same cerulean hues surrounded each island and darkened quickly to the blues and purples of space, dappled with stars, many of them named. The bright greens and sandy browns and golds used for the different parts of the world made her think of rolling plains and deep forests, and all of it seemed mysterious and fascinating.

      Passing pilgrims stopped in the post office to touch their fingers to the enchanted dust kept in the glazed pot on the counter. Tapping those dusty fingers to their homes left a residue that glowed in colors as bright as flowers. The glow faded with time, but petting it with a bare hand would activate every fingertip touch that had ever been added to the map, and then it shone like sunlight through the stained glass windows of a church, showing the history of all the people who’d ever visited Goldmeadow and its little church, St. Ermina’s.

      “Good morning, Marda,” said Mister Elliet. “There’s no new mail for your family, I’m afraid. Have you come to drop off a package?”

      Mister Elliet, the postmaster, was a small man with a round face that suited his merry green eyes, and a deep voice that chuckled like a stream. She’d always liked him. “No, sir. I just came to see the map, and to ask if there’s any letters that need answering.”

      “There’s always a letter in need of answering!” He went behind the counter and came back with a basket. “We have two today. One from the Felted Hills and one from Chandelier.”

      “Oh!” Marda exclaimed. “May I have the Chandelier letter?”

      He handed it over with a smile. “Enjoy it, my dear.”

      “I will, thank you!”

      Outside, Marda turned the envelope in her hands, feeling the softness of the paper. No one knew who’d started the custom of dandelion letters, named for the puffy seeds that floated on the breeze to land wherever they might. People wrote them and mailed them to other islands, and then an interested person could read them and write back. Good fortune was said to visit people who answered a dandelion letter, and while Marda wasn’t sure she believed in luck, today she felt like anything was possible. She tucked the letter in her bag and went next door, to the general store.

      Mama’s list wasn’t too long. Flour for the cake, and extra sugar and butter. A package of needles, a bottle of lamp oil. It didn’t take long to fulfill Mama’s requests, and then it was her turn.

      The fabric was in the back, far from the windows so the sun wouldn’t bleach the colors. Marda spent what felt like forever deciding what her new dress should look like. In the end, she chose a happy spring green color, and an embroidered ribbon that had a paler green, cream, and a lavender that went well with her skin. She brought her choices to the back of the store to pay for them… and stopped. There was a new stand there, and on it were rows of dolls.

      Marda’s last doll was now Susen’s, a battered but much beloved toy that had inspired Susen to learn to sew dresses. Neither of her siblings minded old toys because, like Marda, they’d preferred playing outside with whatever they could find to being cooped up inside. But these dolls! They were modeled after the Savior’s Companions, and each one had accessories, separate ones, not sewed on. Aldren the Knight had a red cloak held on with a tiny pin shaped like a dove. Sinja the Scholar wore layered robes in gold and brown and ivory that could be peeled off, one by one. Muse Keely’s curls could be brushed and came with little beaded ornaments.

      Marda had never seen such beautiful dolls. She checked their prices and winced. Of course they were expensive. But how she would have liked to play with one when she was younger! She thought of Susen’s doll, and that Patric didn’t have any doll at all, then looked at her ribbon trim. Having a new dress with ribbon was like getting two presents, and more presents were better than fewer. But giving presents was a present in itself, and Marda couldn’t remember the last time she’d been able to give gifts quite as exciting as these dolls.

      When she left the store, she did so with Mama’s items, her dress fabric, and two of the dolls. The Scout for her brother, who loved exploring and climbing trees, just like Scout Toby had, and Hearthkeeper Lira for her sister, because the tall, delicate doll would be a lot of fun to sew clothes for—appropriately, since Hearthkeepers did a lot of mending along with their other saintly tasks.

      Patches had fallen asleep in the sunlight, just as she’d expected. She giggled and fuzzled his cheeks. “Hey, wake up, silly.” The pony snorted, lipped the corner of her wrap near her wrist. “I’m not food,” she said, and hugged his neck. He leaned his head against her and shook himself as she packed all her purchases into his panniers. “Come on, let’s go home.”
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      Her gifts met with all the enthusiasm she could have wished. Patric seized his with a gleeful shout, and ran away to pose it outside… then rushed back and hugged her with a hurried, “Thank you thank you Marda you are the best sister” and vanished again. Susen accepted hers with an open mouth and then had to sit with Marda so they could share the discovery of all its delights, from the complicated dress and apron, all separate pieces, to the little kit she bore; not only did it open to reveal a tiny carved spoon and knife, but it was padded on top so it could be used as a real pincushion. Even Mama had to come look at that, and when Father called from his room, Susen eagerly ran to show him too.

      “I bought those instead of the ribbon,” Marda said, bringing the sacks from the general store into the kitchen.

      Mama nodded. “You think they’ll enjoy the dolls more than you would have enjoyed the ribbon on your dress?”

      Marda laughed. “They’re already enjoying the dolls more than I would the ribbon on my dress! Besides, I should practice my embroidery. I can’t get Susen to do it for me all the time.”

      “You are a thoughtful and dutiful girl,” Mama said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Being virtuous is hard work. You obviously should lick the spatula when we finish making the cake batter.”

      “I’m not too old to lick the spatula?” Marda asked, brightening.

      “No one’s too old to lick a spatula,” Mama said, serenely. “Just don’t tell your father I said so.”

      They made the cake together, and the batter was as delicious as Marda had hoped: she had asked for a lemon cake, because they so infrequently had lemons, and it was tart and sweet and made her think of summer. Mama even squeezed lemon juice into the frosting. While the cake was baking, Mama went out to sing to the trees and Marda checked on her father: napping, like Patches, in a pool of sunlight by the window. She smiled and went upstairs to her room, to open her letter and see what it was like to live in Chandelier.
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        Savior’s Greetings to you, friend!

        I’ve never written that before, and it was so exciting. I hope you don’t think that’s silly! My aunt says I should talk about my day, and the things I see out my window, and oh, my name is Sendra, but everyone calls me ‘Cheevy’ because when I was a toddler I was very mischievous. My parents used to call me that but I couldn’t pronounce it, so I just said ‘cheevy’ and it stuck.

        Anyway, I live in the Chandelier Mountains, the ones that stretch downward into space. We still have night and day just like everyone else! But we don’t have lawns or anything. If we leave our houses, we fall into the Stream! And then someone has to come fish us out. I’ve done that before, it’s embarrassing. But the Stream is kind of nice. It’s cool, and it tickles a little, and when you leave it your skin sparkles for a few days. My aunt says that’s because it’s got starstuff in it. That’s what it looks like, too, kind of purply and pinky but with a glimmer.

        The mountains have long roots… like icicles, but made of rock, and they hang under the island’s bottom. We live in those roots, so our houses are carved inside the stone. We have a beautiful view of the other islands! We see the seasons change how they look, though if we want to walk on grass and touch trees we have to take a coracle or ship.

        Speaking of coracle! My brother came back from his first year at the Abbey, which is what they call the Outremers’ school, and he had his vigil and a saint chose him just like in all the stories! He’s going to be a scout, like Scout Toby from the Savior’s Companions. I’m so happy to see him. I missed him while he was gone. I don’t want to be an Outremer, but I’m excited that there is one in the family! And my parents are proud of him! He’s proud too. They pay us while he’s at school, so he feels like he’s helping out. And he says he’s learning a lot, and next year he gets to quest for his animal! Having a talking animal friend is almost enough to make me want to be an Outremer! But I’d much rather stay home. I like the mountains. My father cuts gems, I’m hoping to learn to do that.

        I’ve included a little one I found myself! It’s a smoky quartz. Quartz comes in so many colors, even pink! But I like the smoky one the best, because it looks kinda mysterious. I hope you like it, friend. And that you write me back!

        Sendra Jewelsetter

        The Isle of Chandelier

        

      

      Marda picked up the smooth stone and turned it in her fingers: it looked like it had a cloud in it. Did Sendra’s home have clouds? If so, were they upside down clouds that shrouded the downward-pointing fingers of her mountain home? The idea tickled her fancy. She should ask—could ask now, because this was her dandelion letter and if she answered it, she and Sendra might become letter friends. Pleased, Marda went through her desk to find some paper. A few minutes later, she started writing by the window, the afternoon sun dappling her page with the shapes of songquince leaves. She told Sendra about the farm, about how Mama sang to the trees to ripen the fruit, and how some trees preferred solemn hymns while others liked funnier songs. She wrote about the pearly crows that brought luck; and the fussy hens, who never ceased with their little clucking noises as if reprimanding everyone for infractions venal and mortal; and all the little creatures that ran through the rustling underbrush: the foxes and squirrels and quails and tiny red mice.

      Marda looked again at the gray stone, rubbing her thumb over its polished surface. She would have to find something to send back. A leaf, maybe? A quince? Could she send jelly by mail or would that be too heavy for a dandelion letter? She wouldn’t want to have to pay for the extra postage.

      Re-reading the letter, Marda stopped. And read the last paragraph again.

      The Outremers paid families while their children were there?

      Suddenly, all Sendra’s other tidbits fell away in importance. Why had Sendra not told her more about her brother? How much money did the Outremers give? Would it be enough to pay for someone to help Mama around the farm? Or for Susen and Patric to have new clothes more often? Maybe it would be so much money that Mama would have leisure to sit with Father, or send for a doctor more often when he was in pain.

      Marda sat back in her chair, wide-eyed.
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      When Marda trotted down the stairs, she found Mama setting the cake on the table, all pale yellow with frosting and smelling like summer citrus and sugar. “Oh, Mama!”

      “It came out rather well, if I do say so myself,” her mother said, beaming. “And I do. Go wake your father. He won’t want to miss this.”

      No one knew what was wrong with Father. For as long as Marda could remember, he’d been unable to stand without help, or walk very far. Most of her memories of him involved the bed on the first floor, by the large window that overlooked the orchard. Marda peeked into the room to find him awake, hands resting on top of the covers and several pillows propping him up. At the sight of her, he said, “Ah, here’s my birthday girl. Come here, sweetling.”

      She perched on the side of the bed, taking his hand. “Hi, Father! Mama says it’s time for cake.”

      “Well, we can’t miss one of your mother’s cakes!”

      “Definitely not this one,” Marda said. “It’s got lemons.”

      “I can smell them from here.” He leaned on her as she helped him up, and together they walked slowly into the kitchen, where Susen and Patric were already seated—and nearly vibrating with anticipation. “Look at that,” Father said. “It’s almost like they think it’s their cake.”

      Marda giggled. “It’s our cake.”

      “It is your cake,” Susen said primly. But added, “But oh, I hope I can have a big slice.”

      “Why can’t we always have cake before dinner?” Patric wanted to know.

      “Because it’s not always someone’s birthday,” Mama said.

      “It’s someone’s birthday somewhere!”

      “And if you can find that someone and invite them over,” Mama said, bringing out the knife and plates, “then I will bake them a cake. Otherwise, we will have dessert after dinner, as God intended.”

      “How do we know that God intended it?” Patric wanted to know.

      Mama looked at Father with an expression that made Marda want to giggle, because it was almost as if Mama was saying, ‘help, please.’

      “God intended it that way to teach young boys self-discipline,” Father said, unperturbed. “And also, because if you ate dessert before dinner, you’d never eat dinner. Just think of how sad the chickens would be.”

      The cake was everything Marda had hoped for: three layers tall! And thick with lemony frosting. She licked her spoon when Mama wasn’t looking and asked for—and got!—seconds. She didn’t even have to clean up the table… Mama asked Susen to do it, so that Marda wouldn’t have to do the extra chore.

      “I see Patric brought his Scout to the party,” Father said as Marda helped him back to bed.

      “I think Susen was afraid her doll would get dirty,” Marda replied. “While Patric’s doll already looks like it’s rolled downhill a few times. Adding some dabs of frosting wouldn’t make much of a difference.”

      Father laughed. “That was a kind thing you did.”

      “It was a selfish thing,” Marda insisted. “Because I really enjoyed being able to buy things for them.” She thought again of the money the Outremers offered families. She could send presents like that more often, if she had her own money. “I got a dandelion letter from the post office… would you like me to read it to you?”

      “I would love that.”

      Marda ran upstairs for the letter and the stone while Father settled in. Should she tell him that she was curious about the money? Would he know? But she didn’t like to worry him. She knew it pained him that he couldn’t help Mama with the farm. Returning to his room, she drew up the stool and perched on it. “Here,” she said, passing him the stone, “It came with the letter!”

      “Very nice,” Father said. “A quartz, and prettily polished. Your friend went through some trouble there.” He smiled. “Let’s hear the letter.”

      Marda read it for him, pleased to see him relaxing on his pillows. When she was done, he said, “Ah, that was lovely. Did you write young Miss Sendra back yet?”

      “I’m almost done with my answer,” Marda said. “I thought I’d finish it tomorrow.”

      “Because… you are thinking of sneaking into the kitchen and having more cake?”

      “Father!” Marda exclaimed. And then, giggling. “Well, yes.”

      He grinned. “Why don’t you sneak into the kitchen now and bring us both back an extra piece?”

      “But what about the chickens who will be sad if we don’t eat our dinner?”

      “Young ladies don’t turn fourteen every day,” Father said solemnly. “I’m sure the chickens will understand.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Marda Does Not Get the Advice She Hoped For

          

        

      

    

    
      Marda and her father ate the cake, and managed dinner, and after that it was time for chores. But even while working, Marda thought about the dandelion letter, and she couldn’t help but notice that the chicken coop needed a new roof, or how Patric’s blanket was getting too short for his bed, or that Patches ate a lot of hay when the grass was too short for the family to pasture him. She tucked in her brother with Scout Toby perched on the foot of his bed—“To watch for predators and void monsters!” her brother exclaimed with bloodthirsty glee—and turned down all the lamps in the house. Father was already asleep. Susen was getting there, holding her Hearthkeeper doll under her arm.

      Mama, though, was awake, fluffing her pillows. She was such a comfortable and comforting sight, in her pretty nightgown and quilted robe, with her hair in one long braid, that Marda said, “Mama? Can we talk?”

      “We can always talk,” Mama said, smiling.

      “In bed, maybe? Like we used to?”

      Mama turned back the comforter. “Go and bring your afghan, dear.”

      Marda darted back to her room for her afghan and returned to find her mother already cuddled into bed. Wrapping her afghan around her shoulders, Marda joined her, resting her head on Mama’s chest.

      “Fourteen seeming a little hard?” Mama asked, kindly.

      “Maybe,” Marda said, hesitant. “Mama… that dandelion letter I got? The girl in it said her brother went to the Outremers. And that while he’s there, they pay his family.”

      Her mother was petting her hair gently. “Mmm-hmm?”

      “Should I go?”

      Mama sat up on an elbow, her cheek in her palm. “Do you want to go?”

      “I don’t know,” Marda said. “I never really thought about it. What I want to do when I’m older. I figured… I would stay here and help with the farm.”

      “You could,” Mama said. “You already help me a lot.”

      “I don’t know how much they pay, but maybe it would be enough for you to hire a boy to help you,” Marda said. And then, studying her mother’s face. “Do you know how much they pay? You do, don’t you.”

      “I do, yes,” Mama said. “When I was Susen’s age, I thought it would be very romantic to sail off in a coracle and become an Outremer.”

      Marda gasped. “You wanted to be an Outremer? You, Mama?”

      Mama laughed and tucked some of Marda’s hair behind her ear. “Is it really so hard to believe? I like to think I would have made an admirable Hearthkeeper. Or a dashing Muse. I do like singing.”

      This image of her mother as some adventurer sailing the islands in search of broken cracks to heal and people to succor was so stunning that Marda couldn’t immediately collect her thoughts. Rallying, she said, “So you do know. Is it enough?”

      Mama’s mouth firmed a little—almost a frown, but not quite. “Yes, dear. It would be a great help to us.”

      Marda said, “Should I do it?”

      “I don’t know,” Mama said. “Do you want to?”

      Marda flopped onto her back. “Mama!”

      Her mother chuckled. “Did you think I would tell you what to do? Marda, you’re fourteen. It’s time for you to start thinking about what you should do with your life. You’ve been taught the Savior’s Example, just like the rest of us. But all of us have to decide how best to do our duty to God, family, and our islands. If you decide that staying here and helping me with the farm is how you want to be useful, then we’ll make that work. But now you see there’s another choice, and that choice would also be acceptable.”

      “I don’t know anything about the Outremers,” Marda said, staring at the ceiling.

      “Oh, now, that’s not true.”

      “I guess,” she allowed. “I know that they train to follow in the footsteps of the Savior’s original Companions. And that they travel the islands, healing them and their communities of the wounds caused by the Shattering. And that they have vigils, and patron saints, and talking animal friends, and that you get to their school on a coracle. And also,” she glanced at her mother, “that they pay their students’ families enough to really help them.”

      “You see? You know quite a bit about them.”

      “But I still don’t know what to do!”

      “Maybe you should pray on it, then,” Mama said, smiling at her. “And sleep, too. Sleep makes a lot of things clearer.”

      Marda said, slowly, “I don’t want to leave you and Father.”

      Mama kissed her brow. “Dearling, all children leave their parents. Even if they stay in their houses and inherit their lands and work, they leave childhood and become adults, and are nevermore the children who needed you so.”

      “That sounds terrible,” Marda muttered.

      “It’s not.” Mama smiled. “It’s one of the best things in the world, to see your children grow into the adults who will continue long after you have passed on. Every stage has its joy. This right now, this is wonderful. The Marda of seven years ago wouldn’t have considered this choice, and been worried about how to make it.”

      “The Marda of now wishes the choice were already made,” Marda confessed.

      Mama drew her into her arms. “You know what I’m about to say, I imagine.”

      Marda sighed. “That I have to get it over with.” And laughed. “You’ve said that forever, since I was old enough to remember.”

      Mama grinned. “You’re a very good listener. When you’re paying attention.”

      “Mama!”

      Her mother laughed and kissed her cheek. “Just know that whatever you decide, we’ll help. That’s what parents are for. Whether you want to dig in your roots here or push out on that coracle, we’ll be there.”

      “You’re here now,” Marda said, cuddling into her and wondering if one day she’d be so old that she no longer would want to lie under the covers with Mama, asking her questions. And then she thought: One day I’ll be the mama, and some little girl will be the one asking me questions. That seemed so strange that this choice no longer seemed quite so overwhelming.

      Not that it wasn’t still overwhelming.

      After she parted from Mama, Marda returned to her room and sat on her bed with her afghan curled around her. Outside it looked cold and the wind was rustling through the leaves; her room was still and warm and cozy, and she was glad to be in it. Would she have to camp outside a lot as an Outremer? If she decided to be one? What would it be like?

      “Hi, God,” she said aloud. “How are you? I hope You’re doing fine, and that we’re not troubling You too much. I’m pretty sure You’ve been listening to all my thoughts, but I just want to say... again... that Mama did not tell me what to do.” She grimaced. “Why is it that she always tells me what to do when I don’t want to do any of it, but the one time I really need her to tell me what to do, she doesn’t?” And then she laughed
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