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Chapter 1: The invitation

⚜

Three weeks after the Harvest, I woke in the prize room the way I woke every morning now - full to aching, an hour before the light, with a man's mouth already at my breast.

He'd come to me sometime past midnight. I hadn't heard a knock, if he'd made one; he knew by now that my door stood open to him at that hour. I'd only surfaced briefly to the familiar cool weight of him sliding into the dark beside me, one immaculate hand finding the heavy swollen curve of me like a man checking that a thing he'd left was still where he'd left it, and gone back under. And now it was almost dawn and Adrian Voss was drawing the night's fullness out of me with his mouth, taking his time about it, his throat working against my skin, and I lay in the pillows with my fingers in his dark hair and let him, because this was what we did now, and neither of us had ever once put a name to it.

Every morning the same. He came to me late and left early, and in the hour between the dark and his first meeting he drank from me the way the patrons paid fortunes to - except that he never logged it, never once let a drop of what he took from me touch the board he ran. The band stayed dark on the table. The room stayed keyed private. Whatever passed between us in that hour belonged to no column anywhere, and for a man whose whole religion was the count, I understood exactly what that exemption cost him, and what it meant that he kept paying it.

"You grew again," he said against me, low, not lifting his head. He said it the way he'd once said anomalous - a finding, delivered flat - but his hand had come up under the aching weight of my breast to lift it to his mouth, cradling it with a care no finding ever got, and the next long pull he took from me was not clinical at all. The letdown rolled through me in its deep prickling wave and I arched into him and felt him swallow, felt the loosening flood of relief go straight to the low warm place it always went now, and I hummed and pressed the overfull front of myself into his mouth and made him take it faster.

That was the other thing about the record-holder's life. My body had never once stopped climbing. They'd crowned me at the Harvest and the crown had changed nothing in my flesh; I woke each day heavier than the day before, richer, fuller, the Bloom and the wanting and the being-wanted still driving me on past every ceiling the estate had ever charted, and there was no longer any name above mine to chase. Just me and the mornings, growing.

He drank me down to easy on both sides, and when he finally lifted his head his mouth was wet and his grey eyes had that early-hour openness they lost by breakfast, and I reached for him to pull him over me -

	and someone knocked at the door. A real knock. Official.



Voss went from open to immaculate in the space of a breath, which was its own small grief every time I watched it happen. He was up and dressed with the economy of a man who'd rehearsed the exit more often than either of us liked, and I sat up in the pillows with the sheet pooled at my hips and no interest in fixing that, because I knew the knock. Flat. Load-bearing. Patient.

The woman in grey did not usually come to a producer's room at dawn.

She came in when I called, took in the scene - the flushed bared abundance of me in the bed, the director of the entire estate standing at my window pretending he had always been standing at my window - and declined, with the professional mercy I'd come to love her for, to find any of it noteworthy.

"Miss Mercer." She had a letter in her hand. Paper, real, heavy - cream stock gone slightly soft at the corners, as though it had traveled a long way in somebody's coat. "Forgive the hour. This arrived last night, and there are people above me who have opinions about how quickly it reaches you." A pause, which from her was ceremony. "It's from Aldermere."

The name meant nothing to me. It visibly meant something to Voss, whose stillness at the window changed quality.

"The founding farm," she said, to my blank look. "Bellhaven - every estate of its kind, on any coast - operates under license from Aldermere. The Bloom was grown there before anyone thought to bottle it." She held the letter out and let me take it. "Once in a generation, when a real record falls, the farm invites the body that broke it to spend the high season where all of it began. You are, as of last night, the third producer ever asked."

The paper was heavy in my hands. The writing inside was actual writing, a strong old slanted hand in real ink: Aldermere is pleased - and my own name, sitting in that antique script like a thing from a different century - for the high season, at the farm's table, in the founder's name. No figure anywhere on it. No terms. It read less like a contract than like being asked to someone's home.

"There is a rider," the woman in grey said, and something in her flat voice flattened one degree further, which I had learned meant she was being careful. "Aldermere is old, and its founder is old, and the business that grew out of it has - views - about its future. Lowell - the founder's nephew, who runs the licensing side - has petitioned for years to bring modern practice to the farm itself. Metering. Banding. Grading at the source." She let that sit. "This year the founder has allowed it - an audit, one season, to run alongside your visit. The nephew was permitted to request an auditor by name." Her eyes went, deliberately, to the window. "He requested Dr. Voss."

I looked at Voss. He hadn't moved. The morning light was coming up grey and silver off the sea behind him, and he had his hands clasped behind his back in full director's order, and on his face was an expression I'd only seen once before - the day my line went level at the top of his board, the look of a man watching a number arrive that his every model said could not.

"I'm being sent," he said, softly, to the glass, "to measure the place that invented me."

"You're being sent," the woman in grey agreed, "because you are the best instrument the metered world has. I'd imagine the nephew thinks that settles the question." Something moved at the corner of her mouth, too brief to be called anything. "Aldermere, in my limited experience, is not a place that settles the way instruments expect." She turned back to me and became all business again. "The car goes inland tomorrow. Exit medical this afternoon. And - Miss Mercer." She paused at the door. "The farm doesn't post numbers. No board, no bands, no record of what a woman gives. They never have. I tell you now so you can begin deciding what you'll make of that, because I've checked you in and checked you up all season, and I know exactly how you feel about a wall with your name on it."

She left. I sat holding a letter with no numbers in it, addressed to a woman who was mostly made of one.

Voss came away from the window at last. He picked up the band off the table, turned it over once in his long fingers without activating it, and set it back down.

"Well," he said. "Pack."

The exit medical was quick, and it retired a question I'd been carrying so lightly I'd almost stopped feeling the weight.

They ran me through the usual - draw and measure, grade and log, the last entries Bellhaven would post against my name until the season brought me back - and at the end of it the woman in grey went down her checklist to travel protocols and said, in the same voice she'd once used to explain the wrap-top, "You'll continue the Bloom at the farm; they brew their own, and it is not quite what you're used to. And so it's said plainly before you go: while a producer takes the Bloom, in any form, her body remains her own. Nothing takes - nothing can take - unless she chooses to come off protocol and let it. However often you're bred, however deep you're left filled: heat, and milk, and nothing else, for as long as you choose. That's not policy. That's the plant."

And there it went. The soft private maybe I'd let turn over in me the afternoon after the Harvest, the little unconfirmed wonder I'd never chased or named or told him - it settled, at her flat words, back into the general wonder of the season, one marvel among many, and what I felt as it went wasn't loss. I waited for grief and none came; there was only the clean release of a breath I hadn't known I was holding. Filled and never caught. Bred for the heat and the yield of it, over and over, everything and no consequence, my body its own the entire time. I smiled - actually smiled, sitting on the exam bench with my wrist out for the band's last reading. When it was done she unclasped the band herself and set it in a tray for Bellhaven to keep. My wrist had gone bare for stolen hours before; it had never gone bare with nowhere to report.

"Good," said the woman in grey, watching me have all of it, and made her last tick. "The ones who smile at that do well inland."

Indi took the news the way Indi took everything - as a thing she'd personally arranged and was now graciously allowing the world to enjoy.

"Aldermere." She said the name rolling, relishing it, both of us folded into the cushions of the anteroom off the west wing where she'd pulled me the second she heard. "The founding farm, sugar. The source of the source. Girls tell stories about that place like it's church." She had my hands in her broad ones and her eyes were bright as a magpie's. "No meters inland. You know that? Not one. They say the matriarch out there has been in milk twenty years and never once sat for a count - more in a morning than any two of us, they say, and not a number on her anywhere. Twenty years, baby. The best there's ever been, and nobody can prove it, and that's the point of her." She shook her head slowly, savoring the size of it. "And they asked for you."

"Come with me," I said, and meant it.

"Oh, I'm coming, sugar - just not tomorrow." The grin went sly. "You don't know about the Showing yet. Biggest day of their year - the farm shows its herd to every old family and buying household in the valley, once, at the height of the season, and the estates get asked. Bellhaven's sending a delegation this year, first time in years, on account of they'll want to gawk at you." She squeezed my hands. "Nobody misses a Showing year like this one. I'll be there in the front of it, and Theo with me, and you'll be - well." The grin went fond and filthy at once. "We'll see what the farm's made of you by then, won't we."

She pulled me in and held me a long moment, lush against me, both of us wearing the same sweet milk-skin smell now, and when she let go her eyes were wet and entirely unembarrassed about it.

"Go on and be legendary," she said. "You're no good at anything smaller."

Theo came to me that evening for the last milking, and by unspoken agreement neither of us let the machines anywhere near it.

He sat me back against his chest on the wide bed, the way he'd held me up to the room at the Harvest, my back to him, all the heavy fullness of me resting in his hands, and he milked me the way he'd milked me the first morning of my new life - both hands, patient, thumbs and the heels of his palms, long firm strokes drawing the day's gathered weight down and out of me in pale runs while the sea went dark in the windows. Neither of us hurried. He worked me down by slow degrees, and I let my head fall back onto his shoulder and let down for him over and over, unashamed, boneless, his to handle, and the wanting it stirred up in me stayed low and banked, like coals the night intended to keep rather than spend.

"Off to the source," he murmured, somewhere in the middle of it, his mouth at my ear, his hands never pausing. "You know what I hope? I hope it's everything they say. I hope it's hands from morning to night and not a machine on the place. You always did let down better for a person than a pump." A long draw, base to peak, and the milk welled warm over his fingers, and he made the low satisfied sound I'd been letting shape my days since the first one. "They're going to lose their minds over you inland, Hazel."

At the end, when I was drawn down soft and the last of the fullness sat light in me, he bent his head over my shoulder and took one aching peak in his mouth - no seal, no session, just one long farewell pull, drinking the finish of me straight from the skin - and then the other, and I twisted my fingers into his hair and held him there the way I'd held him the very first time, before I'd known what I was holding.

"There she is," he said, when he lifted his head. Low, rough at the edges. The words that had become a name.

"There she is," I said back, and if it came out unsteady, he was the one person on the estate who'd earned the hearing of it.

He tucked the wrap closed over me, one snap at a time, dressing me for once instead of undressing, and stood, and looked down at me a long moment with those careful brown eyes that had coaxed the whole of me out of a frightened B-cup girl with rabbit eyes.

"See you at the Showing," he said. "Save something for the old crowd."

The car came at midmorning, and this time nobody put the partition up.

Voss rode inland beside me with a case of instruments at his feet and his tablet dark on his knee, and for the first hour, as the coast road gave up the sea and the pines closed in and then opened out again into country I'd never seen, neither of us managed to be anything in particular. It was the longest we'd ever been side by side with our clothes on and no estate around us, and the estate, I understood slowly, had been doing more work than either of us knew. It had given us our grammar. The board, the record, the doctor, the producer. At Bellhaven every touch we'd ever traded had been breaking a rule or crossing a threshold on his board; out here there was only his knee an inch from mine and a silence neither of us had the tools for. The car ran inland mile after green mile and left us with - whatever this was. A man and a woman who'd never once named the thing they did in the dark, riding toward a place that had never kept a record of anything.

"Three producers," Voss said at last, to the window, in his making-conversation voice, which he was catastrophically bad at. "In the farm's history. That's how seldom they extend this."

"Who were the other two?"

"Before my time." A pause. "One of them never came back to her estate. The file just - stops. I looked last night." His jaw worked once, faintly, and I watched him hear how that sounded, a man who'd sat up at midnight reading files about the place he was taking me. "The audit is eight weeks," he said, in a different voice, as though that followed. "Whatever else it is, it's the nephew's numbers. I'm expected to band their herd, grade their yield, and put a figure to a farm that has declined to be a figure for fifty years."

"And if the figure comes out against the meters?"

He was quiet for a while. The country was going up now, long folds of green with sheep on them, stone walls, a river winding somewhere below the road, and his cool grey eyes were on all of it like a man reading a column that refused to total.

"It won't," he said. But it came out the way anomalies regress had once come out - a man testing a beam he meant to stand on - and I let it lie, and the car ran on, and somewhere behind us the last board with my name on it went on glowing at nobody.

An hour past the last town I fed him, the bodice of my dress opened where the road had packed me full again and strained its seams tight - his mouth quiet at my breast, one hand spread at the small of my back, the green country pouring past the glass. It wasn't a session, and out of that room it wasn't quite even our habit - and it had no name, still, and out here that was starting to feel less like a wound and more like a door neither of us had found the handle to. Afterward I did the bodice back up over the eased weight of me and watched the hills come on.

We came over the last fold of the valley at dusk, and Aldermere lay below us in the gold, and I understood in one look why nobody had ever bothered to number it.

It was old the way the letter had been old. A long stone-and-timber farmhouse with lit windows and smoke standing up soft from two chimneys; a great barn beyond it, huge and dark-beamed, older than the house; a walled garden tucked against the south side, and pasture unrolling green all the way down to a river that took the last of the light and carried it off between the trees. There were no walls of glass. No pale architecture pretending not to try, no board, no band, not one lit panel - just lamplight and stone and the long summer dusk, and across the middle distance, moving up from the river meadows toward the great barn for the last milking of the day, the herd.

I'd heard the word all season and it had always meant the board's top ten, an abstraction, a bright cluster of lines. This was not an abstraction. A dozen women came up through the pasture in the gold light, taking the slope at a stroll and laughing at something, every one of them heavy the way I was heavy - full-breasted and wide-hipped and carrying it like weather, like wealth - barefoot, some of them, in plain linen shifts that hid nothing about what they were, and among them walked farmhands with pails, and one of the women had her arm slung around a man's neck and was letting him bear half her weight and all of his attention, and none of it, not one stitch of it, was being counted by anything but the light.

The car stopped in the yard, and the smell came in the open door and undid me before a single person had said a word: hay and animal warmth and cut grass and woodsmoke, and under all of it, broad and sweet and everywhere, the smell I'd worn on my own skin since my first dose. Milk. Not the linen-wrapped hint of it that hung in Bellhaven's corridors like something expensive. The air was thick with it, plain as bread, the smell of a place that ran on it and always had.

A man crossed the yard to meet us like a man crossing his own kitchen. Big, weathered, sixty or near it, forearms like a dock worker's, wiping his hands on a cloth that had wiped hands for years.

"Mercer," he said, comfortable, before anyone had introduced anybody. "Off the coast. They said you were coming up full and they didn't lie." He looked me over the way a man looks at good stock - frank, thorough, without a scrap of theft in it - and I stood there in the yard and let him, and found, to no surprise at all, that my body answered plain appraisal from this stranger the way it answered everything. Gladly. He nodded slowly, as though I'd confirmed something. "Amos. Head dairyman. Forty years of it, girl, so whatever the coast taught you about hands, we'll be starting you over." Then, past me, with exactly the same measure: "And the doctor with the boxes. Aye, we heard." He didn't offer to shake. He looked at Voss's instrument case the way you'd look at weather coming, and let it go, and turned back to me because I was the interesting one.

The housekeeper met us at the farmhouse door, round and quick with a lamp already lit, and between the two of them, in the time it took to cross the yard, I got the farm's law in full - the only orientation Aldermere would ever give me, one plain line where Bellhaven had needed a signed contract and a guided tour.

"Guests keep the farm's ways," Amos said, like a man saying the gate sticks in wet weather. "A girl's limits are hers and everyone knows them and nothing rough comes at her unasked - that's as true for you as any of ours. And you're welcome in the herd, fully welcome, if you'll take the ways with it. First bell's at dawn." That was all. That was the entire rulebook. All of Bellhaven's tiers and bands and grades and standing consents, and Aldermere did the whole of it in three sentences and went back to talking about supper.

They gave us the evening the way the farm apparently gave everything: by folding us into what was already happening.

The settling, the housekeeper called it, herding us toward the long main room once our bags had gone up and the last pails down to the kitchen - the lamplit hour between the day's last milking and sleep, when the household gathered at the hearth and the herd was, in her words, enjoyed slow. I stopped two steps into the room and had to make myself keep walking, because it was the Parlor glass all over again, six weeks later, in a world made of timber and firelight instead of cream and sea-glass - and this time I wasn't watching through anything.

The household was there in full. Farmhands, the family's people, a couple of guests down from some neighboring estate, and everywhere among them, draped and folded and gathered in, the herd. A girl my age lay across a farmhand's lap by the fire with her shift open while he idly worked a slow trickle of milk from her and talked over her head about hay. An older man - grand, white-haired, warm-eyed, holding the room from a deep chair without raising his voice, and I knew before anyone said so that I was looking at the founder - had a girl settled against his knee, his hand moving absent and fond in her hair. Someone was nursing somewhere; I heard the soft rhythmic sound of it under the talk before I found them in the lamplight, a houseguest with his mouth at a freckled girl's breast, drinking his evening's own directly from the source, no premium, no booking. Just the hour. Just the farm's plain wealth, handed round its own hearth.

And across the room, in the deepest chair by the fire, sat a woman I could not stop looking at, and did not try.

She was the biggest thing in that room in every way that has ever mattered to me since. Forty-five, maybe, magnificent, deep red hair going silver at the temples and sleepy heavy-lidded eyes that had seen everything this room could produce and approved it all; and she was built on a scale that made every record-breaking inch of me feel like a spring lamb - breasts vast and heavy and quietly at work even at rest, a lap made for settling girls into, a throat with a small brass bell hung at it on a worn leather cord. She held the room's other pole from the founder's chair, and the evening's traffic bent around her without her lifting a finger, and nobody had to tell me her name either. Twenty years in milk and never once counted.

Her gaze crossed the room once, found me standing new in the doorway in my coastal travel clothes with my record and my fame and all my numbers - and moved on, unimpressed, the way you'd note a parcel that had arrived and would keep.

It landed in me like a slap and a dare at once, and something in me that had been queen of a lit wall for three weeks sat up very straight.

"Sit, girl," Amos said, ambling past with two cups. "You're gawking."

They put me by the fire. And it was there, with the settling folding itself around me, that the housekeeper brought me the cup - not a crystal dose in a clinical glass, but a plain glazed mug, smelling green and sweet and older somehow than the bottled thing I'd drunk every morning on the coast, with a sprig of something dark floating in it.

"The farm's own," Amos said, from the hearth. He said it idly, but the room, I noticed, had eased itself a half-turn toward me, the way a room does when something small and important is happening in it. "Same plant your coast doses come off, three steps and fifty years removed. Brewed in that kitchen since I was a boy." His weathered face didn't change, but something under it was watching me closely. "It's not the bottled stuff, I'll say that plainly. The estates take what the plant does and file the edges off it. This is the whole of it. It opens territory the coast never touches." He shrugged like a hillside settling. "Drink it or don't. But a girl who means to take the ways takes it from the kitchen while she's here."

The mug was hot in both my hands. Six weeks ago a handler had brought me a small sweet glass in a clinical room, and I'd sat alone with my debts and my shame and drunk a fuse alight because a number had told me to. Now a firelit room full of the farm's wealth waited without waiting, lamplight on old timber, a herd settling toward sleep around me, and no one anywhere writing anything down.

I drank it myself, all of it, deliberately, and set the mug down, and met Maeve's eyes across the fire while I did it.

The taste was green and deep and faintly wild, and it went down and kept going - a slow spreading heat that didn't stop where the bottled dose had always stopped, at the front of my chest, but sank on through, down and back and low, into territory I had no map for, a stirring different in kind from anything the coast had ever taught me to expect - deeper rather than stronger, like the difference between a hand at the surface of water and something moving underneath it.

"Oh," I said, quietly, to nobody.

"Aye," said Amos, and went back to his cup.

They walked us up to bed when the settling thinned - a low room under the eaves for me, and I noted, without comment, how much nearer it stood to Voss's than anything at Bellhaven had ever placed us - and I was still standing at the small window in my travel clothes, feeling the farm's Bloom working its way deeper, when the bell rang.

The night bell, the last of the day - the one that called the herd in from hearth and yard to the great barn where Aldermere's girls slept - a deep bronze note from the yard that rolled up the fields and came back off the far fold of the valley. Below my window I watched the last of them cross the dark toward the barn with lamplight spilling gold out of its doors to meet them, wanted, home. The night air came up off the yard through the open window, hay and beasts and woodsmoke and milk, and the bell rang once more, and -

My chest went tight - nothing like the morning ache, or the slow gathering I'd learned to read like a clock. A sudden deep drawing clench, sweet and shocking, as though the sound itself had reached into me and pulled - and I gasped and looked down and watched the wet heat of my own letdown bloom through the front of my traveling dress, both sides, sudden and soaking, before anyone or anything had laid one finger on me.

Not a hand. Not a pump. Not a mouth. A bell, and a barn full of lamplight, and a body that had understood where it was before I did.

I stood at the window in the smell of the place, leaking through my clothes into the dark, laughing at myself in disbelief while the heat rolled on through me in slow deep pulls - and nowhere in the breathing dark below was there a meter running to catch it, a band to log it, a board to post it. My body hadn't needed one.

It had already joined the farm.


⚜




Chapter 2: First bell

⚜

The bell woke me before the light did, and my body was up before I was.

I surfaced in the low room under the eaves with the note still rolling off across the valley, and the response was already moving in me - that drawing clench I'd met at the window the night before, sweet and sudden and frankly indecent, my breasts tightening from ache into intent before I'd so much as opened my eyes. I lay there one moment in the grey pre-dawn, hands pressed flat over the hot heavy swell of myself, feeling the night's production sitting in me insistent as a second heartbeat.

At Bellhaven a morning like this had a liturgy. Wake, wrap, walk the corridor, sit for the machines, watch the flask fill, watch the number post. I knew that liturgy in my sleep - I'd broken a record inside it - and all of it was a long day's drive away over the fold of the hills, and here there was only a bell, still faintly ringing in the beams, and a farm already moving in the dark below my window.

I dressed in the shift they'd left me - plain linen, laundered soft by years of other bodies, cut generous through the chest for reasons the whole valley understood - and went down through the sleeping house and out into the yard, into air that tasted of wet grass and woodsmoke, and crossed the dark to meet the herd.

They were coming around from the great barn's far end, where the sleeping wing kept its own wide door onto the yard - women in the same soft linen, unhurried, yawning, arms about each other, one girl braiding another's hair as they walked, all of them carrying the same fullness I was carrying. Nobody checked me in. Nobody scanned anything. A freckled girl I half-recognized from the settling looked over, took in the coastal stranger falling into step at the edge of the group, and simply moved down to make room between herself and her neighbour - a place in the walking order, granted without a word, and it admitted me more surely than any check-in the coast had ever run on me.

The barn's milking doors took us in like the tide takes a boat.

Inside was lamplight and old gold timber, warm with animal bodies and sweet with hay and milk, and down both long aisles stood the stands - padded benches of dark wood and oiled leather, worn to a shine, built generations ago for exactly one purpose and holding to it. The herd settled onto them with the ease of habit, shifts unlaced, and the men moved down the rows with pails - dairymen, a couple of the household, a houseguest with his sleeves rolled who'd clearly earned his place at a stand by long practice - and within a minute the barn was working, the sounds of it rising soft under the lamps: milk going into steel in long ringing pulls, low talk, a girl's unhurried sigh, somewhere down the aisle a moan that nobody paused for.

No machine among the stands. Not one. Every stand down both aisles held a woman in milk, and not a pump worked among them - just hands, doing all of it, everywhere, at once.

"Mercer." Amos, at the end stand, smoothing one broad palm over the leather as if he'd been keeping the place for me. "Down here. Let's see what the coast sent us."

The freckled girl from the walking order took the stand beside it, already unlacing. "Tansy," she said, by way of everything, and gave herself over to the first pull of a dairyman's hands with a sigh that said the night had been generous to her too.

I'd been milked by hands I loved. I want that said fairly, before everything else: Theo's hands had made me, coaxed a frightened girl into a record-holder one patient morning at a time, and nothing that happened at Aldermere ever took that from him.

But Theo, I understood inside the first minute, had learned hands from machines - learned them as the warmer, better version of a pump, the human answer to a mechanical question. Amos had never asked the mechanical question. Forty years of mornings, thousands of breasts, in a barn where hands weren't the alternative but the whole art - and it turned out that was a different school entirely.

He sat me on the stand, unlaced the shift off my shoulders with practiced economy, and then didn't milk me at all. He just held me first - both hands under the full aching weight of my breasts, lifting, letting them settle, feeling how they moved, reading me through his palms the same frank appraising way he'd read me in the yard. His hands were enormous and warm and hard-calloused, and they gave off certainty like the hearth gives heat.

"Heavy right down to the base," he said, to himself as much as me, thumbs moving in slow assessing arcs across the upper slopes. "Coast girls come here toppy, most of them - full up front, tight behind it, bred to give quick for a machine's cycle. Not you." He pressed in gently at the outer swell and I felt the settled weight of the night's milk shift and answer him, felt my breath go. "You've got morning in you all the layers down, girl. That's a body that means it." He said it without a scrap of flattery in it, an expert reading stock, and it went through me hotter than any wall with my name at the top had gone in three weeks.

Then he milked me, and the machines lost.

There's no gentler way I can put what those hands did. He took one breast in both hands - his full attention on the one side, the other left hanging heavy and hot and untouched - and he didn't coax and he didn't pull. He asked, base to nipple in one long rolling stroke that gathered everything the night had made, and my body answered before I'd decided anything about it. The letdown didn't arrive in the prickling wave I'd learned to ride at Bellhaven; it dropped, all at once, floor giving way, and the milk left me in a rush I had to hear to believe - a hard ringing jet into the pail, then another, then both his hands alternating on that single breast and the milk simply pouring, more of it, faster, than any machine had ever drawn off me on any recorded morning of my life.

"There it is," Amos said, comfortable, as if remarking on rain arriving when the sky had promised it.

I stopped being able to sit still quite early. That has to be admitted too. The pulls came long and certain and every one of them dragged its sweetness down through me to the same low gathering place, stroke after stroke wiring my breasts to the growing heat between my thighs, and the barn was warm and golden and full of the sounds of other women being enjoyed, and I began to move on the stand - hips first, small and helpless, then not small. Amos took no notice except to widen his stance and keep the pail true. His hands went on with their patient asking, entirely occupied with milk, thumb and knuckle stripping the last of each letdown from the nipple in firm milking pinches that had me whimpering outright, and the next flood was already dropping before the last had finished, my body climbing over its own releases, and I heard my own voice go ragged and said something like oh God to the general air of the barn.

"Aye, it takes the new ones like that," Amos said, to the man passing with an empty pail. "First time on proper hands." Never slowing, never varying - just milk, steady and regular, the pail ringing, his callouses dragging slow over a nipple the morning had made unbearable, and the heat wound tighter with every stroke until I understood, distantly, disbelieving, that I was going to come - like this, sitting up on a padded stand in a working barn with the dawn's milk running out of me, and not one finger of anyone's below my waist.

"Amos-" I said, a warning, a question.

"Go on, then," he said, mild as morning. "It's good for the yield."

I came on his hands with the whole barn going about its business around me. It broke up from somewhere deeper than the coast had ever reached - the farm's Bloom in it, that low territory the mug had opened the night before - and I arched into his grip and cried out with no thought of not crying out, and the orgasm and the letdown arrived as one indivisible thing, the milk bursting from me in hard pulses timed to every clench so that I heard my own pleasure ringing into the steel. He milked me straight through it, unhurried, wringing wave after wave out of me while I shook and gripped the leather beneath me, and when I finally came down, slumped and gasping and soaked in lamplight, he moved to the second side with the same weathered patience and said, "Now the other, and don't go soft on me halfway, there's a girl."

The other side had barely begun when the farmhand stopped at my stand.

He was thirty or near it, broad through the shoulders and sweated already from hauling the morning's pails, sandy hair pushed back off a face the farm work had made rather than marred - sun-browned, square-jawed, a nose that had been broken once and set honest. He stood a moment watching what Amos's hands were doing to me - watching the milk run, and my hips still making their small shameless motion against the leather - with open, unhurried appreciation, and then he grinned, slow and crooked, one corner first, like a man in no rush to spend a good thing.

"She's welcome, then?" he said. To Amos, not me - not asking whether he could, I realized, but something more like has the coast girl taken the ways, the one threshold this farm kept.

"She drank from the kitchen, Colm," Amos said, not pausing. "She's herd."

Colm's eyes came to mine then - easy, direct, an ordinary courtesy inside the farm's standing welcome - and I answered them the only way that mattered. I leaned forward over Amos's working hands, took hold of the stand's worn edge, and let my knees slide wider on the leather. Three weeks a record-holder and a legend, and there I was offering myself up to a farmhand at a dawn chore with my heart slamming like it was the Harvest again - because I wanted it, wanted exactly this, the plainness of it, the no-ceremony of it, my first morning and the farm already reaching for me. The crooked grin went wide.

And that was the entire negotiation.

He came around behind my stand with no hurry in him at all. I heard his boots on the old stone, felt the warmth of him arrive at my back before his hands did - hay and clean sweat and warm skin, the working heat of a man three hours into his day - and then his broad palms settled on my hips, adjusting me a half-inch to his liking, tilting me further over Amos's rhythm, and the linen of my shift, already pooled at my waist, was simply lifted aside. For one long breath he held me there, positioned and waiting, the blunt heat of him resting against me while Amos drew another ringing pull from my breast, and I heard myself make a sound I'd never once made at Bellhaven - low, greedy, herd-plain. Then he pushed into me, slow and thick, to the very seat of me - soaked as I was, embarrassingly, from everything the hands had already done - while the dawn milking went on all around us and precisely nothing anywhere stopped.

The sound I made rang off the pail.

"Aye," Colm said, deeply satisfied, seating himself with a last slow inch. "They said you'd come up sweet."

There's no Bellhaven word for what it was, being taken like that. The Parlor had made use a performance; the Showroom had made it a sale; even the Harvest had made it a rite. This had no frame at all. This was a working man at a dawn chore helping himself, mid-milking, to a herd girl because she was there and lovely and the farm's to enjoy - my breast still being milked in front while I was filled from behind, Amos's pulls and Colm's strokes settling almost immediately into one shared cadence, as if forty years of barns had taught them the timing - and it was so casual, so woven into the ordinary work of the morning, that the eroticism of it nearly took the top of my head off.

Every stroke of him drove me forward into Amos's hands. Every long pull of milk clenched me down on the thick sliding push of him. The two sensations closed a circuit I hadn't known my body kept - being used made the milk come faster, and the milk coming made the being-used unbearable, and within a minute I was pouring for Amos in one continuous letdown that had stopped bothering to arrive in waves, just milk, running steady - the breast he'd already drained weeping back into use with the rest of me, so that his hands travelled between the two again - while Colm's hands tightened on my hips and his easy tempo grew less easy, and down the aisle a girl laughed at something and the lamps burned gold and nobody, nobody was writing any of it down.

"Runs harder when she's full of a man," Amos observed, nodding at the pail, and tilted it to catch the quicker stream.

"Aye," said Colm, whose mind was elsewhere, and took me in earnest.

I came the second time with him buried deep and driving, the stand rocking under the three of us, my cry gone frankly loud enough to turn a head or two - turned heads that smiled and turned back, unbothered - and Colm rode me through the clenching finish of it and then went taut himself, groaning something warm and wordless into the back of my neck, and finished inside me, pulse after thick heavy pulse, flooding me full while Amos stripped the last of the letdown from both sides, so that for one suspended moment I was being filled and emptied at once, both directions, and hung between the two sensations like a rung bell.

He stayed in me while his breathing evened out, one broad palm spread warm over my hip.

"Pails won't haul themselves, Colm," Amos said, easing the last from my breasts and standing to lid the pail.

Colm withdrew carefully, tucked my shift back down over me with unexpected gentleness, took up his pails, and went back to work - pausing only to flash that crooked grin and say, "Welcome to the farm, coast girl." And I stayed where I was in the lamplight, wrung soft, warmth still beading at both nipples and the slick heat of him wet between my thighs, the weight of what he'd left settling low and warm in me, and started, helplessly, to laugh.

"Aye," said Amos, from the aisle. "It's a good farm."

It was when he lifted the pail that it happened - the thing I'd been warned about, the thing I'd told myself I was ready for.

The pail was full. Heavily, visibly full - it rode low off his arm and the handle creaked, and my body could feel the size of what it had given in its own new lightness. At Bellhaven this was the moment the flask went to the graduated rack, the moment the wall found me, the moment the number arrived like a verdict and a wage at once.

"What did I make?" I asked.

Amos looked at me. Not unkindly. The look a man gives a question that hasn't been asked in that barn in living memory.

"A pail," he said, and carried it off to the kitchen.

I watched from the stand as my morning walked away, swinging from a stranger's fist toward coffee cups and cheese moulds, and something in me that I'd been aware of only as a shape in the dark stood up and started patting its pockets. No, but the yield, it said. The grade. The rank. The delta on yesterday. Somebody has to - and there was nowhere to put the sentence. There was no rest of the sentence. The milk was in the pail and the pail was in the kitchen, and it had already stopped being mine and become the farm's, and no record of the making of it existed anywhere in the world except in my emptied weight and Amos's forty-year hands.

He'd called me a body that meant it, back at the stand, and I had that. I found I was holding it the way I used to hold a posted figure, turning it over, checking it hadn't changed. Words from a dairyman, in place of a number on a wall.

Around me the barn was finishing its morning, girls lacing their shifts, pails going kitchenward in a procession, and I sat in the middle of the warm golden industry of it and felt the first true withdrawal pang of the counted life - sharp, chemical, absurd. Six weeks ago I'd been a woman with a debt and a shame. The board had rebuilt me. Line by climbing line, it had told me every morning exactly what I was worth, and I had let that voice go so deep that here, wrung soft and twice-pleasured and welcomed into the oldest herd on earth, some spoiled bright-lit corner of me was near tears because nobody would tell me my score.

I hated knowing that about myself. I made myself stand up, lace my shift, and walk out into the morning without asking anyone anything, and I nearly managed it.

Voss was at the barn doors, where the lamplight gave up to the day. He'd come down at the bell - of course he had; the audit started with the dawn - and he stood just inside with his instrument case standing shut at his feet like a dog told to stay, watching the pails go by uncounted with an expression I recognized from the inside: a man patting his pockets.

"Do you know," he said quietly, as I drew level, "what that pail would post at?" His grey eyes came to me, and there was something bare in them, this early. "Neither do I."

We stood together a moment in the doorway, the record-holder and the man who'd built the instrument of her record, both of us a little bereft in the smell of hay, and it would have been funny if it hadn't been the exact shape of the hole in me.

"First bell's better viewing than breakfast," said Amos, ambling past. "But breakfast's better eating. Go on up, the pair of you."

They fed us at the long table in the farmhouse kitchen, and my milk was on it.

I knew it the moment I sat down. There were three fat glazed jugs stationed down the table's length among the bread and ham and eggs - the household's morning milk, drunk plain like any farmhouse on any road in the world - and the near one was mine. Nobody announced it. Amos, passing behind me with his own plate, just tapped its rim with one blunt finger and kept walking, and the fact arrived with no more ceremony than the setting down of the salt: this morning's near jug was the coast girl.

And then I watched the household drink me.

The housekeeper filled a tall cup for the aunt - a tiny, ancient, straight-backed woman at the table's far end, the founder's elder sister by the evidence of her nose, who took her morning milk the way she'd plainly taken it for eighty years, first thing and without comment - and then poured one for herself. A farmhand took it two pints at a time. Tansy, my stand-neighbour, tipped it over her porridge. It was breakfast. It was just breakfast, appetite instead of accounting, and every plain unceremonious swallow of it landed somewhere in me that Bellhaven's premium labels, my name in gold on chilled glass at a price that made headlines, had never touched. The wall had told me my milk was valuable. The table simply found it good, and drank it, and reached for more.

"The near jug," said a warm deep voice, "if you'd be so kind."

Ambrose - I'd had the founder's name from the housekeeper on the stairs the night before, offered the way you'd name a mountain - sat at the table's head with coffee, and I passed him my own morning with both hands.

Up close, the founder was bigger than he'd looked across the fire - one of those old men time narrows without ever managing to diminish - white-haired, weathered brown, with a grand beak of a nose and eyes that did precisely what Indi's stories had promised: read the whole of you, gently, in about a second and a half. He poured a measure of me into his coffee, stirred it once, and tasted it with the entire unhurried attention of his face, and the kitchen didn't fall silent - this farm never fell silent for anything - but I noticed Amos had stopped chewing.

"Deep morning," Ambrose said at last. "Slow to start, I'd guess, and then all at once - a gate, not a tap. Sweeter at the finish than the front." He looked up at me over the cup, pleased, as though a thing he'd planted fifty years ago had just come up true.

I sat there with my mouth slightly open. Two hours old, that milk, and unlabelled, and he'd read the shape of my morning off the top of his coffee.

"Bellhaven grades that, you know," I said, when I had a voice. "Body, finish, sweetness. There's a scale. It took a panel and a laboratory."

"Aye," Ambrose said, comfortably, in Amos's very cadence, and I saw all at once where the farm's voice had come from. "Bellhaven counts because it can't taste the difference." He said it without heat, without contempt even - the one fact he'd built a life on - and poured a second measure of me into the black. "Fifty years ago I grew a plant that makes women pour, and the first thing the coast asked me was how they'd know which girls were best. They couldn't just drink, do you see." He gestured, minutely, at the table - the jugs going down, the milk-rimmed cups, the plain daily wealth of it. "Here's my audit, Doctor," he added, mild, without turning his head, to where Voss sat very still three places down with his tablet dark beside his plate. "Fifty years of breakfasts. Band that."

"I intend to," Voss said. It came out level. But I'd drunk from that composure at midnight all season, and I heard what it cost.

Maeve came into the kitchen when breakfast was thinning, and the room reorganized itself around her without appearing to move.

She was in working linen with her sleeves rolled, vast and unhurried, the brass bell at her throat swinging its small dull note as she bent to take a jug from the housekeeper - off to the cellar, the season's cheese, the matriarch's morning rounds - and she would have passed me entirely, as she had passed me at the fire, if I hadn't stood up.

I hadn't planned to stand up. I was standing before I knew it, in the path of the greatest producer alive, with my heart going like a girl called to the front of a class.

"I wanted to say," I said, "thank you. For the invitation. The farm's - " and then, because three weeks of being a legend had built habits in me, and because some score-hungry corner of me was still hunting for a wall to be read off, I heard myself finish: "I broke the coast record, at the Harvest. The all-time one. I don't know if they told you."

The kitchen went on around us. Maeve looked at me - the first time those sleepy heavy-lidded eyes had rested on me longer than a parcel warranted - and what was in them wasn't cruelty, which would at least have been a kind of interest. It was the specific mild patience of a woman who had heard about the coast for forty-five years.

"They gave you a number, did they," she said. "How nice for them."

And she shifted the jug to her hip and went out to the cellar steps, bell swinging, leaving me standing in the warm kitchen with my record - the sum of my season, the thing that had rebuilt me from debt and shame, the roar of the Harvest and my name blazing over the only wall I'd ever loved - dismissed in nine words, not even unkindly. Unkindly I could have fought. This was worse: she'd weighed the proudest fact of my life at a glance and found it to be a fact about them.

I sat back down. My hands, I noticed remotely, weren't quite steady, and my chest had gone hot - and it took me a moment to understand that not all of the heat was anger. Under the sting of it, under the standing-up-straight fury of being unimpressed at, my body had rendered its own opinion with the farm's usual bluntness: the ache had come back into my breasts, early, insistent, ahead of every schedule the coast had ever charted for me. Dismissal from her had gone down into the same unmapped ground the kitchen's Bloom had opened, and what it found there wasn't hurt.

It was appetite. She was the best that had ever lived, and she'd looked at my number the way the barn had looked at my question - a coast thing, a them thing, nothing to do with milk - and every cell of me had risen up wanting to be measured by whatever she measured by instead.

There was no board in this valley. There was no record to break at her. Whatever Maeve counted, it couldn't be posted, and I had eight weeks and a Showing to learn what it was.

Across the kitchen, Amos gathered the empty near jug - mine, drunk to the glaze - and set it mouth-down on the rack to dry, one jug among three, and the morning went on.

I sat where I was, my breasts already gathering weight toward tomorrow, indifferent to every timetable Bellhaven had kept on me, and made the only vow available to a woman in a valley without a wall: by the Showing, Amos was going to need a second pail for me at first bell. And whatever it was the matriarch measured by - I meant to be measured.


⚜




Chapter 3: The matriarch

⚜

By my fourth morning, the farm had stopped being a marvel and started being a life, and my body had taken to that life with an enthusiasm that frankly outran the rest of me.

The days had found their shape. First bell in the dark, the walk across the yard, the herd folding me in - Tansy's shoulder against mine in the walking line, warm as bread - and then Amos's hands, which my body now began answering while he was still three stands away. I let down for him harder each morning, and each morning the ache came back sooner, until the schedule Bellhaven had charted for me over a whole season read like the customs of a foreign country. The farm's Bloom had a great deal to do with it; I could feel the kitchen's brew working down in that low unmapped territory every time I drank it, a slow tide going further up an estuary the coast had only ever dammed. But it wasn't only the plant. It was the life. I was handled all day here - milked, admired, reached for - and everything the farm did to me came back as milk.

The reaching-for happened as plainly as everything else. On my second afternoon a farmhand splitting kindling by the woodshed had straightened up as I passed with the water jug, looked me over, and had me against the sun-warm boards of the shed inside the minute, his mouth at my throat, my shift around my waist, the whole business as friendly and thorough as a good meal - and when he'd finished and set me back on my feet, he'd handed me back the jug and gone back to his axe. Colm took me once more at the morning milking, easy as habit now, timing himself to Amos without being asked. In the evenings at the settling I was gathered onto laps and idly worked, a mouth at my breast for an hour while the room talked over me, and I'd stopped being able to remember what it had felt like to be full and have nobody act on it.

Voss, meanwhile, had opened his boxes.

The audit had begun the way he began everything - quietly, precisely, at dawn. He walked the farm with a slim grey case and the farm let him, tolerant and unbothered, as though the founder had told the household to treat him as weather. He sampled the water and the milk and the soil of the walled garden; he stood at the edge of the morning barn with a device cupped in one palm like a man warming a small animal, taking down in silence what nobody here had ever thought to write. Amos gave him nothing but the same amiable fatalism he gave rain. "Measure away, Doctor," he said, on the third morning, hefting a pail past him. "The milk won't mind."

And through all of it - the mornings, the yard, the settling - I watched for Maeve, and learned exactly nothing.

She was everywhere and never within reach. Bound for the cellar with a jug on her hip; standing in the kitchen garden with the housekeeper, sleeves rolled; enthroned at the settling with the whole room bending around her - but she was never at first bell, never on a stand among us, and by the fourth day I'd begun to wonder whether the legend herself was ever milked in front of anyone at all.

I should have known better than to wonder near Amos.

"You want to see the matriarch milked," he said, at the end of the fourth morning - not a question. He'd drawn me down soft and was lidding the pail, and he said it the way he said everything, to the work in front of him. "Aye, you've been circling it like a dog at a locked door. She's not done at first bell, girl. First bell's for the herd. Herself doesn't keep the herd's hours - mid-morning and evening we do her, and have for twenty years." He straightened, took me in with one of his stock-fair looks, and evidently reached a decision I hadn't known was pending. "Mid-morning, then. Come to the barn and keep quiet and watch. You asked me once what you'd made." He swung the pail up. "Come see what the farm makes when it's had a whole life to do the making."

The barn at mid-morning was another country from the barn at dawn.

Empty, first of all - the herd out at the river meadows, the stands standing bare down both aisles, the lamps unlit and the light coming instead in long dusty gold bars through the high east windows. Quiet, so that I heard the swallows up under the beams and the creak of the cooling roof. Amos had set one stand ready at the aisle's end, the big one I'd taken for a double, with folded cloths and a low bench beside it and not one pail but three, ranked, and I stood where he pointed - out of the working light, against a post worn smooth by generations of exactly this, because of course the farm had a place for watching - it had a place for everything.

Maeve came in at her own pace with the bell at her throat giving its small dull note at each step, and unlaced without ceremony, and I had my first full sight of the body of the legend.

I'd thought I'd seen her, at the fire and in the kitchen. I had only seen the shape of her under cloth. Unlaced, in the gold window-light, she was the most abundant thing I had ever laid eyes on - breasts vast and heavy and veined blue under skin gone soft as old linen, riding low with a fullness that made my own record-breaking morning weight look like a girl's first season. Everything about her was built to scale - the deep round swell of her backside as she settled astride the stand, the spread of her hips, the soft strong slope of her belly - and none of it read as excess. Twenty years in milk, and every generous inch of her read as capacity: a body become, entirely, the thing it did.

She leaned forward onto the stand's padded rest, letting the whole weight of her breasts hang free into the working space beneath, and sighed like a woman putting down a full day, and said, to the barn in general, "Well, Amos."

"Herself," said Amos, and sat to her, and I learned what his hands were actually for.

What he'd done to me had felt like mastery. It had been scales. He took her left breast in both hands the way a bell-ringer takes a rope - with respect, and long acquaintance, and no hesitation whatsoever - and the first stroke went base to peak through a depth of gathered milk I could hear, and her letdown didn't drop the way mine dropped. It arrived. Milk hit the pail in a stream that didn't pulse, a steady hissing pour like a tap opened halfway and left, and it simply did not stop. He worked her in long rolling draws, two hands to the one side, and the pail filled. I watched it fill. I stood against my post with my arms crossed over the shelf of my own chest and watched a single breast fill a dairy pail through its foam, and the whole time Maeve lay easy on the rest, eyes half shut, talking to Amos in unhurried farm shorthand about the cheese and the aunt's cough and whether the far pasture wanted resting - the greatest producer alive taking her mid-morning draw the way another woman takes tea.

The sounds got into me first. Then the smell - her milk was everywhere in the warm air inside a minute, sweeter and deeper than the whole herd's morning mingle put together. My own breasts, drawn down soft not three hours before, woke and began to gather, a slow prickling assembly of weight I had no business feeling before noon, and I shifted against the post and let it happen, because four days on this farm had already taught me the rule of the place: what my body admired, it answered.

Amos swapped pails without breaking rhythm and started her second side, and boots came in at the yard door.

Colm - sweated from the meadow gate he'd been hanging, forearms streaked, wiping his hands on his thighs - checked at the sight of the stand's business, and then didn't check at all. He came down the aisle with deep-water calm, plainly accustomed to the sight, and stopped at the wide stern of the stand, and set one hand, broad and brown, on the pale enormous curve of Maeve's backside where she lay tilted forward over the rest.

"Herself," he said, in the same workday tone Amos kept for pails and weather.

"Mm," said Maeve, not opening her eyes. And then, mild as anything, an order off a menu she'd written herself: "The back way, Colm, if you're settled on it. I've cheese to turn in an hour and I'll not be run at."

I did not understand her for a full second. Then Colm took the little pot of oil from the shelf under the stand - where it lived, worn brass, lid gone shiny from years of thumbs - and I understood entirely, and my whole body went hot in one wave from the hairline down.

There was no production made of it. That was the thing; that was what nailed me to the post. He oiled himself and her with the same workmanlike economy he'd have given a cart axle, one broad thumb working the slick into her with a familiarity that said this was Tuesday, and Maeve lay draped forward over the rest with her breast still pouring into Amos's pail and let herself be readied as placidly as she was being milked - one more of the day's attentions, received. And then he set himself and pushed, slow, and I watched the biggest, most magnificent backside in the valley take him in one long yielding, inch after patient inch, her flesh giving around him, until his hips settled home against her with a small final press and she made her first sound of the morning - a low descending note, appetite and appraisal at once, confirmation that a thing was as good as she'd remembered.

"There," she said. "Go on, then."

He went on. Long, deep, leisurely strokes, his hands spread on the vast soft width of her, the stand taking it without complaint - built for it, I realized dimly; everything here was built for it - and Amos never varied his pulls by a hair, and what happened next I would have called folklore if I hadn't watched it with my own eyes not fifteen feet away.

The milk ran harder.

Not a little. Audibly. Each of Colm's slow deep strokes drove her forward a fraction into Amos's rhythm, and the steady hissing pour thickened with every one of them - the stream leaping, the foam climbing - until the second pail stood full well before its time and Amos swapped her onto the third with a grunt of pure professional satisfaction. "Aye, that's it," he said, to her body rather than to anyone. "Deeper she's taken, harder she gives. Forty years and it's never once been wrong."

It reached me at the post before I understood it was coming - a first sharp letdown, quick as a reflex, two coins of wet heat printing through my shift while my arms were still crossed beneath my breasts. Small, sudden, done in a few pulses. My body had joined the scene, plainly, and had asked me nothing about it.

And Maeve - filled from behind, pouring from the front, twenty years a legend - lay easy over the rest through all of it and commanded it, a queen being served two ways at her own convenience: a murmured "slower" that Colm obeyed like scripture, a roll of her hips that reset his angle to her liking, her half-lidded eyes opening only once -

	to find me.



She looked at me the whole length of one of Colm's strokes. Down the gold bar of window-light, over the working heads of both men, that sleepy knowing gaze rested on the coast girl pinned to the watching post, and there was no rebuke in it and no invitation. It was worse. It was placement. This is the farm, said the look; this is what it grows when nobody has ever once counted it - and then she let her eyes fall shut again and gave herself back to being milked and used, and I buckled against my post without a hand on me anywhere.

It wasn't an orgasm - not quite. My body spent it as milk instead. The second letdown hit me standing up, both breasts at once, the deep drawing clench I'd learned at the night bell arriving now with the whole scene behind it, and I gasped and pressed my forearm across myself far too late and felt the wet heat bloom out through the linen in two spreading stains, twice the size of the first. I stood leaking through my clothes in the slanting dusty light, soaked and shaking, while the matriarch's milk sang into her third pail.

Colm finished in her with a long shudder and his forehead against her broad back, deep in, held there - and her stream surged one last time as he did, as though her body were countersigning his - and it was Amos, of course, who acknowledged me at last, without turning around.

"Bring a cloth from the bench for the coast girl, Colm, when you've got your legs," he said, easing off the last of Maeve's draw. "She's come out in sympathy."

They put the barn back the way farms do - pails to the dairy, cloths to the wash, Colm off to his gate with his crooked grin flashed once at me in passing, no more ceremony to it than leaving the table. Maeve took her time lacing. And because I would rather be forward than be nothing, I crossed the aisle while she was still settling that abundance back into its linen and made myself speak to her for the second time in my life.

"How do I ask," I said, "for that?"

She looked up. And there - for the first time, small but unmistakable, like the first give of ice on a bucket in March - something in the sleepy eyes had slipped its dismissal. Almost interest. Almost warmth. She finished her lacing and considered me: the soaked front of my shift, the flush I could feel standing in my face, my chin up over all of it.

"You watched the whole of it," she said, "and you let down like a herd girl." A statement of fact, unbothered. Then she stepped close and took the wet linen over my breast between two assessing fingers. "The coast never opened you that way."

"No."

"Asked you, did they, in all their measuring, whether you wanted it?"

"There was a form," I said. "There's a form for everything. I never ticked it."

"A form." She said the word the way she'd said a number. But this time there was something under the mildness that hadn't been there in the kitchen - a low private amusement, and beneath even that, the thing I'd wanted from her since her gaze first passed over me at the fire: attention. "And four days at the farm's table and you're stood in my barn asking for my morning."

"Yes."

"Not yet." Flat as Amos. But then she did the thing my body would go on replaying for weeks: she set the flat of her warm hand for a moment against my soaked breast, over the ache and the wet, weighing what was gathering there - the first time the greatest producer alive had ever touched me - and something like a verdict passed over her face, and it was not the verdict she'd given my record. "The farm opens everything in season, girl. Nothing here gets forced and nothing gets rushed - not cheese, not weather, not you. Your season will come. When it does, it'll come from my hands." She turned for the dairy, bell swinging at her throat. "Go on down to the meadows. You're wanted there more than here."

I stood in the empty barn with the print of her hand cooling on wet linen, and it took me most of a minute to understand what had just been rung in me. Not yet - from Maeve, in that voice - wasn't a door closed.

It was the first thing at Aldermere anyone had promised me.

They sent the herd's lunch down on a cart, and I carried the promise down to the river meadows on top of everything else I was carrying, which by early afternoon was a great deal.

The meadows were where the herd's day lived, and the farm's whole philosophy lay out plainly in the sun there. Grass to the river, willows at the waterline, the valley's heat lying sweet on everything; girls drowsing in the shade or wading to their knees or sprawled talking in the deep clover, shifts loose or gone entirely, bodies of every lush make browning in the light. There was no roster and no station. Farmhands came and went on real errands and took their real pauses among us - a girl straddling a man's lap under the willows with her face in his neck, rocking with him barely faster than the willow shade moved; another kneeling over a dairyman stretched flat in the grass, feeding him the breast with the sun on her back. Tansy lay beside me and dozed and woke to be milked lazily by a passing hand, easing her noon's gathering into the grass itself with a sigh, since the meadow didn't insist on pails.

And I lay in the clover with the sun coming through my closed eyelids in red and gold, four days milked, three hours full, one promise rich, and I replayed the barn until the replaying had me shifting my thighs in the grass.

I couldn't leave it alone. The brass pot with its worn lid. The single inch-by-inch yielding. Slower, and being obeyed. The stream thickening with every stroke, her body converting being taken into giving more, the two men working her like a single instrument they'd apprenticed on for decades - and the look. The look that had placed me. My breasts had built all through the walk down and the hour in the grass, well ahead of any schedule, and every return of the memory brought another of those low sweet gathering pulls, until the ache in my breasts and the ache between my thighs had stopped being two different things, and I didn't care to part them.

A shadow crossed the red and gold.

"Miss Mercer, I believe," said a voice, pleasantly. "The coast's marvel. I saw you at the settling and haven't had the pleasure."

I opened my eyes on a man of about fifty-five standing over me against the sky, and knew him vaguely - one of the pair of houseguests down from the neighbouring estates, silver-haired, weathered handsome, with the mellow deep-grained voice of a man whose family had been drinking this valley's milk since before the coast learned to bottle anything. Pell, the housekeeper had called him, of one of the old subscribing households, come early ahead of the Showing as the old families apparently did, to spend high summer in the valley. He had his jacket over his shoulder and his sleeves rolled and he was looking down at me - flushed, heavy-eyed, visibly full where I lay with the clover printed on my thighs - with an appreciation so frank and warm it was its own kind of courtesy.

"The pleasure's on offer," I said, and heard the farm in my own voice - four days in and already talking like the valley - and lifted my arms over my head in the grass by way of a signature.

He knelt into the clover and took his time about arriving - big warm dry hands coming first, tracing the shape of me through the linen, the shelf of my chest, the dip of my waist, the wide flare of my hips, learning me palm over palm - and when he drew the shift up and off me, the sun landed all over my bare skin at once and I arched into the plain animal luxury of it. The grass was warm under my back. The river ran somewhere behind my head. He opened his trousers and settled between my thighs with his weight on his forearms, gentleman enough to take his heft on his elbows and farmer enough underneath it, and found me soaked - had the grace to say so, "well, now," low and pleased, the head of him sliding easy in the slickness the barn had left me all afternoon - and then he pushed into me, thick and slow and settled, and my body took him with a long gladness that made us both exhale like the same lung.

He moved at the pace of the hot afternoon, deep even strokes with a small grind at the seat of each one, and he talked, a little, the low unbothered talk of his kind - there she is; God, the coast fed you well; no, don't rush it, girl, we've the whole of the light - and under me the ground held its warmth and around us the meadow went on being the meadow, entirely undisturbed: a girl laughing down at the waterline, Tansy drowsing an arm's length away, somebody's slow finishing groan under the willows carrying across the grass as ordinary as birdsong.

And behind my closed eyes, I was in the barn.

I didn't choose it. The image simply rose to meet the rhythm - the long yielding slide of Colm into that vast commanding body, the back way, one more item off her menu, the milk surging with every stroke - and my body seized on it and would not put it down. Every slow grounding push Pell gave me arrived twice: once where he filled me, and once in the untried tightness Maeve had promised would have its season, while the remembered weight of her palm still burned over my breast. The doubled feeling wound me up with a speed that had nothing to do with his tempo. My breasts had gone hard-tight with the gathering; the letdown sat right at the gate, sweet and huge, waiting on the same trigger as everything else.

Pell felt the change in me - he could hardly not have. He took the hot tight weight of one breast in his broad dry hand, kneading slow on his own rhythm, thumb rolling the peak until the first thin beads rose there, and then he dipped his head without breaking stroke and licked them off my skin, one small greedy courtesy at a time. "There it comes," he murmured against me, deeply pleased, and the pull of his mouth ran a wire straight down to where he was moving.

"Harder at the finish," I managed. "Please. She said - I'm told I'm not to be rushed, but that's the finish coming."

He laughed, warm, buried in me - "the farm's already teaching you its manners" - and gave me what I'd asked for, the last dozen strokes deep and driving, his weight coming down onto me at last, grass and heat and the thick blunt fullness of him again and again, and I put both hands into the clover and let the barn have me. Maeve's half-lidded eyes finding mine across the barn. Deeper she's taken, harder she gives. The image and the man arrived together and I came apart under the open sky with a cry that turned no head in the whole meadow - and the letdown broke at its exact crest, milk leaping from both breasts in hard glittering pulses into the sunlight, spattering warm on my own skin and his chest and the grass, my body giving up everything the day had put into it while I clenched and clenched around him. He groaned at the sight - swore, actually, with feeling, "there's the source" - and drove deep and finished in me, thick and pulsing and plainly grateful, and then, with the last of it still in him, bent his silver head and drank the rest of my letdown off me in long swallows, with the savor of a vintage he'd waited twenty years to taste.

We lay in the flattened clover afterward while the sun dried the milk on my skin to a sweet tightness, and he propped himself on an elbow and looked at me with an old subscriber's connoisseurship.

"Sweeter after you let down," he said, and touched his thumb to the corner of his mouth, considering. "I've drunk this farm's milk my whole life, and I'll tell you something for nothing, coast girl: the coast hasn't a grade for that."

Voss was at the meadow fence when the herd walked up for the evening milking, and he had a device in his hand, and he was looking at it as if it had arrived addressed to someone else.

I came up the slope to him barefoot, shift loose, milk-and-grass all over me, and he read me in one grey flick and went back to the screen - which alone told me something was off its bearings, because at close range the sight of me had reliably beaten every screen he owned since the night of the storm.

"I had the field array running this morning," he said, without preamble, in his findings voice. "Passive. Ranged. It reads letdown events off thermal and - " he stopped himself from explaining the instrument, which for him was like stopping mid-stride. "I had it trained on the matriarch's mid-morning draw. Her yield figures are - " a pause, and I watched the professional in him choose the honest word over three safer ones - "outside my references. All of them. But that isn't what I've been standing at this fence about."

He turned the screen to me. I couldn't read the trace and didn't need to. There were two event marks on it, close together, steep as cliff walls, the second nearly twice the height of the first.

"That's you," he said. "Both of them. Nothing touched you. You were forty feet from the array, standing against a post." His thumb moved along the trace's climb. "The second is the largest letdown event I have ever logged off you, Hazel. Larger than the Harvest. Larger than the record morning. At Bellhaven I'd have called it instrument error and rerun you in a controlled room. But you were watching. You were only watching, and - "

His thumb stopped against the steep rise on the screen. For once in his life, the conclusion failed to leave his mouth. Something moved behind the grey - the thing I'd watched move behind it in the car when he'd said it won't - and he looked past me, down the slope, at the herd coming up golden and heavy and laughing through the low light, not a band among them.

He shut the screen off.

"It's early in the audit," he said, immaculate, and held the gate for me, and we walked up to the bell together, and neither of us said anything at all - but I had spent too many midnights with the man underneath the doctor not to hear it: the first fine crack in his certainty.


⚜




Chapter 4: The studs

⚜

On my sixth day the farm cut hay, and I got my first proper look at the studs.

I'd seen them before without knowing what I was seeing - big men at the far end of the table at supper, eating like a harvest; a pair of broad backs crossing the yard at dusk toward quarters of their own beyond the dairy. I'd taken them for farmhands of a heavier make. Then the hay came due, and the whole farm went down to the far meadow to get it in ahead of weather, and I stood at the field's edge with a water jug going warm in my hands and watched two men work who had plainly been grown on purpose.

The younger one I'd noticed at the settling - mid-twenties, sandy-gold and grinning, built thick through the chest and thicker below, the kind of man who laughed while he lifted things. He took the wagon side of the work at a pace that made the farmhands swear at him affectionately, and every time he passed a herd girl raking windrows he said something that made her laugh, and once, in the shade of the loaded wagon, I watched him take one - a dark-haired girl who hooked her rake over the wagon rail and her arms around his neck in the same motion - quick and cheerful and generous - all her pleasure and none of his finish, though I didn't yet know to notice - her cry going up bright over the field, and inside ten minutes they were both back at work.

The other one never spoke at all.

He worked alone at the top of the field, and he was the biggest man I had ever seen - not tall so much as made, slab-shouldered, heavy everywhere, weathered blond going darker with sweat, moving at an unhurried pace that never varied and never needed to. He pitched hay in forkfuls that would have staggered Colm. Girls watched him from all over the field - I watched them watch - and he took no visible notice of any of it, and something about that, the sheer banked patience of the man, put a slow coal in me that had no business lighting in an open field at noon.

"That's Bram," said Tansy, arriving at my elbow for the jug. She followed my look with the friendly shamelessness the farm did everything by. "Senior stud. And the one down by the wagon's Rafe." She drank, wiped her mouth on her wrist, and grinned at whatever my face was doing. "Aye, they have that effect. It's what they're for."

"What they're for," I said.

"The studs." She said it the way she said everything about the farm - plain as naming weather. "The farm keeps its lines the way it keeps its herd. Chosen and kept and fed proud. Rafe's line has been at Aldermere three generations; Bram's is the oldest anyone's grandmother remembers." She handed back the jug. "Any man on this farm can have you, coast girl, you know that by now. But a breeding's a different thing. A breeding's the studs' work."

I'd heard the word by then, of course - it moved through the farm's talk the way first bell did - and I'd been circling it since Amos first tilted a pail under me and made his observation about what my milk did when I was full of a man. But nobody had yet said it outright, so I asked her, jug against my hip: what was the difference between what Colm did to me most mornings and what the studs were for?

"Colm's a pleasure," Tansy said. "A breeding's meant." She looked for the words the way you look for something you've never once had to explain, because you were born knowing it. "A stud breeds you to fill you - that's what the lines are bred for. They're saved up and they're serious about it, and when one of them finishes in you, you'll know the difference, believe me. Then it's left in you, and you carry it, and by next milking you run richer for it. Everyone knows a bred girl runs richer." A shrug, wide and content. "Your coast built its whole self on that, they say. Only they made it a schedule."

They had. I'd lived that schedule; I'd broken its record. Optimized breeding intervals, the protocols had called it, and there'd been a form, and a rota, and a figure posted after. I stood in an unmeasured field a long day's drive from the nearest board and felt the last of the coast's grammar go quietly out from under a thing I wanted, leaving just the want, which was suddenly very large.

"And how does a girl come to be bred," I said, "here?"

"You'll be asked." Tansy's grin went knowing. "Rafe's been eyeing you since you drank the kitchen mug, and Rafe never waits long. He's a dear. Loud finish, mind." She swung away toward the raking, then paused, struck by an afterthought she plainly considered minor. "Bram you don't ask, and he won't ask you. Bram breeds who Maeve says, when Maeve says. Herself keeps the old line to herself to give." And she went back to the hay, leaving me holding the jug and the sudden, useless understanding that the farm had found the one thing my record couldn't buy and no board could rank me toward - and had hung it, like everything else here worth having, on the say of a woman who thought numbers were a thing that happened to other people.

Across the field, Bram forked hay, patient as the hill behind him, wanting nothing.

I carried the water and wanted enough for both of us.

That night at the settling, Rafe came and sat on the hearthstone at my feet, which I learned was as much ceremony as Aldermere put on anything.

I was folded into the corner of the old settle with a cup of the kitchen's Bloom warming my palms and the day's hay-ache sweet in my back, and the room was doing what the room did - lamplight and low talk, a girl across a lap here, the soft working sound of a mouth at a breast there, the founder's chair holding its quiet weight of attention at the far pole. Rafe arrived out of the general gold with his hair still damp from the wash-house and sat himself down on the warm stone by my knees, easy as a dog that knows the house, and looked up at me with the grin I'd watched him spend all day on other people.

"Coast girl," he said. "Hazel. I've been patient as a saint and it's not my nature."

"I've seen your nature," I said. "By the hay wagon."

"Aye, well." He was entirely unashamed. "That was pleasure. This is business." And he laid one broad hand, warm from the fire, on my knee - not taking anything, just setting it there, the way you'd put your hand flat on good ground - and said, plain and cheerful, with a whole farm's worth of pride under it: "I want to breed you at first bell. I asked Amos for the stand and he says your morning's the best on the farm to work with, which I'd my own opinions on already. I'll fill you like the coast never once managed, and you'll run rich all day on it, and I'll be insufferable about it at supper." He tipped his head, coaxing. "Say yes. It's the good bell, dawn - you're at your fullest, and you'll want to be milked through it. First breeding always gives best at the stand."

Around us the settling went on, unbothered, and I sat with my cup and looked down at this bright, thick-built, three-generations-bred stud asking for me like a man asking for the first dance at a fair, and felt the want that had been building since a brass oil pot and a mid-morning barn go off in me like something ringing.

There were coast words for what I could have said. I reviewed the file. I'm amenable.

"Yes," I said, farm-plain. "At the bell."

Rafe let out a whoop that turned exactly no heads, kissed my knee where his hand had been, and went off to tell Amos, and I sat in the firelight and finished the kitchen's mug in slow swallows while the heat of it sank low and spread through all that opened territory, which had heard every word and had opinions of its own about the length of the night.

I slept shallowly, full early, and woke before the bell for the first time - lying in the dark under the eaves listening for it, ripe to bursting, ready like a held breath.

The bell rang. My body answered it the way it had answered every bell since the first night - that deep drawing clench, sweet and indecent - and I was up and into the shift and down through the sleeping house while the note was still rolling off the valley, and I crossed the yard fast enough to make a farmhand laugh, and I didn't care.

The barn took me in warm. The herd was settling to the stands in the lamplight, the first pails already ringing, and down at the end stand Amos stood waiting with his cloth over his shoulder - and beside him, washed and bare to the waist and grinning like sunrise, Rafe.

I'd seen him work all day in a field. Stripped in the lamplight he was work of the farm's own kind: heavy-chested, sandy hair going gold down his belly, and under the loosened fall of his trousers, half-hard already with cheerful lack of concealment, the thick cock three generations of careful choosing had produced. Big. Not far off the biggest I'd had - and it occurred to me, with a low flip of heat, that on this farm he was the junior line.

"There she is," Rafe said, warm, and I nearly laughed - the coast's words, grown wild here like the plant itself.

"On the stand, girl," said Amos, comfortable, smoothing the leather. "You're no use to anyone vibrating in the aisle."

They arranged me the way men arrange work they've done all their lives. Astride the stand, tilted forward over the padded rest - the position I'd watched Maeve take like a throne - my shift unlaced and off entirely, the night's fullness swinging free and heavy into the working space beneath, aching at the touch of the air. Amos sat to my right and took the weight of one breast in both hands, assessing, and the first firm rolling stroke of the morning went through me base to peak and I heard my milk ring into the empty pail and my own breath go with it.

And Rafe stood behind me, hands warm on my hips, and waited - for Amos, the two of them fitted together with the unspoken timing of men who'd shared the work for years. Amos drew me down through the first easy letdown, the surface milk, the night's gathering pouring off in long pulls while my hips began their helpless answer against the leather - and just as the first flood slackened, just as my body reached the place where the machines used to think I was done, Amos said, without pausing, "Now, lad. She's open."

Rafe pushed into me at the top of a pull.

I had been taken on that stand before. I thought I knew what it held. But Colm had fit himself to me easy and friendly, a pleasure passing through, and Rafe came into me like the answer to a question my whole season had been asking - slow, thick, deliberate, one long claiming push that did not stop at comfortable, that went on past where the coast's men had settled, seating himself to the very hilt of me with his hips pressed flat and warm against the broad curve of my backside and his hands hauling me back that final impossible half-inch. Full. Full in a way that made a new sound come out of me, low and shocked and gladder than any noise I'd made at Bellhaven, and the herd milked on around us; not a pail missed a beat.

"There she sits," Rafe said, from behind me, low and delighted, holding deep. "Coast never sat you proper on anything, did they. Feel that." A slow grinding circle of his hips, stirring his cock in me where nothing had ever quite reached. "That's a breeding, that is. Nothing between you and the line. Now let's see what the old faith's worth."

And he drew back and began, and I found out what the word meant.

He didn't ride me the way Colm rode me, brisk and friendly toward his own finish. He worked me - long, heavy, unhurried strokes, his cock driven completely home and held there a beat before withdrawing, a rhythm built not to spend but to fill, his big hands spread on my hips steering me into every stroke - and Amos's hands never stopped, and somewhere in the first minute of it the two rhythms locked, stroke and pull, pull and stroke, and my body - my clever, shameless, farm-schooled body - did the thing that no machine on any coast had ever gotten out of it.

It opened the cellar.

That's the nearest I can come to it. Every milking I'd ever had, hands or machine or mouth, had worked the same country - the gathered morning weight, the surface store, the milk that ached and answered. I let down; it poured; it ended; I refilled. That was the whole map. But each time Rafe drove home and ground against the very seat of me, something further down gave - a slow rolling release from underneath - and milk came up that I had not known I was carrying. Not the bright quick morning flood. Slower. Hotter. Cream-heavy, dragging its sweetness through me on the way up, welling from the floor of me one deep stroke at a time.

The pail heard it before I did. The ring of the stream changed - thickened, went lower, the note of a heavier liquid - and Amos glanced down once and then said, slow, forty years of craft catching up with something new, "Well, now."

"Aye?" said Rafe, not breaking stroke, pleased with himself already.

"That's not her morning milk." Amos tilted the pail into the lamplight without ever interrupting his pull. Below the fading foam of the first flood, the new stream was running visibly heavier, yellow-cream against the steel, coating where the early milk had washed. "That's the deep store. Cream line and all. I've drawn this girl six mornings and never once touched it." His hands kept their patient rolling ask, gathering what the strokes sent up, and he said - to the barn, to the pail, to fifty years of mornings - "Hands ask the surface. A breeding asks the well. Go on, lad. She's got a season's worth down there that's never once been called for."

Rafe went on. God help me, he went on.

What I remember of the middle of it has no order. The barn gold and warm and working all around us, unbothered, a girl three stands down singing something under her breath. The leather creaking its old accustomed creak. The pail singing its new lower note, filling with a milk I'd never made before while I made it. Rafe's voice arriving at my ear in pieces - that's it - give it down - the farm'll drink you at breakfast and taste me in it - farm-filthy and cheerful and proud, and every blunt, proud word of it going into me like his hips. The letdown had stopped being an event; it had become one continuous draw out of the cellar, deep and unbroken, rising under every stroke, and Amos rode it with both hands, and between Rafe filling me and Amos emptying me I stopped being able to tell the two feelings apart - one heat, one giving.

I came the first time without any warning I noticed, clenching hard around the thick base of his cock, milk bursting into the pail in pulses, and Rafe laughed - laughed, delighted, buried in me - and never changed his pace by a breath. "One," he said, to Amos, comfortably.

"Aye, and mind the pail," said Amos.

It built again at once. It had never really stopped. He was tireless the way the river was steady - no strain in it, just what he was - and now he leaned down over my back, the whole warm slab of him settling against me, and set his hands under Amos's, under the hang of me, so that for a long shameless minute the stud held my breasts up to the dairyman's hands while he worked me from behind, and I heard myself saying things, please and deeper and - I will admit it flatly - fill me, fill me, the farm's language walking out of me as though I'd been born to it.

That was when I saw her.

The barn's milking doors stood open to the dark-going-grey of the yard, and in them - Maeve. Herself, who did not keep the herd's hours - who by everything Amos had told me hadn't stood at a first bell in twenty years - standing in the doorway with a shawl over the vast of her and the little brass bell dull at her throat, come to the herd's hour for this and nothing else, watching my breeding with her sleepy eyes half-lidded and her face saying nothing at all.

And then it said something. It was there for exactly as long as one of Rafe's deep strokes: a loosening at the mouth, a slow half-nod she may not have known she made - the look of a woman finding a thing done properly that she'd expected to find done otherwise - and it landed in me worth more than any figure the coast had ever posted against my name. My body, which had turned everything at this farm into the same answer, took the sight of it and rang me like the yard bell. The deepest welling yet rolled up out of the cellar of me and I cried out and poured, and Amos slid the first pail clear, clapped the lid on it, and had the second beneath me at speed - actual speed, the only hurry I ever saw in him.

I looked again. The doorway held its rectangle of grey morning and nothing else. She was gone as if she'd never stood in it, and I would have doubted every sense I owned except that the pail was still ringing with what the sight of her had pulled up out of me.

"Right," said Rafe, from very deep in his chest, and his rhythm changed at last.

The long holding strokes shortened, sharpened, gathered, and his breath went ragged and his hands came back to my hips and gripped hard enough to anchor me, hauling me into him, and the raw urgency of it, this bred and chosen and saved-up man arriving at the whole point of himself inside me, tipped me over the edge half a stroke ahead of him. I was still breaking when he drove home the last time and held, crushed deep, and finished with a roar that climbed into the beams and startled the doves - the loud finish Tansy had warned me of.

Tansy had told me I'd know the difference, and I knew it with the first pulse. It went on. Thick, heavy spurts, deep at the very floor of me, again and again and impossibly again, a flooding weight of heat pumped into me with the patient thoroughness of everything this farm did - saved up and serious about it - filling me the way the morning had filled the pail, until I could feel the heavy heat of it pressed in me with nowhere left to go, and my body answered the filling with one last long spending letdown, both breasts, Amos's hands drawing it off as it came, so that Rafe's finish and my milk ran out their last pulses together, the two of us emptied into the farm at both ends of me at once.

Silence, of the barn's kind - which is to say pails, and doves in the beams, and a whole herd being milked, and my own blood loud in my ears.

Rafe stayed seated in me, bent warm over my back, his heart going like a wagon downhill. Then he straightened and eased out of me, slow and careful, his broad thumb tucking in against me for a moment, unhurried, pressing what wanted to follow him back where it belonged, and I felt the plug of the load he'd left shift and settle - heavy, mine to carry.

"Leave it in her," Amos said, mild, easing the second pail out from under me - the ancient instruction, said to the whole barn the way you'd say the gate wants shutting. "All of it, mind. She'll run richer by morning."

"She'll run richer by supper," said Rafe, with enormous satisfaction, and smacked my backside like a man patting a good wall he'd built.

They set me upright between them and I sat on the stand, wrung, glowing, milk cooling on my skin, and the sheer absurd joy of it set me shaking where I sat. Rafe fetched my shift off the rail and dropped it over my head, threading my arms into it with the deftness of a man who had dressed as many girls as he'd undressed, and Amos tipped the second pail toward me, the one Maeve's doorway had begun: deep past its half already, the milk in it heavier and yellower than anything of mine he'd yet carried.

"You'll want your breakfast," he said, which I had learned was Aldermere for a standing ovation.

By noon my shift was damp through over both breasts, and the ache had come back with a new floor under it. I ran rich all day.

It was not the fullness I knew. The surface store came back on its quickening schedule, and underneath it I could feel the deep store rebuilding too - a low sweet ballast, as though the breeding had shown my body a room in its own house and my body had immediately moved the good furniture in. I leaked at the mere thought of the barn, twice. At the midday meal I caught the housekeeper watching me with the eye she kept for bread proving ahead of schedule. Voss was out past the river all day with his cases - the far pasture's water, Amos said - and I was glad and sorry at once, in proportions I didn't examine. And the load Rafe had left rode in me all day as instructed, a warm claimed weight I was aware of every time I sat, or bent, or laughed - carrying it, the farm's word, and the right one: not one hour of that day did my body forget it had been bred, and the forgetting-nothing fed the milk.

Tansy found me in the afternoon shade of the dairy wall, shelling peas into a basin, and settled beside me hip to hip to help.

"Well?" she said, meaning everything.

"You were right about the finish."

She laughed her easy laugh. "Aye. Rafe never leaves a girl wondering whether the job's been done." She took a handful of pods, and her freckled face went honestly curious. "Amos says he pulled the deep store off you, first breeding. That's quick, coast girl. Some girls it takes a few." Then, with the innocence of a question about weather: "What did they do about breeding, on your coast? On the schedule, with the - " she wiggled her fingers, indicating the entire apparatus of my former civilization - "the numbers?"

I tried to tell her. I explained the rota and the posted board - a figure going up on a lit wall while you were still catching your breath, telling you how well you'd been bred - and I watched her face do what a face does when it's too polite to say the thing it's thinking, which was a first for Tansy, never once too polite to say anything.

"But," she said at last, gently, as though I might be unwell, "you were there. When it happened to you. Weren't you? You didn't need it wrote on a wall - you were the one it was done to." She frowned into the peas, working at it. "A number so you'd know how it went. Like - like keeping a little painting of your dinner." And she shook her head, gave it up as one of the sea's mysteries, and leaned her warm shoulder into mine. "You're well out of it. Runs richer than a number ever posted, what you're carrying."

Out across the yard, in the long light, Bram passed from the well to the studs' quarters with two full buckets, at his one pace, and my eyes went with him the whole way - the sheer patient scale of him, senior line - and Tansy followed my look and snorted into the basin.

"I told you," she said. "Herself says. There's no other road to that one, and no shortcut ever been found. Girls have tried since before I was born."

Herself says. I shelled peas in the shade with a stud's load carried warm in me and the day's new deep milk building over it, and saw the farm entire, in one turn, the way you finally see a knot: every wall I'd ever climbed had a top. The board had a top; I'd stood on it. And Aldermere had quietly hung its highest rung where no climbing could reach - on the say of the one woman who'd promised me, with her palm over my soaked breast, that my season would come from her hands. Wanting Bram and wanting Maeve's word had become, I saw, the same wanting.

She'd told me nothing at the farm got forced and nothing got rushed. She hadn't said a word about wanted. I meant to be wanted.

The proof came at first bell, and nobody posted it anywhere, and I will remember it longer than the record.

Amos milked me the next dawn with the herd around us and Rafe's work still riding in me, and it was different from the first stroke - the letdown arriving in both stores now, the bright morning flood and then the slow cream out of the cellar under it, called up through his patient hands - and he worked me down through all of it without one word of comment, which I'd learned by then meant his whole attention. Halfway down the second side, the pail's ring went to a slosh, and Amos lidded it, set it by his boot, and reached a second from under the stand without breaking rhythm. A vow made in the farm kitchen on my first morning quietly came due - a second pail at first bell, promised for the Showing, arrived weeks early. It took long enough that Tansy was laced and gone before he'd finished. And when the last of it was stripped and I sat soft and light and blinking on the stand, one pail stood lidded at Amos's boot and the second stood a finger below the lip. He rose, and hefted the second -

and then, instead of turning for the kitchen, he tipped it. Toward me. Slow, careful, just far enough - the way he'd tipped it under Colm that first morning to catch the quicker stream, except that this time the tipping was the whole point, this time it was for me: the milk standing heavy and cream-gold in the dawn lamplight, a dairyman's forty-year arm tilting a morning's work into the light so the girl who'd made it could see what she'd made.

"That," Amos said, "is what a breeding's for." And he carried them off to the kitchen like any other pails, because they were.

I came up to the farmhouse with the herd and the smell of the griddle met me on the steps. At my place at the long table - where the near jug stood full and heavy with what he'd just carried in, my milk, cream-lined now, the aunt already taking her tall cup of it without comment, as she had for eighty years - someone had set a plate that was not the table's common breakfast. Griddle cakes, a proud stack of them, with butter going down through the layers and the comb honey I'd been quietly mining toward extinction every morning since I arrived, because the housekeeper of this farm missed nothing, ever, and this was the kitchen's way of saying what the kitchen had heard.

The housekeeper thumped down beside it a jug of cream - my cream, I realized, spun fresh in the dairy out of the morning's second pail - winked one round wink, and went back to her griddle.

A tipped pail and a stack of cakes, and the whole of it gone by noon the way the farm's mornings went, into breakfasts and cheese and the plain sweet running of the place - and I ate my standing ovation in the warm kitchen with both elbows on the table, full-fed, well-milked, carried-in and carrying, rich in every direction the word could go.

Rafe leaned over from down the table, stole a wedge of my cakes with his fingers, said "earned that, I did," and got his knuckles rapped by the housekeeper's spoon - and the laugh that went down the table at him had my morning in every cup of it.

Let the coast keep the wall. I was learning what the farm posted instead.


⚜




Chapter 5: The matriarch's lesson

⚜

On my ninth morning, Amos finished my second pail, lidded it, and delivered a summons in the same breath he'd have used for weather.

"Herself wants you. Mid-morning, her rooms - off the barn's south end, the green door." He swung both pails up and was three steps toward the kitchen before he added, over his shoulder, the only instruction I would get: "Don't eat heavy."

I sat on the stand with my shift half-laced and my heart going, absurdly, the way it had gone the morning of the Harvest. Since the first night's fire I'd been circling that woman like a moth that had opinions about the flame. She had dismissed my record in the kitchen, promised me my season in the barn, and given my breeding one half-nod from a doorway before vanishing out of it - and now, apparently, the circling was over, in whatever way she'd decided it would be, because at Aldermere everything that mattered ran on the say of Maeve.

Tansy, lacing up at the next stand, had heard all of it. Her freckled face did something complicated - surprise, arithmetic, and then a slow wide grin, in that order.

"Her rooms," she said. "Coast girl, there are women on this farm who've waited nine years for that door."

"For what?" I said. "What happens in her rooms?"

"No idea." The grin didn't dim by a candle. "That's the point of them."

The green door stood in the barn's south wall, past the dairy, where the building's old stone thickened and went quiet - and past it, the matriarch's rooms turned out to be the one place at Aldermere that nobody had exaggerated, because nobody had described them at all.

It was a deep, low, warm suite of a place, part parlor and part den: a small hearth already lit against the morning cool, old dark furniture polished by decades of hands, jars and crocks ranked on shelves, herbs hung drying from the beams so the air came at me green and sweet - the herbs the kitchen's Bloom was brewed from, I realized; she dried them here. Underfoot, filling most of the floor, lay a great wool rug, thick and ancient, its pattern worn to a soft blur in a broad patch at the center, the way stone wears where generations have knelt.

There was no pail anywhere in the room. It was the first place on this farm built for milk with nowhere for milk to go.

Maeve sat by the hearth in a loose robe that fell around her in generous folds, silver-shot red hair unbound - down past her shoulders, a whole third thing added to her, softer and enormous - and she watched me take the room in from under heavy lids, the little brass bell sitting in the hollow of her throat.

"Shut the door," she said. "There's a draught, and you'll be wearing nothing shortly."

So the visit was to be like everything else of hers: mild, and total, and in no hurry. I shut the door. When I turned back she'd risen and crossed the worn heart of the rug, and she stood close to me for the first time in my life - close enough to feel the heat that came off the scale of her, close enough that I had to tip my chin up - and she looked me over slow, crown to hem, the way Amos read stock, except that Amos's look weighed you and this one recognized you, one body in milk regarding another across twenty years of the same life.

"You took Rafe well," she said. "The barn's been saying so, and the barn's fussy about what it breeds." A pause, and something drier under the mildness: "You looked for me at the door, after. Mid-stroke, you were, and hunting the doorway for a grade."

My face went hot. She watched it go, unbothered, interested - a woman confirming where a seam ran.

"That's the trouble I asked you here about," she said. "Not the wanting it. Wanting's the engine, girl; want everything, I did at your age and I do now. But you want it posted. Someone at a door, a nod, a wall, a number - some third thing standing outside the bed to tell you it counted." She reached out and took the lacing of my shift between two fingers, the way she'd once taken the soaked linen over my breast, and drew the knot loose with a slowness that turned my breath shallow. "This morning there's no door and nobody at it. Nothing you make here gets carried to the kitchen. Nothing gets weighed, and nobody outside that door ever hears how you did. Whatever happens in this room happens for its own sweet sake or not at all - that's the lesson, the only one I teach." The shift loosened off my shoulders under her big hands. "We'll see how you take to it. Off with this. Let me look at what all the fuss is."

She undressed me on the worn place in the rug, in front of the fire, with the thoroughness of a woman opening a parcel she'd chosen herself, and then she looked at me - all of me, bare in the hearth-light, my breasts sitting high and hard with the mid-morning gathering, my skin doing its helpless pink - and the look lasted, and lasted, until I felt it start moving things in me the way the barn had, that first watching day.

"Aye," she said at last, soft, to herself, in the farm's own flat approving note, and it landed sweeter than the crowd at the Harvest. "The coast never once deserved you."

She milked me on the rug, and I found out inside a minute why the farm's finest hands were only the second-best thing that had ever touched me.

She put me down on the worn wool - kneeling up, spine long, her own robe still on - and knelt behind me, all that warmth and abundance coming around me like weather, and took my breasts in her hands from behind and underneath, the full aching weight of both of them at once. And where Amos's hands asked - that patient expert reading, pressure and answer, forty years of learning bodies from the outside in - hers didn't ask anything.

They remembered.

She held my morning's weight the way you hold your own - with the exact, unthinking knowledge of where it hurt and where it wanted, of the difference between the tight bright fullness at the front and the deep tidal sit of the store behind it - and her first slow stroke went base to peak with a pressure that changed three times on the way, shifting a half-second before I knew I needed it to, because she wasn't reading my body at all. She was consulting her own.

"Twenty years," she said at my ear, mild as ever, working. "Amos is the best hands alive and I'll say it to his face. But he's never once carried it, do you see. He knows what milk does. I know what it wants."

The letdown didn't drop, and it didn't arrive. It surrendered - that's the only word I have for the new thing she pulled out of me - the whole map at once, surface and cellar together, no gate and no order, everything the morning had gathered simply giving itself up to hands that had held its like from the inside for two decades. Milk ran hot over her fingers and down my belly and onto the rug in ropes and nobody moved to catch one drop of it.

That undid me almost worse than the hands. Every letdown of my life - a whole season on the coast, every morning since - had gone into steel or glass or a working mouth, been weighed or graded or at the very least used, and this one went into a rug. Was being spilled, luxurious, deliberate, onto wool that had drunk generations of exactly this, while the most valuable hands in the world worked me for no pail, no kitchen, no reason on earth but the doing of it.

"There," Maeve said, feeling me understand it - she must have felt it, some yielding under the yielding - "there. That's the room working on you. Costly stuff, is it, on your coast?" A long stroke, both hands, and the fire hissed where a rope of it landed past the rug on the stone. "Mine too. The coast would cork what's running out of you and name a price." Another stroke, longer. "Here it's ours to spill because it pleases us. That's what rich means, girl. Nothing the coast ever posted knew the first thing about it."

I came without her hands going anywhere below my waist - the second time in my life, and the first was Amos, and it wasn't like Amos. It rose slow through the spilled shameless luxury of it and broke long and rolling while she gentled her hands to carry me through, and I sagged back against the vast warm bulk of her and she took all my weight the way the settle took it, absently, as her due, her lips moving once against my temple in something that never became a word.

Then she turned me around on the rug, laid me back into a bank of cushions that lived there - everything in this room lived exactly where it was needed; the room was as practiced as she was - looked down at me a moment with the firelight moving in her eyes, and bent her silvering head, and drank from me.

I'd been nursed at before. It was a farm of mouths; I'd been drunk from at settlings and in meadows, by patrons who'd paid fortunes and farmhands who hadn't paid anything. All of them, every one, had drunk like what they were: takers, at a well.

Maeve drank like the well itself had come to visit. Her mouth was broad and soft and certain; she took the whole peak and the ache behind it, and the seal of her was gentler than any of them and the draw of her went deeper than all of them, long swallows timed to my own pulse so exactly that I couldn't find the line where I ended and being drunk began. She knew precisely what a mouth felt like from where I lay, and she did every single thing that a lifetime of being nursed at had taught her to want done. One arm gathered me. The bell at her throat pressed a small cold circle against the swell of my breast, warming while she drank.

"Oh," I said, to the beams, my fingers finding their way into all that loosened silver-and-red hair, exactly as helpless as the first man I'd ever fed. "Oh."

She drank a long time. She was thorough about the second side in a way that had nothing dutiful in it, and when the flow thinned to sweetness she didn't lift her head - she stayed, lazy, taking the slow last of me the way you stay in a warm bath, and what her mouth was doing by then had stopped being milking by any definition the coast kept, and my hips had long since joined it, rolling slow and asking against nothing, and she knew that too, and let me ask, and didn't answer, and hummed against my skin - pure contentment, a woman at her own hearth with the morning off - until I was a spilled, flushed, wrung-and-refilling wreck under the weight of her attention.

Then she sat back on her heels, licked the taste of me off her lower lip like a considered judgment, and said the words I'd wanted from her without knowing their shape:

"They wasted you on a record."

She rose up kneeling on the worn wool, in the firelight, and untied her robe.

I'd seen her unlaced once, across a barn, in a working light. This was another matter entirely. The robe went off her shoulders and pooled behind her and she knelt there bare, vast, at ease, letting me look because looking was part of the lesson - the body of the legend a foot from mine, the great blue-veined weight of her breasts riding full with her held mid-morning draw, the deep soft breadth of hips and belly and thigh, all of it firelit, all of it working, a lifetime in milk and carrying the morning's load lightly, the way Bram carried hay. The bell hung between her breasts on its worn cord and swung one small dull note as she settled, and my whole body clenched at the sound like something whistled for.

"Amos was to have me at eleven," she said. "I sent word he's not wanted this morning." She took my hand in her big warm one and drew me up to kneel facing her, close, skin to skin down all our fronts, her breasts against mine a pressure I could feel my own answer to, gathering already, absurdly, wrung as I was. "You're my draw today, coast girl. Hands first. You've watched him at it every morning of your stay - show me what you stole."

I put my hands under the weight of one breast and nearly lost my nerve at the sheer scale of what filled them. Holding her was like holding the morning itself - dense, hot, tidal, the gathered fullness sitting deeper than my hands could span, a body that had made more milk than every board on the coast had ever graded and had never once been told so. I tried Amos's first stroke, the long rolling ask, base to peak. It came out a student's copy of it. Her milk moved - I felt the vast store of it shift and consider - and did not come.

"Mm," said Maeve, sleepy, merciless. "He'd weep. Again - and don't ask it like the answer's in doubt." Her hand covered mine, corrected the angle of my thumb, pressed my palm deeper into the giving weight of her. "You're not begging at a door, girl. You're opening one you own. Again."

I asked again, with her hand riding mine - felt where the pressure wanted to fall, felt the store gather itself behind my palm the way a wave gathers under a boat - and her letdown arrived.

The pour I'd watched fill pails came against my bare fingers, hot and astonishing, a steady weight of milk running over my hands and wrists and down between our bodies, and Maeve sighed her put-down-the-day sigh and settled deeper into my hands, and for a long while there was nothing in the warm old room but the fire and the bell's small note and the sound of the greatest milk on earth being spilled, stroke by stroke, over a coast girl's hands onto wool that knew it better than any pail did.

"Now," Maeve said, when I'd found the rhythm and my hands had stopped being borrowed and started being mine, her voice gone low and shameless and entirely warm, one big hand sliding to the back of my head. "You've poured enough of me on the floor. Waste's a luxury and I've taught it. Drink."

She drew me down to her breast, and I drank from the source of the source.

The first pull ruined me for describing it. Her milk came in an abundance - I had to swallow fast and then faster, my mouth filled at the speed of her morning's pour - and the taste of it was the kitchen's Bloom and the farm entire behind it: cream gone almost past cream, dense and warm and sweet at the finish the way Ambrose read sweetness, with something green and living underneath that I knew from the mug and had never once met in milk. Richer than anything Bellhaven had ever labeled with my name. Richer than the morning jugs at the farm's own table. I heard the sound I made against her skin - low, shocked, greedy - and felt her chuckle arrive from inside her body before I heard it in the air.

"Aye," she said, cradling my head, utterly complacent. "There's no grade for it. Drink your fill; there's no bottom to me this side of noon."

I drank until the warmth of it spread through me like the first night's mug - down and back and low, the same opened territory, as though her body brewed what the kitchen only steeped - and somewhere in the long middle of it I stopped being able to tell whether I was drunk on the milk itself or on the fact of it: my mouth at the breast the valley told stories about, taking straight from the skin what no meter had ever touched, while her hand moved slow in my hair and her bell rang its small note against my cheek with every swallow I pulled out of her. Humbling was not the word. It was the thing the Harvest had been a rumor of. I had stood on top of the only wall the coast could build, and the real thing, the source, had been here all along - unposted, unproved, pouring for whoever knelt at her hearth and was wanted there.

Noon was a country away. She let me have the second side with my body pressed all along hers, and by then neither of us was pretending the drinking was the whole of it: my own milk had come back in against her belly where I leaned, letting down in slow sympathetic runs between us - her body called mine up like the night bell did, I gave milk at her the way lamps give heat - and her breathing had gone deeper and slower, and her free hand had begun moving on me, tracing the flare of my hip, the round of my bottom, the backs of my thighs, learning me with a plain proprietary pleasure that made me moan around her.

"Good girl," she murmured, in the voice that ran the farm, and eased me off her breast by the hair, gentle and absolute, and kissed me.

Her mouth tasted of me and mine of her. She took her time about that too.

"Now then," she said against my lips, heavy-lidded at a range of one inch, the two of us kneeling belly to belly in the firelight, slick with each other's spilled wealth. "The lesson's half learnt. Down on the wool, the pair of us, and we'll finish it proper."

What she did with me then had no name at Bellhaven, no form, no tier, and the farm didn't need one for it either; the farm would just have called it the morning.

She laid me down on the great rug and came down alongside, rolled to face me, and gathered me in against the warm front of her - my breasts against hers, heavy meeting heavier, sliding slick where we'd already spilled. My mouth found her nearer breast. She closed one hand around mine where it held her and guided the pull; with the other she drew milk from me as I swallowed, my own running warm between our bellies to meet hers on the way down. And it only deepened from there: her hands worked me while my mouth was at her; my hands learned her while she drank at me; we rolled and traded, mouth for hand and breast for breast, the fire warm down one side and the wool gone dark and sweet beneath us, and every letdown either of us loosed arrived against the other's skin and set off its answer - her pour starting my flood, my flood pulling hers deeper - until the two of us were running together in the literal, dripping fact of it, spilling with each other and onto each other, the rug taking all of it as its due, and the room smelled of warm milk clear through.

Her fingers found their way between my thighs at last - blunt and warm and exactly as knowing as everywhere else - and she stroked me open and slid two deep into the soaked, well-opened heat of me, the country the coast had at least mapped; the season she'd promised stayed sealed, hers, waiting. Her mouth stayed at my breast, and I cried out, pouring for her at both ends of the same arch. She worked me the way Amos milked: long, certain, cumulative, a craft. "Give it down," she murmured against my nipple, an order to all of me at once, and my body obeyed her the way the farm did.

I came on her hand with her mouth full of me, and she drank the crest of it - swallowed what the orgasm flung out of me, wave after wave, her fingers riding me steady while I clenched and cried and soaked her hand - and she didn't stop until I'd given down everything above and below, and then she gentled, and lifted her silvered head, and looked at what she'd made of me with a satisfaction as broad as the rest of her.

"My turn," she said. "Hands, mouth, and mind the pace. I told Colm once and I'll tell you the same: I'll not be run at."

I learned my way down her body by mouth. I milked her with both hands while I kissed the warm width of her belly; I drank one more long pull from each breast in passing, because it was there and she pushed it on me the way the farm pushed bread; and then I settled between the great warm columns of her thighs and put my mouth to her, and learned that the legend ran rich everywhere.

She let me find my way, one big hand idle in my hair, correcting nothing and missing nothing - "slower," once, and I slowed, scripture - and she built the way weather builds, gradually and then entirely. Her breath went long and cavernous. The great thighs took up a fine tremor against my ears; her taste turned darker and more insistent on my tongue; her hips came up into my mouth in swells with real weight behind them, and I rode them and kept my slow, my own breasts tightening against her thigh with every swell, the ache between my legs keeping her rhythm without being asked. When it took her, it took her the way her letdown arrived: no announcing wave, just arrival. Her whole belly hardened under my palms. Her thighs closed warm around my head and held me exactly where I was wanted, and she went taut and then loosed, over and over, deep grinding shudders I felt through my hands and against my mouth - and at the crest of it her milk came down all by itself, both breasts at once, untouched, welling up and running hot over the curves of her, down her ribs, across my shoulder where I lay against her, into the wool. Her bell rang and rang with the rock of her body. My own breasts answered the sound and the sight of it and let down their last against the rug, and for one long minute the two of us simply poured, together, onto everything.

Afterward I lay wrecked in the crook of that vast arm, licked warm by the fire, in a room that smelled of us and green herbs and old wool, and noticed what was missing, and couldn't stop smiling at the lack of it: somewhere in that morning, the part of me that kept the tally had simply stopped showing up for work.

"Ask," Maeve said, into the quiet. "You've been holding a question in your teeth since the door. It'll go bad in there."

I turned my cheek against her breast. Up close the bell was smaller than it looked across a room - old brass gone soft-edged with handling, a worn leather cord - a plain thing off any fairground stall. I touched it, and she let me.

"Twenty years," I said. "Everyone says it like it's the whole story. Nobody says what it is."

"The Keeping." She said it comfortably, looking into the fire. "The farm's oldest way. A man may bell a girl - his bell at her throat, worn always - and the meaning of it is plain and double, like everything worth keeping: everyone's to enjoy. His to keep." Her big hand rose and closed around bell and cord together, a gesture worn smoother than the brass. "Ambrose belled me the summer I was twenty-five. I've belonged to this farm every day since - every hand and mouth and stud on it; you saw Colm take his Tuesday. And every day of it I've been his." She let the bell settle back where it lived. "The coast would call that a contradiction. The coast files everything in the wrong drawer." A slow blink, entirely content. "He's old now. He was old when he belled me, by your arithmetic. And there's not been a morning since that I woke without knowing what I was worth. No figure to it - no two mornings would agree on one. Just the weight at your throat. It measures nothing. It means everything. The coast has spent fifty years and God's own money failing to build an instrument that'll do that."

She looked down at me then - at the coast's marvel, milk-drunk and spilled empty on her rug, my hand still at the brass - and her eyes did the thing I'd not yet seen them do: they warmed.

"You came here a number looking for a bigger wall," she said. "There's no wall in this valley, and you've thrashed at that like a fish on grass, and this morning is the first hour since you crossed my yard that you've given a drop without asking what it proved." The back of one finger traced my cheek, the first idle tenderness she'd spent on me, and it landed like the Harvest had. "That's the lesson, and you've taken it better than I'll admit outside this room. I have never once been anybody's number, coast girl. I have only ever been wanted. Learn the difference all the way down - live in it, not just this room's hour of it - and there's no saying what this farm might make of you."

The fire settled. At her throat the brass stirred with her breathing.

"Now pass me the robe," she said, matriarch again in the space of a syllable. "There's cheese wants turning, and you've had the whole of my morning, and I've never yet been late for a cellar."

I passed it up to her, and while she rose and belted it I found my shift where she'd dropped it at the rug's edge and pulled it on over skin still damp with the both of us, and laced it as well as laces would go.

She walked me to the green door as she'd received me - mild, vast, in no hurry - and I went out of the matriarch's rooms into the ordinary blaze of noon, wrung softer than any milking had ever left me, carrying no milk at all and more wealth than I'd ever once posted.

At the door she stopped me with one hand on my shoulder and looked me over, crown to hem, the recognizing look - but longer this time, and with something in it I'd wanted since a parcel-glance across a fire on my first night, and had now: appraisal that had decided.

"You'll show with me at the Showing," Maeve said, "if you come along right."

For a moment I couldn't answer her at all. I'd learned the farm's language well enough by now to know what I'd just been handed - the word the valley's year bent toward, from the one mouth whose say was the farm's highest rung; not just a place at the Showing, but a place beside her.

"I'll come along right," I said.

"Aye," she said, unsurprised, already turning back to her morning. "See that you do. And send Amos to me after the cheese - tell him he's wanted."

The green door shut. I stood in the yard in the noon light, emptied to the floor of me by the greatest producer alive and already, absurdly, sweetly, beginning again - the gathering starting up under my skin like the farm turning its wheel - and I laughed out loud at nothing, at everything, at a morning's wealth soaking into a rug behind a green door, and went to find out whether the kitchen had kept anything back from breakfast.

Wanted, I was learning, was a bigger word than counted. It had more rooms in it.


⚜




Chapter 6: The nephew

⚜

Lowell's car was so clean the yard seemed to get dirtier around it.

It came over the fold in the middle of my tenth afternoon, while I was crossing from the dairy with a basin of curds, and I stopped to watch because everything about it was wrong for the valley - low, silver, silent, the kind of machine Bellhaven kept a fleet of and I hadn't once missed. It drew up in the yard, and out of it stepped a man I would have picked as coast from a hundred acres off.

He was somewhere past forty and wearing it well - trim, tailored for travel in soft expensive grey, dark hair cut close and going handsomely silver at the sides, a face that was all pleasant frankness and had spent money getting that. He stood a moment taking in the farmhouse, the great barn, the pasture going down gold to the river, and what was on his face wasn't a stranger's wonder. It was inventory. He looked at Aldermere as though he'd looked at it many times, and every time it had disappointed him by being worth more than it earned.

Behind him two quiet men in field clothes began unloading cases. Not Voss's slim grey instrument cases, which the household had long since stopped noticing. These were freight - ranked crates with catches and handles, a folded stand, a flat black slab the size of a tabletop - and the pair stacked them by the door with a practiced speed that said they'd set up in a great many places their employer wasn't loved.

"Miss Mercer." He'd found me across the yard without seeming to search, and his smile arrived warm and entire, a good smile, well made. "The record-holder herself, carrying cheese. If I'd doubted this place needed me, that would settle it." He came over and did not offer his hand so much as present it. "Lowell. My uncle grew the plant; I built the system the modern estates run on. You've been living in my catalogue all season, and I'll say it plainly - you were its best page."

Up close his eyes did a thing I knew from a hundred patrons and had stopped feeling: the quick professional pass over the front of my shift, the weight and the fullness read and, visibly, priced. But there was something under it that no patron had ever had - something wistful moving beneath the appraisal, filed away before I could place it.

"The audit's begun without you," I said. "Dr. Voss has been at it since we arrived."

"Adrian works from the ground up. Water, soil, a fortnight of baselines - thorough as a monk, which is why I asked for him." Lowell looked past me at the barn, and his voice did something almost tender. "I was born two valleys over, Miss Mercer. I spent my summers on this farm. I've loved it longer than you've been alive, and I've watched it stand still just as long. Tonight, after supper, I'm going to show the household what standing still costs." The smile came back on. "You should sit in. You of all people know what a number can do for a body nobody was counting."

He went in to greet his uncle, trailed by his crates, and I stood in the yard with my basin of curds against my hip and the strangest feeling - that a door had been left open somewhere and the coast was coming through it into the valley.

He gave them the numbers that evening in the long main room, where the settling should have been, and the farm sat for it the way it sat for rain at haying - patient, unpersuaded, waiting for its hour back.

The flat black slab stood on its stand by the hearth and made light on the old timber walls - clean cool charts where the firelight should have gone. Lowell was good - very good. He didn't sneer, and he never sounded like a man selling. He stood by his lit wall in the house he'd summered in as a boy, and he laid out the farm's books like a man showing a family its own X-rays.

The season's list. There it was, the thing the whole valley bent toward, rendered as a falling line. The old subscribing households, the ones who took the farm's milk on trust, year on year - and year on year, fewer. Names I'd heard at the table, gone off the bottom of the chart: died, sold up, thinned to an heir in a city apartment who did not want four hundred pints of anything. It was down eleven households in five years, a third gone since the last generation. Each Showing refilled it, Lowell said, and every year it refilled from an older, smaller room.

"This farm produces the finest milk in the world," he said, "and cannot prove it to a single soul who hasn't sat at that table. No grade. No figure. No name on a label. Sentiment doesn't survive probate, and trust doesn't travel - but a number, ladies and gentlemen, a number goes anywhere. Band the herd. Grade the output. License the name to every estate that already licenses the plant. Aldermere stops being a farm that the future is politely waiting out, and becomes what it has always deserved to be: the standard the whole world is measured against."

He believed it. I hadn't been braced for that, watching from the settle with the kitchen's mug going cold in my hands and the evening's gathering sitting warm and heavy against my folded arms - my body going quietly on with its plain work underneath his falling lines. Every good salesman was somewhere behind Lowell's face, but so was the boy, and the boy honestly, urgently believed he had come home to save the place, and the room's silence was breaking his heart, and none of it warmed the light on the walls.

"You'll have your audit," Ambrose said at last, from the deep chair, mild as milk. He'd listened with his eyes half shut, a girl dozing against his knee, and he spoke without moving. "Eight weeks, as agreed, and the doctor's figures, whatever they come out. And then the Showing - and after the Showing, when the list is taken, I'll give you the farm's answer." One eye opened, and it was not sleepy at all. "You've shown us what we lose by my way, and it's honestly shown. But you were a boy at my table, Lowell, so I'll ask you the question your charts didn't get to. Have you a figure for what we'd lose by yours?"

"Nothing that was ever on the books, Uncle."

"Aye," Ambrose said. "That's my figure too."

It should have ended there; it nearly did. But the deck had one chart still up on the wall, the founding one, the one Lowell had opened with - the oldest yields in the company's archive, he'd said, the dataset his whole modern metering system had been built on - one producer, one season, reckoned by hand twenty years ago by a young man with a notebook. Reckoned, not measured: nothing at Aldermere would ever have let him near a scale, so he'd worked it by eye, morning after morning, and understood, better than anyone before him, that the measuring itself could be sold. A single line, climbing off the top of the chart's frame. Anonymous, of course. He'd presented it as the finest production curve ever recorded, and his voice had gone reverent when he said it, and his eyes had never strayed from it toward the corner where Maeve sat. My breasts had gone tight before I understood why.

She hadn't spoken all evening. She sat outside the deck's cool light with her mending untouched in her lap, and when the household began to rise she rose too, and crossed the room, and stood a moment in front of the lit wall with her arms folded, looking up at the climbing line his whole banded world had grown from. The bell sat still at her throat.

"You've hung my mornings in board rooms for twenty years, boy," she said, to the chart. "Sold them to every coast there is. And in all that time it never once occurred to you to write down whose they were." She turned and looked at him then, and I'd thought I'd seen her cold - I'd been the parcel at the fire, once - but this was other country. This was the cold of a cellar no summer touches. "You knew. Twenty-one years old with your notebook, every morning of a season, guessing at my pails from the aisle. I never sat for your count, boy - what you sold the coast was your own arithmetic about a woman who never gave you a figure in her life, and you called the theft anonymous, because a name is a thing you'd have had to ask for."

"It's called anonymization, Maeve." But his eyes went somewhere else for half a second - a boy's flinch, twenty years deep - before the polish came back. "It protected you-"

"It's called taking," she said, without raising her voice, which was the worst of it, "and you were sitting at your uncle's table while you did it, so it had another name too." She went past him toward the stairs, vast and unhurried, and paused at the door as if remembering a small domestic matter. "Band whoever volunteers. The farm doesn't force and it doesn't rush - not even into being counted. But you'll not band me. What you have of me you stole; you'll get nothing given. As for the coast girl" - her sleepy eyes crossed the room and settled on me, and handed me the floor - "she's worn your work already. Ask her."

"No," I said. It came out short and easy, the easiest word I'd spoken since the valley took me in.

"There," said Maeve, from the doorway. "And when your trial figures come up short, you'll want to remember that the best of us never sat for them."

The frost between those two had teeth, and I'd just watched where the teeth had grown from.

I stayed on the settle while the room emptied, looking at the nameless line still climbing the wall, and heard Indi, three weeks and a world ago: nobody can prove it, and that's the point of her. Still true - truer than Indi knew. Maeve had never submitted to a count; the founding treasure of the metered world was a boy's eye-reckoning off pails he'd never been allowed to weigh, stripped of her name before it ever left the valley, sold for twenty years as a record. The whole banded empire stood on a guess. The legend stood exactly where Indi had left it.

The bands went on the next morning, and I made myself stand in the yard and watch, because I had worn one all season and it seemed like cowardice not to.

Lowell asked at breakfast, farm-proper, no compulsion in it, and in the end six of the herd came forward, curiosity mostly. Tansy declined with a cheerful horror that needed no elaborating. They sat on the bench outside the dairy in the sun and had the slim pale bands clasped on, and the first of them was Sorrel - nineteen, a quick brown-eyed girl with a high full chest she was proud of and a laugh that carried across two fields - and when her band lit and took its first reading she held her wrist up and turned it, delighted, the little display throwing its glow up at her chin.

"Look at it," she said to the bench at large. "It's watching."

By evening she knew her first figure, and told everyone; the farm received the number with the puzzled courtesy it would have shown a guest's peculiar dog. By the second evening she'd asked Lowell's men which figure - morning or evening - was the better one to be proud of. By the third morning she was at the head of the line at first bell, wrist turned up while Amos milked her, watching the display climb while it counted her, and I stood at my own stand with the first cold finger of recognition going down my back.

Because I knew that posture. Chin down, eyes on the number, body listening to the meter instead of the hands. I'd held it every morning of my record.

And her draw was thinning.

Not dramatically. Politely. The way a well goes in a dry June - the same water, a little further down each day, a little more asking to raise it. I heard it before I understood it, at the fourth morning's milking: the note of her pail beside mine. Mine rang full and drummed and went to a slosh; hers rang, and went on ringing, high and bright over a stream that had stopped drumming, while the band's glow climbed her lifted wrist slower than the day before. She milked shorter. She let down late and finished early, and the whole time her eyes never left the figure, and the figure, sinking, taught her body to clutch at what it had - and the clutching sank the figure, and I watched a nineteen-year-old learn in four days the lesson it had taken a record and a matriarch to start unteaching me.

The other five ran much the same, each in her own key - a little late, a little tight, a little less. Nobody was ill; the bands themselves logged sleep and appetite and temperature steady and sweet. The milk just came shyer, six stands out of a barnful, precisely the six with the little lights - and on the days the deck stood lit longest, even my own noon gathering came in a half-beat grudging - a hesitation I blamed on broken sleep, because I wasn't ready to give it its proper name.

Amos milked them all as he milked everyone, and said nothing at all. That was what told me it mattered. Amos had a remark for everything on this farm - rain, doves, the aunt's cough, my mornings. For the bands he had a silence you could have leaned a gate against. On the fifth morning, lidding Sorrel's light pail while she frowned down her wrist, he caught me watching him, and one eyebrow went up a half-inch, and that was the whole of the conversation. He knew exactly what was happening to those six girls; he'd have known it forty years ago. And he had no intention of saying it while a single case of Lowell's stood open on his farm, because - I worked it out on the walk to breakfast, and it landed like a stone going into a well - a dairyman's say-so would be filed under sentiment, and the only instrument on the place that could catch the truth and make it stand up was the man the coast had sent to band us all.

The milk would have to tell Voss itself.

Voss, that week, was a man being eaten in small bites.

He'd been Lowell's from the moment the silver car stopped - walked with Lowell, dined with Lowell, sat through presentations built from his own instruments, the rest of his planned fortnight of baselines swallowed into agendas, his mornings scheduled the way the coast scheduled everything. At Bellhaven, Adrian Voss's time had been the estate's most defended currency; here he stood at the barn doors at first bell with Lowell's voice at his shoulder, being told what his own instruments were for, and the stillness I'd studied all season - the one I could read the way Amos read a pail - had gone from a director's to a chess player's. He was rerunning something behind the grey, and it wasn't coming out the way it was supposed to.

For all our nights at Aldermere, only ten feet of dark corridor had separated our doors under the eaves, and he had never crossed it. It had taken me most of those nights to understand it, and the understanding had been its own small heartbreak: at Bellhaven, every touch between us had been a rule deliberately, gorgeously broken by the man who wrote the rules. Aldermere put nothing forbidden between us - no protocol, no stolen hour. My door didn't even lock; nobody's did; and the man who could dismantle any system ever built to measure me had spent every night since we'd arrived on the far side of it, unable to knock on an open door.

On the sixth evening of the bands - my sixteenth day - the coast finally reached all the way into my body, and I found out what it had been doing to me all along.

It had been a metered day from bell to bell. Lowell had the six girls' figures up on the deck at noon, tidy falling lines he read as proof the trial needed extending - band the full herd, he said, and the noise comes out - and he wanted preliminary projections from Voss by the Showing, and there was a scene in the yard that never raised its voice and lowered the temperature of the whole afternoon: Lowell pleasant and pressing, Voss level and unavailable, two coats of the same grey civility over an argument with a knife in it somewhere.

And all that day, my milk sat wrong.

I had no word for it at first, because the farm had taught me abundance and nothing else. The morning draw had gone as ever; the gathering after had started sweet and early, as ever. But somewhere past noon the gathering had - stopped descending. The weight was there, growing, a full day's wealth of it, and it sat high and hard and bright, up at the front of me, at the gates, like a crowd that had come to the doors of a hall and found them locked. No ache of wanting. An ache of holding. My breasts by supper were tight as a drumhead and cool at the peaks, and when one of the kitchen hands went by me with the jugs and my body should have beaded at the mere clatter, nothing came down at all.

At the evening milking Amos got the surface off me and had to work for even that - short pulls, late letdown, the stream bright and thin, and I sat on my own stand hearing Sorrel's pail in it and could have cried.

"Aye," Amos said, quietly, for once in his life not to the barn at large. He pressed the flat of one big hand up under the standing weight of me, feeling the held store shift and refuse, and his face had the same gate-leaning silence he kept for the banded stands. "Nothing shy about the making - you're fuller than yesterday, girl. More in you right now than most carry in a day and a half. It's the giving that's shut. I've seen it before." He stood, lifted my light pail, and delivered the only verdict he would put on the whole week, to my pail and nobody: "Coast chests, the lot of them."

He didn't say where, and he didn't need to. I'd recognized Sorrel's posture because it had been mine; now the rest of her week was mine too. Bare wrist and all, I'd spent the day within earshot of the deck, and the arithmetic had got into me anyway.

I went up from the barn full to bursting still, the day's fullness scarcely eased, with the night's second gathering already piling onto everything still banked in me, and I did not go to my room under the eaves. I couldn't have said what I went looking for. Relief, a mouth, the dark - Colm was at the settling; any hand on this farm was mine for the asking, and every step I took went past the lit main room and on, across the yard, to the great barn, because the pressure riding high and locked in me had a name on it and none of the farm's warm plainness was going to reach behind it. The counting had shut my giving. It was the counted man I wanted.

I found him where the farm had been keeping him all along, if I'd thought to look: up the ladder at the aisle's end, in the hayloft.

The loft ran half the barn's length, hay stacked to the beams at one end and loose-piled at the other, and the high gable window let the moon in across it in one long silver lane. Voss sat on a folded horse blanket in the middle of that light with his back against a bale, jacket off, collar open, sleeves turned back, and the tablet lying beside him face down and dark - banished, not forgotten: put out of reach the way a man moves the bottle to the far table. So this was where he'd been going: somewhere no agenda reached. The hayloft was the one room at Aldermere that belonged to no schedule.

He heard me on the ladder and didn't reach for the jacket, which from Adrian Voss was an embrace.

"Hazel." Then, seeing me come into the moonlight - and he could read fullness through linen at forty feet, it had been his profession - seeing the high, overrun hardness of me and the way I was carrying it: "You haven't been drawn."

"I've been drawn." It came out ragged. "It wouldn't come. All day it wouldn't come, Adrian, it's never once - my body's never told me no in its life, and today-" and then, because there was no board between us to be brave in front of, I said the true thing. "Today felt like Bellhaven, and I sealed up like a banded girl, and I'm so full it whistles when I breathe, and I didn't want a farmhand. I wanted the one man on this farm who knows what a locked gate is from the inside."

He looked at me for the length of a held breath. Then he moved the blanket's edge in a silent invitation, and I came down into the hay and the moonlight and his hands, and Adrian Voss did what he had done every Bellhaven midnight since the Harvest and not once under Aldermere's roof.

He undid my laces one knot at a time, none of the rehearsed dispatch of a man with a first meeting, and folded the linen back off the tight aching swell of me, and looked, in the moon's flat silver, at what the day had done: both breasts high and hard and overrun, veins standing, the peaks drawn and dry when they should have been beading at his breath. He took the weight of one in both hands, careful as evidence, and I heard him make a low sound I'd never had from him before - not appetite. Recognition.

"Stress-dam," he said, against my skin. "We saw it every season on the metered floors - milk made, release failing. We called it acclimation and adjusted the schedules." He stopped. His mouth was an inch from my breast, his thumbs framing the ache, and whatever conclusion had been forming in him broke apart before it reached his mouth. "I called it variance," he said, very low, his thumbs going still. "It wasn't variance. Come here."

His mouth closed hot over the peak, and he drew - one long, deliberate, asking pull, no seal-and-sample, a man drinking - and the dam did not open.

It broke.

Every letdown of my life had arrived as its own weather - the drop, the pour, the surrender, the slow cream out of the cellar. This was none of them. This was a breach: every held hour since noon going through a wall all at once, the pressure releasing not in waves but in a single continuous giving-way, and I heard myself sob - actually sob, one ugly grateful sound - as the milk went into his mouth faster than any mouth should have to manage, and he managed, throat working, hands cradling, taking the flood of me like a man who had waited a fortnight and one locked day to be of use. The relief whited out my vision at the edges - the ache draining backward from the peaks into the roots of my breasts, heat and looseness following it down every wire my body kept, unlocking as it went - and inside the first minute of it I was crying freely into his hair and neither of us found that worth stopping for.

He drank the whole of it down. First one side, the flood easing by degrees into an ordinary generous pour, the pour into sweetness - and under his hands I felt the pressure reverse itself: the cool-peaked hardness of me going warm, then hot, then soft, the weight lifting off me swallow by swallow until the breast he held lay heavy only the way wealth is heavy, lightened and alive and mine again. Then the second side, the urgency gone out of it, one arm around my back and my fingers in his dark hair, and by then it had stopped being anything Bellhaven had a word for and become what the farm had known it was all along. The doves shifted in the beams. Adrian Voss knelt in hay with his collar open and his eyes shut and drank from me with the patient, undefended greed of a man at a table he'd been hungry for his whole immaculate life, and when at last the flow thinned and he raised his head, mouth wet, there was hay on his sleeve and he did not brush it off.

"All those nights," I said, "and it took a dam breaking."

"I didn't have-" He stopped. Started again, plainly, which cost him more. "There was no rule to break. I only ever knew how to reach you through a rule." His hand came up and traced, of all things, my bare wrist. "I'm learning the other way. I'm slow at it."

"You're not slow at it tonight."

"No," he agreed, and laid me back into the hay.

We'd never been slow, was the truth of it. Since the Harvest our hours had run on stolen time, midnight to the first meeting, and now the whole night belonged to us, first bell hours away, and Adrian Voss with time on his hands turned out to be a thorough, ruinous, unhurried man. He undressed me entirely and looked at the moonlit length of me until the looking was itself a kind of touch; then he pulled the loosened shirt over his own head, and the moon took him lean and hard-lined, spare shoulders and clever careful hands, the immaculate doctor gone over to bare skin, his precision thoroughly disordered. He learned places his midnight economy had always budgeted past - the backs of my knees, the crease of my hip, the soft underside of each breast, drinking again wherever the moving made me bead and run, which was everywhere, every ounce of restraint gone over to abundance. By the time he moved over me I was drenched and lifting to meet him, clenching around nothing, every touch already answered, and he came into me slow, slow, one long deliberate arrival that had none of the coast in it anywhere, and stilled there, deep, his forehead coming down to mine.

"There," he said. Just that. Farm language, from Adrian Voss, and I clenched around him hard enough to make him breathe in.

He moved the way the valley's afternoons moved. Long and deep and even, braced close above me, each stroke drawn nearly out and returned whole, with a grinding pressure at the seat of it that rocked the breath from me. When my hips took up his rhythm and began asking past it, he slid a forearm beneath the small of my back and lifted me a hand's width into a steeper angle - "Stay there," quiet and absolute, the first order of the night - and held me to it, and the new depth put every stroke against a place that made my thighs tremble and fresh milk spring at both peaks. His mouth went between mine and my throat and my breasts, drinking at me in pulls timed to his own strokes, so that every letdown broke over the feeling of him moving in me and every stroke drove the next letdown down to meet his mouth. His composure went by degrees, and I collected the pieces: the breath he lost against my jaw, the first stroke that landed harder than he'd sent it, the grip at my hip that stopped being careful. There was nothing performed or measured in any of it, no pace but pleasure's, and I understood, deep in the middle of it, that I was being milked and used and - threaded through the whole of it, new - kept company. It undid me more thoroughly than any of the farm's stronger words had managed on their own. I came the first time with my face pressed into the hollow of his throat, shaking, milk welling between our chests, and he gentled me through it and did not stop, and the second time arrived off the first like the tide topping a bar, and that time he came with me - driven deep and held there, spilling into me in long thick pulses I could feel in the deepest part of me, heat pooling where he held it, and each pulse of him pulled its answer down through my breasts, a last fresh letdown spilling hot against him even as he filled me - his mouth gone still against my throat and the last of him handed over entire: my name, said once, into my skin, like something confessed.

We lay after in the hay and the moon lane, his hand tracing the curve of my hip, my milk drying on both of us and the warm weight of what he'd left riding low and kept in me. Adrian Voss lay in a hayloft with hay in his hair and a herd girl leaking gently against his ribs, and the tablet stayed face down, and he did not check the time.

"He wants projections by the Showing," I said, at last, into the quiet, because it was in the loft with us regardless.

"I know what he wants." The old level was back in his voice, but it lay differently now, a tool picked up rather than a skin worn. "I owe him an audit, Hazel - the truth of what's in front of me, whatever shape it comes out." His hand stilled on my hip. "He's going to get one."

Which was no answer at all, and both of us knew it, and the moon moved, and neither of us said anything more.

I woke near dawn to the grey coming up in the gable window and the blanket tucked close around me, alone in the hay's warm print - and not alone.

He was sitting a few feet off in the last of the dark, dressed, at his ease, and the tablet was face up and lit, and for one cold half-second I was back at Bellhaven watching the estate reclaim him - until I saw what was on the screen - not the audit shell or Lowell's projection deck but raw columns, the trial's own daily figures, six banded girls set against their own bare-wristed first week and against the unbanded barn - the barn's side read off his passive field array, the patient instrument that had once logged my letdowns from across open pasture - and his stylus was moving down them line by line, unpicking, re-running, testing a load-bearing beam and finding it hollow, and his face in the screen's pale light wore the expression I'd seen once at a meadow fence, the figures turning under his stylus from anomaly into indictment.

"Their sleep is normal," he said, not looking up, hearing me stir. "Appetite normal. Health, by every marker the band can read, normal. Output down nine percent in the five full days since the fitting, and I've ruled out feed, water, weather, season. The one variable I can't rule out is the band itself - and no trial I ever built treated the band as a variable." The stylus stopped. "I banded four hundred women for three years and called the shortfall natural variance."

The first bell rang out across the yard below, and it found me open - my body, unlocked and gloriously mine again, drawing tight at the sound like a plucked string: the sweet clench gathering deep under my breasts, the letdown pricking in against the blanket's wool, ready for the day's hands.

Voss looked up at the sound. Looked at me, bare in hay in the grey light, beginning, at a bell's word, to run.

"Go on down," he said quietly. "I have arithmetic to do."


⚜




Chapter 7: Opened

⚜

The hayloft had broken more than the dam in my breasts.

I came down at first bell and was milked with the herd, and Amos named the difference before his hands had properly settled - the letdown dropping for him at a touch, both stores giving together, the pail drumming. "Yesterday put another morning in you, girl," he said, lidding the second pail early, and gave me the long stock-fair look. "Whatever unlocked you, keep its address."

I had its address. I had more than that. Because somewhere in the night's flood and relief and being drunk down to soft, the want Maeve had made me wait for - when it does, it'll come from my hands - had stopped being one want among the farm's many and become the first thing my body asked after. By mid-morning I'd run out of patience with my own manners and gone down the cellar steps into the smell of stone and cream.

She was at the long shelves with her sleeves rolled, wiping a rind, her bell giving its small note each time she turned a wheel. She didn't look around.

"You've the walk of a girl with an errand," she said, to the cheese.

"You told me my season would come." I'd meant to lead up to it. The cellar's cool made everything plain instead. "You said it would come from your hands. I'm asking you to say it's come."

Maeve set down the wheel, wiped her fingers on her apron without hurry, and turned and looked at me - the recognizing look, and this time it went on long enough to be its own kind of touch. She read the flush standing in my cheeks; she read the tight mid-morning sit of my breasts under laces I'd done up loose on purpose; and then, deliberate as everything she did, she reached around me and took a frank proprietary handful of my backside - not the passing trace of her hand on the rug a week past, but a taking-hold, the first time she'd ever gripped me there with intent, an appraisal to match Amos's at a stand - and weighed what she held while my breath went thin.

"Aye," she said, unsurprised. "It's come. You've been letting down at the thought of it for a fortnight - you leaked at the watching post while Colm took his Tuesday, and there's been no unknowing it since." Her hand made one lazy circle, and the ache in me answered so plainly that both peaks prickled and beaded against the linen, and she watched that happen with a satisfaction she didn't trouble to hide. "Tomorrow, mid-morning. My rooms first, then the barn. Eat light, and tell Amos he's wanted at his own hour - I'll have work for his hands." She turned back to her shelves, bell swinging. "And send word to Rafe he's to wash."

I stood on the cellar stairs with my heart going and tomorrow arriving in me all at once - her rooms, the barn, Rafe - and Maeve, without turning, added the only instruction the farm would ever put on the business:

"You've done your asking, girl. That part's over. Tomorrow you're not to prove anything to anybody. You're to be brought along. There's a difference, and you'll learn it where you learned the rest."

The rest of that day belonged to the farm's ordinary noise, and the noise had a silver car in it. Lowell's deck stood lit in the long room at noon, the six banded girls' figures on it like weather nobody wanted, and Lowell wanted Voss, and Voss was not to be had - he'd taken his columns and his stylus out past the river meadow at dawn, Tansy reported, and set up on a stile like a heron on a post. Sorrel milked short again at the evening bell and looked at her wrist while she did it, and Amos kept his gate-leaning silence. I carried my own fullness up to bed early, let the night bell pull its small conditioned answer from me in the dark, thought about oil going warm by a hearth, and slept the way you sleep before a feast day - badly and gladly.

At the next morning's first bell Amos drew me down with the herd - both stores, the pail's note going from ring to drum to slosh - and when I told him he was wanted at mid-morning, and where, and what for, he took the news like a man who'd smelled it coming a day off.

"Aye," he said. "I'll bring the third pail."

The green door took me in at mid-morning, into herb-smell and hearth-light, and Maeve undressed me on the worn heart of the rug the way she'd done the first time - parcel of her own choosing - and this time there was oil going warm in a small crock by the fire.

"Everything on this farm gets opened in its season," she said, folding my shift over the settle's arm, "and nothing gets opened dry, and nobody's season starts on a stand. It starts here, where nothing's watching and nothing's weighed." She put me down on the rug on my knees, cheek and forearms to the wool, my hips up - the milking posture's low cousin, and my breasts swung full and heavy beneath me and began, at the mere arrangement of it, to gather. "Aye, look at that," Maeve said, behind me, amused, one warm palm smoothing down my spine like settling a hide. "Your body's been to this lesson already. It's only the rest of you that's new."

The oil was blood-warm and smelled faintly green - she'd steeped her herbs in it, or the room had steeped everything in itself - and she began nowhere near where I was aching for her. She oiled the broad country of me first: the cheeks of my backside, the backs of my thighs, the dip of my spine, long kneading strokes with real strength behind them, working me the way she'd work a stiff churn-arm, until the muscle under all that soft gave up its guarding and I'd quit holding still or wanting to. My breath had gone long. My breasts hung tight and beading against nothing.

"Now, then," Maeve said, and one blunt oiled thumb settled at last where no one had ever deliberately touched me, and rested there, promising nothing, while my body organized itself around the smallness of the contact. "Here's the lesson entire, and it's one you know. This is a letdown, girl, same as any other. Don't force it, and don't be brave - the coast taught you brave, and it's no use here. Give, the way you give at the stand. Breathe out, and let me come to you."

And she pressed, with a steady melting patience.

I don't know what I'd expected. Resistance, an ordeal, a wall to get over - the coast had only ever taught me walls. What happened instead was that her thumb asked, the way Amos's hands asked, patient and certain and entirely unembarrassed, and my body - my farm-schooled, bell-trained, all-day-giving body - recognized the grammar. I fluttered tight around her thumb, held - and then let go, exactly as she'd asked, a giving-way I felt in the roots of my teeth, and she slid into me to the first knuckle, and I made a sound into the wool that I had never made in my life.

And my milk came down.

Both breasts, at once, hard - untouched, hanging into empty air over a rug that caught what they spilled - and I want to set down plainly what was new about it, because my body had a whole map by then and this was on none of it. Amos's letdowns dropped from the front, the morning weight going first. Maeve's surrendered everywhere at once. The breeding had drawn slow cream up from the cellar floor of me, and the hayloft's dam had broken forward all in a rush. This one climbed. It started around her thumb, a deep sweet loosening at the very base of my spine, and went up my back like heat up a flue - up, and over, and down through my breasts from behind, arriving at the peaks last, so that the milk seemed to come not from the front of me at all but from somewhere deep at the back of me that I'd never once been asked to open. Every small movement of her thumb wrung another warm run out of me. I heard it patter on the wool and couldn't have cared if the whole coast was billing me for it.

"There it is," Maeve said softly, behind me - to herself, to the room, to twenty years of knowing. "The back of the house gives to the front, girl. Nobody taught your body that just now. It knew. The coast kept you in two rooms all your season, and look at the size of the place."

She opened me by patient increments, each new degree waited out until it stopped being strange and started being mine. One thumb became one finger, deep-seated, and the strangeness kept resolving into pleasure the moment she held still and let me feel what I held; then two fingers, oil renewed, her other hand reaching under me to milk one dangling breast in long pulls timed to what her fingers did - and there was the wiring, laid bare where I couldn't pretend it away: every give below sent milk down above; every pull at my breast loosened me further below, the two ends of me answering each other down some long-laid line the farm had known about all along and the coast had never once put on a chart. By the time she eased her fingers from me I was rocking back at her hand, shameless, wet down my thighs from a different spring entirely, and the rug under my breasts was soaked dark.

"Now," she said, "the farm's own answer to a season," and reached to the shelf by the hearth.

The plug was wood - pear wood, she told me later, polished glass-smooth and made to the old pattern the farm had settled on generations back: a swell, a neck, a broad flat base. It was not small, and it was warm from sitting near her fire, and she oiled it with the attention other places gave to sacraments.

"Breathe out," said Maeve, "and give it down," and set it to me, and I gave, and the swell of it opened me past every place her fingers had been - wide, wider, a long bright stretching that had me up on my palms gasping with my head hung - and then the neck of it arrived and my body closed gratefully around the narrow of it and took the weight in, seated, kept, mine.

The letdown that answered that soaked the wool to the backing. I hung over the spilled wealth of me, plugged full, shaking, laughing - that helpless glad laugh the farm kept surprising out of me - and Maeve smoothed one hand over my backside and around the base of what it now carried, checking the seat of it like checking a lid.

"Up you get," she said, in the warmest voice I'd yet had from her. "Shift on. You'll wear it to the barn, and Amos will milk you while it's in you, and then we'll see about the rest of your season." A pause, and under the mildness, the dry amusement of a woman handing a girl a delicious impossibility: "Walk slow. There's no hurry on this farm, and you'll take my meaning by the dairy door."

I took her meaning at every step of the yard. The plug rode deep and present, and walking moved it, and everything it did below reported above - a thin trickling letdown the whole way across, both peaks wet through the linen by the time we reached the barn, the mid-morning gathering feeding it from behind faster than the walking spent it. Maeve strolled beside me with the sun on her and watched me learn what she'd known I'd learn, and her face was the face of a woman bringing the season in on time.

The barn at mid-morning stood empty and gold, the way it had stood the morning she'd first let me watch it - the herd at the meadows, the light coming long through the east windows, the swallows working the beams. Amos had the end stand ready, cloths folded, and not two pails ranked by it but three; and it wasn't until I saw the third pail that I understood what the farm expected of me, and my body answered the arithmetic with a fresh warm run that Amos noted, pail-less, hitting the stone.

"Waste," he said, comfortable, "before the work's even started. Herself's rooms all over."

"Mind your dairy, Amos," said Maeve, entirely unrepentant, and put me on the stand.

Astride, tilted forward over the padded rest, shift off and folded away - the breeding posture, the throne posture, and with the plug seated in me it was a different stand entirely: my weight settled onto my knees, the wood in me stirred, and I was letting down before Amos's hands took the first breast. He drew, and the milk came at him in that new climbing way - from the back of me forward, arriving hard - and I watched forty years of craft meet something they hadn't held before: his stroke checked once, mid-pull, while his palm learned the new gait of it, the way a man reads a change in his own signature.

"Well, now," he said. "That's come down a different road."

"It has," said Maeve, behind me, one hand resting warm on the small of my back, and I felt her take hold of the plug's base. "Draw her steady, and we'll show you the road."

And she began, gently, to work it - small turns, a rock, an easing out to the swell and a seating home again - while Amos milked me, and I will not pretend I have a full account of the next stretch of time, because the two of them played me like an instrument they'd both apprenticed on and the instrument does not take the minutes. What I have is this: every movement below arrived above a half-breath later, milk answering wood, until the pail stopped ringing in letdowns at all and settled into one braided continuous pour. The first pail came away full, and the second was called for sooner than any second pail of my stay. My hips had given up decorum in the first minute; I rode back at Maeve's hand and forward into Amos's and cried out at the roof, and I came like that - plugged and pouring, nothing at all touching me between my thighs - a long rolling orgasm that broke upward through me on the milk's own current, and neither pair of hands so much as paused.

"Aye," said Amos, to the pail, professionally. "Deeper she's taken, harder she gives."

"Further back she's taken," Maeve corrected, mild, giving the plug one last turn that made me sob, "and you may want the third pail nearer than that. Rafe."

He'd come in so quietly, for Rafe. He must have been standing in the aisle behind me for some while - washed, as ordered, bare to the waist, his sandy hair damp and his grin arriving before he did, but banked, careful, a big man being deliberately gentle with his own eagerness - and at Maeve's word he came around the stand where I could see him and stood close and looked at me: flushed, spilled, opened, still letting down in thin rills against Amos's easing hands.

"Coast girl," he said, and his voice had gravel in it under the cheer. "Look at the state of you. I've been sent for to finish a job the whole farm's plainly started."

"You've been sent for," said Maeve, "to do the tenderest work you'll do all year. She's plug-opened and body-willing and it's her first, so you'll treat it gentle as a first breeding - it's meant, and it's to my say. One board-creak of your wagon manners and I'll send for a farmhand and let you rake hay through the Showing."

"You'll hear nothing," Rafe said, "but her," and the grin went somewhere else - older, prouder - and he bent and kissed the back of my neck, of all places, and the small courtliness of it undid me worse than swagger would have.

They took the plug from me the way you take the lid off a well - Maeve's hand easing, my body giving it up in one long reluctant slide that pulled a final climbing letdown down through Amos's palms - and for a moment I stood open and empty at both ends of my own wanting, and heard myself say, plainly, to the rafters, "Please."

"Aye," said Maeve, oiling him with her own hands, calm and proprietary - a matriarch's privilege - "she's ready. Gentle, lad. All the way to the seat of it, and then you wait."

He set himself where the farm had opened me and pushed into my ass in patient stages - and the wood had only prepared me; Rafe was heat, weight, living pressure, a thickness with a pulse in it, and my body knew the difference at once. He'd been not far off the biggest I'd had, that first bell, and this was a narrower gate - and he came into me by half-inches, pausing at each small flutter of resistance, letting the give come to him rather than going and fetching it, and the stretch of it was enormous and burning-bright and never once pain, and my body converted every yielding inch of it into milk. I poured. There is no other faithful word. Amos had both hands full of me and the second pail singing toward its lid, and Rafe wasn't half seated.

"God's sake," Rafe said reverently, watching over my shoulder, feeling me give down with every inch he gained. "It's true, then. The further back you ask her-"

"Language of the trade, lad," said Amos. "Mind your work."

When his hips came to rest at last against my backside - seated entire, deeper-kept than I had ever been, in a place I hadn't owned a fortnight past - every part of me went still around him, and the barn went still with it, one long suspended beat: the doves quiet in the beams, the pails, Maeve's hand resting on my spine, Amos's palms holding my weight, the gold light, the smell of oil and hay and my own spilled morning. I had no habits for that fullness - no coast history, no record, nothing but the farm's teaching and the plain astonishing size of the sensation.

"There's the seat of her," Maeve said quietly. "Now wait, and let her learn what she's holding."

He waited. Braced over me, breathing like a man carrying a beam, tireless and obedient, he waited while I learned it - while the strangeness settled, breath by breath, into something I held rather than something that held me; while the stretch banked itself down into a deep humming heat; and all that stillness had somewhere to go, so it went the way everything went now: milk welled over Amos's resting palms twice before he'd resumed a single stroke. And when the waiting had turned me from opened to greedy - when my hips began, without one instruction from me, their small shameless rocking ask -

"Go on," said Maeve, "she's asking," and Rafe went on.

Long strokes, drawn nearly to the swell of the head and returned to the seat, gentle as promised and inexorable as the tide coming over a bar, each one traveling its full length before it turned - and each one arrived twice: the plain vast slide of him where he moved, and the answering pull down the long line of my front where Amos milked what every stroke sent down. I stopped being able to hold the two apart. The farm had braided them: taken and milked, filled and emptied, one continuous traffic with my heart hammering in the middle of it, and the pleasure of it was not like the breeding and not like the rug and not like the loft - every earlier lesson gathered into a single thing, and it built with a totality that frightened me the way the Harvest had frightened me, right up until it stopped mattering whether it frightened me.

"That's it," Rafe was saying, low, wrecked, proud, his hands spread careful on my hips, "that's it, give it down, all of it - God, the milk on you-" and the second pail sloshed full and Amos lidded it one-handed and had the third beneath me between letdowns, and Maeve stood at my head now with her fingers in my hair, watching my face the way Amos watched a pail, and it was to her, into her sleepy weighing eyes, that I finally lost the whole of it.

I came from the back of my body forward. It gathered where Rafe moved, at the deep new seat of me, and rolled up my spine and broke through every part of me at once - backside clenching around the thick of him, belly, breasts flooding into Amos's grip in hard pulses, throat, eyes - the hardest I had come since the Harvest, since the crown, since the roar of a hall with my name in lights, and this had no name in lights anywhere, only a barn's gold air and three sets of hands that had brought me along to it, and I heard my own cry go up and hang in the timber with the rest of the farm's fifty years.

Rafe rode me through it gentle as his word, and then - "Now, lad," from Maeve, a benediction - let his own patience go at last: a dozen strokes, deep and quickening, his breath tearing, and he drove home and held, and finished deep in my ass - and the famous finish, the roar Tansy had once warned me of and the farm could set its clock by, came apart in his throat halfway and landed as something rawer, half shout and half groan, the sound of a man startled by his own tenderness. Thick pulses of heat, somewhere no one had ever left anything, a flood in that newly tender depth - and every pulse of him found its answer in me: his finish deep at the root of my spine, my milk at the peaks a beat behind, the morning's last wealth going down into steel on his rhythm.

The doves, I noticed, had never once left the beams. The third pail, past the wet in my eyes, stood a hand's depth started.

"Well," said Amos, into the warm ringing quiet, easing the last from my breasts with the tenderness he kept for the ends of things. "The coast can keep its wall entire. There's not a board on any shore fit to post what this barn just drew."

It was when Rafe had eased out of me, careful as he'd entered, one broad thumb pressing his work back into me to be carried - "leave it in her" needed no saying by now; the instruction had become my body's habit, and this load rode deeper than any I'd carried, a claimed warmth I felt at every shift of my knees - that I looked past the stand to the milking doors, and found what the doors held, and went still.

Voss stood just inside them, in the long gold fall of the mid-morning light, exactly where he'd stood on my first morning with a shut case at his heel.

There was no case at his heel.

I don't know when he'd come. Long before the finish - his face had the whole of it written there. He stood with his hands empty at his sides - I had never once, in a season and a fortnight, seen Adrian Voss stand anywhere unencumbered - and on his face was none of the doorway composure he wore the way other men wore coats. His mouth had come slightly open. His eyes came down the length of the aisle and found me over the stand's rest - spilled, filled, wept-clean, wearing three people's work and nothing else - and his fingers flexed once, as though every instrument he'd ever trusted had failed in the same moment, and he did not yet know what a man reached for instead.

Maeve followed my look, and did not send him off, and did not invite him in. She only said, mild, carrying, in the voice the farm answered to:

"No boxes today, Doctor?"

Voss's hands went still. "No," he said. His voice came out rough, and he heard it, and did not correct it. "Not today."

And he stayed - while they cleaned me with warm cloths, while the pails went ranked and lidded to the dairy, while Rafe pressed his grin into my hair and went whistling to the wash-house - he remained at the doors and watched all of it, and when I was wrapped soft in my shift and could walk, almost, he was gone from the doorway; and crossing the yard after, I passed the low bench outside the dairy where the audit lived by day, and the slim grey cases stood on it shut, latched, and stacked - put away like winter tools - and they went untouched for the first day since he'd unlatched them in the valley. The sun moved over them all afternoon.

Maeve took me back through the green door for the settling of me, and kept me the afternoon.

She sat in her deep chair by the hearth with her robe loose and put me where the farm had apparently always intended me - gathered into the vast warm territory of her lap, my cheek at her breast, her arms around all of me. She'd kept her own mid-morning draw for exactly this - word sent to Amos that her eleven o'clock was spoken for, the second time in a fortnight - and she fed me at her breast while the fire ticked and the herbs turned on their beams, and with her free hand she petted me: long passes down my back, over the curve of my hip, across the tender opened seat of me, gentling everything her season had asked of it. I drank the green living cream of her until the room went soft at its edges. I was not milked. For one entire afternoon nothing was asked of my body at all, and it lay in her arms making its next wealth quietly, like rain on a roof at night, and I understood that this too was the lesson - that the farm knew how to fill as well as empty, and reckoned the one as much of the work as the other.

"You didn't once look for a door today," Maeve said, at last, into my hair. It was not a question. Her hand kept up its long certain passes. "You were watched by half the souls you'd want watching and you never went hunting a grade in any of them. You took your season the way milk comes down - because it was time, and it was wanted, and it was yours."

She tipped my face up with one finger and looked at me a long moment - the sleepy eyes gone all the way warm, the warmth she'd been thawing toward by degrees since a soaked shift and a watching post - and what she said then went into me deeper than the record ever had, and stayed:

"There's my girl. Now you're being brought along, not proving anything."

The bell at her throat swung its one small note, and my body, well-taught, let down a little at the sound, into the room where nothing was ever caught, and neither of us moved to stop it.

The next dawn's first bell made visible what the opening had done - and I say it the farm's way: nobody weighed anything, and nobody needed to. The farm doesn't prove. It answers.

I woke before the bell, full past any morning of my stay - full front and back and cellar-deep, the night's making laid thick over everything the opening had woken, my body having learned its new depth overnight and immediately, industriously, put it to work - and when the bell rang and the conditioned sweetness clenched through me I soaked my shift before I was down the stairs, and laughed, and went across the dark yard leaking like the well itself.

Amos read me at ten feet. He said nothing at all - he only reached under the stand, before he'd laid a hand on me, and brought out the third pail, and set it ranked and ready with the other two, and looked at me with one eyebrow up as if to say well, girl, you rang.

He drew me down through all of it while the herd milked around us - the bright surface flood, the slow cream out of the cellar, and now the low deep current newly running behind them, giving itself forward letdown after letdown in an abundance that had the nearer stands turning friendly heads - and the first pail brimmed, and was lidded; the second came up to its lip and joined it; and the third went under me, took the last of the morning past yesterday's hand-depth mark, and kept drawing. Yesterday it had taken Maeve and Amos and a stud, the better part of a mid-morning among the three of them, to put that much into pails. This was one dairyman at one ordinary bell, drawing off nothing but a night's plain making - the heaviest single milking of my stay, and nobody had done a thing to earn it but let me sleep. Amos worked without one word of comment, his silence gone sharp the way it went when all forty years of him were in his hands, and I sat wrung and glowing and shaking with the plain glad wealth of it, watching my milk stand ranked in the lamplight: two full, a third running, and not a number anywhere in the barn.

Tansy, laced and lingering at the next stand, looked at the ranked pails, and at me, and her freckled face broke open into the grin she kept for the farm's best mornings.

"Opened girls run richer," she said, to the whole barn, entirely satisfied, as though she'd invented the faith herself. "My stand-neighbour, this."

Amos hefted two pails and nodded at a passing farmhand to bring the third, and paused a moment beside me on his way to the kitchen - the milk swinging heavy and cream-gold at both ends of his forty-year arms - and delivered the verdict I will keep in the place other women keep their records.

"By the Showing, at this rate of going," he said, "we'll want a bigger table."


⚜




Chapter 8: The settling

⚜

By my twenty-second day, the farm had done with my new mornings what it did with everything: it had made them breakfast.

Three pails at first bell had stopped turning heads. Amos ranked them under my stand each dawn without remark, the way a kitchen lays a third place once it's learned who's staying; the near jug on the long table had become two jugs, and the household drank them down to the glaze and reached for the bread, and the wealth of it ran off into cheese and cream and the plain sweet workings of the farm like rain finding its river. The opening had taught my body new directions to fill in, and I woke each day fuller in more of them than the coast had ever known I had, and gave all of it down to hands that never once told me what it came to.

And the farm, all around my mornings, was filling too.

The high season had begun its slow turn toward the Showing - nothing sudden, everything moving. The old households were coming in early, as they apparently always did: a dusty car up the valley road every day or two, another silver head at the long table, another guest folded into the settling with a girl across his lap by his second evening. The wash-house ran full days. The kitchen doubled its bread. And on the morning of that twenty-second day I sat at the long table's end with the aunt, of all the farm's company, and watched the year's most important work done in the world's oldest way: the Showing invitations, written out by hand.

She wrote them as she drank her morning milk: first thing, without comment, in strong old slanted loops that had been setting this farm's words down since before the coast had meters. Heavy cream paper, real ink, a wax taper for the seals; the same paper, I realized, watching, that had come to Bellhaven with my name on it, and the same hand. The season's list sat at her elbow in a ledger so old its spine had gone to string - households, names, no figures anywhere - and she went down it one line at a time while I sanded and sealed, because when I'd sat down to watch she'd simply pushed the wax across to me: you watched nothing at Aldermere for long with your hands empty.

"Hartleigh," she said, to herself, writing. "Dunraven. The Loder sisters, both houses." A pause at one line; her pen hovered, and went on. "Fewer than my girlhood," she said, not looking up, in the dry small voice that was all the coast's charts rendered as one old woman's arithmetic. "More than the nephew thinks."

By noon the invitations stood ranked on the hall table like little pale soldiers, sealed and directed, waiting for the trap to take them down the valley - and the Showing, which all my weeks here had been a word and a bearing, quietly became a day. Five weeks off, the housekeeper said. The whole farm said it differently by evening: after the invitations went out. Time at Aldermere didn't tick. It turned, like cheese, like hay, like cream rising - but it turned, and I felt the first cool edge of that truth the same afternoon, standing in the yard, when the founder of everything missed his step on the walled garden's stone.

I was carrying the day's butter up from the dairy when it happened, and so I saw the whole of it, which was nothing, and cost the farm its breath anyway.

Ambrose came out through the garden's arched gate as he did most afternoons, a trug of cut herbs on his arm for Maeve's beams, talking over his shoulder to the girl who'd been helping him weed - and the garden step, a single worn slab older than the house, took his foot wrong. He didn't fall. His hand found the gatepost and his shoulder found the stone arch, and the trug tipped its green load into the yard, and for one long moment the founder of the whole valley's world hung against his own wall while his feet remembered him - an old man's stumble, ordinary as weather, over in the time it takes to say so.

The farm did not treat it as ordinary. The girl's cry brought the housekeeper out with her hands still floured; a farmhand vaulted the near fence, actually vaulted it; and from the dairy door Maeve crossed the yard fast - the only time in all my weeks I ever saw her hurry, that vast unhurriable woman moving like the yard had caught fire, her bell flying at her throat until she caught it dead in one fist before her fifth step - caught it without thinking, the way you'd catch up your skirts. By the time I reached them Ambrose was upright, brushing thyme off his sleeve, entirely composed, batting away the hands that had arrived from three directions.

"The step's older than I am," he said, mild, to the yard at large, "and we've an understanding. It lets me by, and I don't have it reset." He took his stick from the girl - I hadn't known he carried one; I understood in that moment that he mostly didn't, and mostly should - and looked around at all our faces, and what was in his own was not embarrassment but tenderness, and a kind of patience, the look of a man who has seen the fear in a room he loves and can't unmake the cause of it. "Pick up my herbs," he said gently. "Herself will want them whole."

They picked up the herbs. The yard went back to its work, and nobody quite looked at anyone else. I stood with my butter going soft against my hip and felt what had come into the yard and would not now leave it. The Showing had a date. The audit had a clock. And under both, quiet as the river, the farm's real question had shown itself for the length of a stumble: how much time did the old man have, and what was Aldermere when he was done?

Maeve stayed by the gate after the others had gone, her bell still caught in her fist. She set it swinging again before she walked away - deliberately, the way you'd restart a clock - but I'd seen her hold it still, and she'd seen me see.

Voss found me at the meadow fence at dusk, or I found him - we'd stopped keeping books on who found whom.

He'd spent the whole day past the river with the field array and his columns, the heron posture gone from a joke among the farmhands to a fixture of the far pasture, and he came up the slope in the last of the light with his case in one hand and the tablet loose in the other, and I knew before he reached me that the arithmetic he'd gone down to the river to do was done.

"I want to show you something," he said. No greeting. He hadn't greeted me since the hayloft; we'd got past the country where greetings live. He set the tablet on the fence rail between us, and its light came up cold and clean against the valley's gold, and on it stood two columns, side by side, plain as a door and a wall.

"Twelve days of the trial," he said. "Six banded girls, there. And there - the unbanded barn, read off the array, which logs whether I stand over it or not; it ran even the day I left the cases shut. Same days, same weather, same feed, same water. Down eleven percent now, the banded side, and still going. And that-" his stylus touched the second column, which did not fall, which climbed, small and steady, like everything at this farm, without appearing to try - "is the herd nobody's counting, doing what it does whenever nobody counts it. I've run every variable out of it, Hazel. I've spent twelve days trying to make it be the feed, the sun, the plant, the water table. It is none of those things. It is the band." He said the next part slowly, the way you set down something heavy and fragile at the end of a long carry. "It doesn't watch letdown. It suppresses it - the closer a girl attends the number, the less freely she gives. Wanting is the engine, and a meter is a governor bolted to it, and I have spent my entire career calibrating the governor and calling the loss natural."

The light went out of the valley by one more degree. Below us the herd was walking up from the river, heavy and golden and laughing, just as on my first evening, and he watched them come as he'd watched them then - except that nothing in his face was patting its pockets anymore.

"Your report," I said.

"My report." He turned the tablet face down on the rail, a habit he'd learned in a hayloft. "Lowell commissioned an audit to prove the farm needs Bellhaven's system. The audit is going to find that Bellhaven's system is a copy of this farm with the engine governed down - a lesser copy, running at a loss it files under variance. Fifty years the coast has licensed the plant while throttling the very engine that makes it worth having. By any honest accounting, the deference has flowed the wrong way." Something crossed his mouth that was nearly a smile and had no amusement in it. "I came here the best instrument the metered world has. That's the joke of it, Hazel - they sent the one instrument capable of measuring what the meters cost, and it's read true, and now the reading is mine to deliver." He looked at me then, and the grey of his eyes had its low-hours look - open, unarmored. "I've told no one else. No one hears it until it's written and it's his - he's owed that; it's his audit, his family, and the farm he means to inherit. But I find I couldn't carry it alone all the way to the Showing, and there's exactly one person in this valley who knows what it is to have lived as Bellhaven's number." His hand came to rest, briefly, over mine on the rail. "Now you know what the number was worth. God knows what you'd have come to, unmetered."

"I'm coming to it," I said.

"Yes," he said, simply, no instrument anywhere in it. "You are."

The supper bell rang up at the house - rung longer than its habit, I thought, and then understood: the farm wanted its whole evening tonight, supper and settling both, all of it under the one roof, tonight of all nights. My body answered it as it answered every bell the farm rang now, the sweet conditioned clench, the wet warmth rising against my shift, and Voss watched it happen with the naked unclinical attention he'd finally allowed himself, and offered me his arm - his arm, like a squire at a fair - up the darkening slope toward the light.

"Go in to your supper," he said at the yard. "I'll follow. I want to stand out here a minute with the state of my soul."

Lowell had seen the stumble too, that afternoon, from beside his silver car, and to his credit - I'd begun keeping accounts of what was to Lowell's credit, a short honest column - the first thing in his face had been the boy, two valleys over, watching his uncle miss a step. By the time we sat down to supper the boy had been put away and the modernizer had the chair again. He was pleasant and pressing and would not let the meal alone: the invitations were out; surely then the doctor's projections could be brought to the same mark - the trial extended, the figures firmed, everything ready so the farm's answer could be given properly, with numbers on the table. His voice never rose. It just returned, and returned, working the one seam. The banded girls' thinning draw had put a new note under his certainty - I'd seen him frown down the deck's falling lines at noon as though they'd been sent to embarrass him personally - and a man who'd been sure for twenty years was discovering what my body had learned at sixteen days: the counting, pressed hard enough, shuts something.

"You'll have the farm's answer when the list is taken," Ambrose said at last, as he'd said it before, and then, with his coffee halfway to his mouth and his eyes on nobody: "You've a great fondness, Lowell, for setting dates to things that already have them."

The table laughed, gently, and it was the laugh of a household choosing to laugh, and everyone in the long room heard the size of what it was choosing over.

The long room that evening was the fullest I'd ever seen it, and the warmest - a wanderer off the valley road would have called it a festival; anyone who'd stood in the yard that afternoon knew it for what it was. The farm had seen fear cross its own doorstep at midday. This was the answer - not spoken, nowhere agreed, arrived at by every soul in the household as instinctively as the herd answers its bell: light the lamps, bank the fire, gather everything warm we have and spend it.

Everything warm the farm had was a great deal.

The hearth was built high and the lamps were all lit, and the household and the guests came down to the settling in numbers the room hadn't held all season - the old subscribers with their silver heads, the farmhands washed and easy, the herd folded in everywhere like the room's own upholstery. A girl lay across two laps at once being lazily milked into a supper cup by a man who never once looked down from his conversation. Bryony, a plump laughing girl of the herd - I knew everyone now - sat nursing a Loder cousin with her eyes shut and her fingers going idle in his hair. Ambrose held his deep chair with his stick set ostentatiously against the wall, upside down, a joke offered to the whole room, and the room loved him for it and did not laugh with its whole chest, and kept him in the corner of every eye it had. Tansy hauled me down onto the settle beside her, hip to warm hip, and put a cup of the kitchen's Bloom in my hands.

"Showing weather," she said, contented, surveying the packed room. "It gets like this from here in - more of everything, every night, until the day itself. My gran used to say the farm spends its whole year making the Showing, and the Showing spends one day making the year. I'm glad you're for it, stand-neighbour. First one's like your first breeding. You'll not sleep the night before, and you'll not want to."

Across the room, Maeve sat enthroned in the firelight with her mending untouched, and the evening bent around her, and her eyes moved over the room the way a farmer's eyes move over standing hay - and found me, and rested, one long unhurried moment, with something that had been growing since a green door and an afternoon in her lap: past the parcel-look, past even the recognizing look - something with a decision in it, ripening.

I was full - full enough that the linen had begun to hurt, and full on purpose: Amos had passed my stand by at the evening milking, pails in hand, with the only explanation the farm would ever offer - "Herself's word. You're wanted full at the hearth tonight" - and so the day's fear and the day's tenderness and the bell and the crowd's close comfort had all gone down into me and come back, as everything came back now, as milk - and I sat in the thick of the farm's brave answer to its own afternoon, aching with abundance, and wanted, with a wanting that had nothing anxious left in it, to be spent along with the rest of the household's wealth. Not to prove anything. There was nothing in that room to prove anything to. Just to be poured, at the hearth, into the evening - because a farm that could fear as this one had feared at noon deserved everything a body could hand it by way of answer.

Pell arrived at the settle with the firelight in his silver hair and a man beside him - leaner, older-weathered, with the deep valley crease at his eyes; Farrant, of the other old household - and Pell looked down at me, at the strained tight linen and the flush I could feel rising in my cheeks, with the connoisseur's frankness he'd shown me in a clover meadow.

"The pleasure's on offer, I think," he said - my own words, from the river meadow, handed back to me with the interest accrued - "and running to waste while it waits."

"Both of you," I said, plain as the farm had taught me. "There's more than any one mouth's managed yet."

"Aye, we'd heard," said Farrant, in a voice like a dry gate, already unhooking his collar. "The whole valley's heard. Loder wrote us about the jugs."

And Rafe - who had materialized out of the room's gold as he did whenever the word breed began assembling itself anywhere in his vicinity, and was sitting on the hearthstone at my feet with his grin banked down to a coal - looked up at me and said nothing at all, and asked everything, and I put my hand into his sandy hair by way of a signature.

"At the hearth, then," said Maeve, from her chair, mild and carrying, the farm's say granting what only the farm's say could grant - and her eyes were warm and her voice put the evening's seal on it: "She's the fullest thing in the valley and it's been a long day's afternoon. Drink it down, the pair of you, and leave the girl to the stud. And Rafe - she's carrying three pails' fortune in her, and she's to show with me if she keeps on as she's going. Ride it steady. I'll not have her rattled."

To show with me. The room heard it. The room was meant to.

They made the hearth mine as the farm made anything anyone's: by rearranging nothing and simply gathering. Rafe took the low broad settle-end with his back to the hearth's stone and drew me down astride his lap, facing out into the lamplit room, my spine against the wall of his chest - the way Theo had held me on my last coast evening, a whole valley's difference ago. Rafe's hands unlaced me from behind, unhurried, and eased the shift off my shoulders and down, and the fire's warmth landed on the bare full front of me like an approving palm. Around us the settling went on entire - talk and lamplight, a girl's low laugh, the aunt's knitting needles - and it was that going-on, as ever, that undid me sweetest: the being taken inside the evening rather than in front of it, one more of the room's warm works.

He lifted me the small necessary inch, and set himself, and brought me down onto him - thick and slow, seating me at the pace of the fire's own settling, his mouth at my ear making its low stud's music, there, now, there's my hearth-girl, sit deep - and my body took him like the opened, schooled, farm-made thing it had become: gladly, wetly, with a letdown starting before he was half seated, milk beading and running bare in the firelight down the round of me with no pail and no mouth yet to it.

"Waste," said Pell, gravely, kneeling in at my right, "is a luxury, I'm told." And he bent his silver head and sealed his mouth over my right breast, and drank - and half a breath behind him, Farrant's mouth closed warm and sure over the left, and for the first time in all my life in milk I was drunk from both sides at once.

Two mouths at once made something no mouth alone had ever asked of me - of me, who'd been drawn by machines and dairymen and matriarchs alike. My milk had come down both sides often enough - at bells, at watching posts, untouched in the dark - but no two mouths had ever emptied me together: whoever drank took one breast while the other leaked, ached, waited its turn. Now neither side waited. Both were being drawn at once, and the letdown, arriving, had nowhere to choose - so it split, or doubled, or gave up choosing entirely: one deep drawing clench at the center of my chest and then the flood going out both ways, two mouths filling on the same pulse, and the sensation of it running back from both sides into a middle of me that had only ever been asked for one thing at a time.

The sound I made turned no heads, and every part of me had wanted both - the sound, and the no heads turning.

They were nothing alike, the mouths, and that was its own undoing. Pell drank the way he did everything, with savor - long luxurious pulls that drew my nipple slow against the roof of his mouth, and a pause to appreciate; Farrant fed like a working man at a pump handle, steady, deep, endlessly regular, his pull a blunt insistent pressure spreading back behind the peak. The left breast went soft and light ahead of the right under that steadiness, and even softening I could feel the new making swell up into his mouth to meet him; and between them my body, that great agreeable fool, could not settle into either rhythm, so it stopped settling and simply gave - continuously, both sides, the letdowns ceasing to be events and running together into one broad unbroken pouring. Amos's alternating hands could pull that pour from one side at a time; this was the pour from both at once, into living throats, and each single swallow was its own small tug at the middle of me.

And under it all, Rafe moved.

Slow, as ordered. Deep, as bred. His hands lay spread over my hips, steering me down the long unhurried length of each stroke, and every seating of him sent its answer up through me into the working mouths - deeper she's taken, harder she gives, the farm's oldest arithmetic, doing its sums in front of the whole long room - and every hard pull of the mouths clenched me down around him in turn. The first time both mouths pulled in the same instant I gripped him so hard his rhythm stuttered - one broken breath at my ear, his fingers biting into my hips, the stud's composure cracked for exactly one stroke before he gathered it back with a low laugh against my neck. So the three of them drove each other through me, stroke feeding draw feeding stroke, and I hung in the middle of it, held upright by the slab of Rafe's chest, head fallen back to his shoulder, watching the firelight swim on the old beams while my body was drunk and bred at once at the farm's own hearth.

I came the first time embarrassingly early and entirely without incident - no gathering, no announcement, the crest simply arriving out of the braided rhythm and breaking through me long and rolling while the mouths rode the flood of it and Rafe held me down full on the thick of him and let my clenching do the moving. Nobody paused. That was the settling's whole grammar: pleasure taken slow, inside the room's talk, a wave in a warm sea - and before it had properly gone out, the next was building, because nothing had stopped: the mouths drew, the stud rocked, the fire ticked, and I surfaced just far enough to hear the aunt count a dropped stitch aloud before the next one pulled me under again.

I barely came up between them after that. I stopped trying. Release blended into release, each one breaking milk from me in hard doubled pulses that I felt leave me in two directions at once, and somewhere in the golden middle of it I understood the difference the hearth was teaching. Three pails at dawn was work, glorious work, the day's proud labor. This was warmth spent freely, poured into the room's held fear - and it was working: Ambrose's hand had eased on the arm of his chair, the talk around him had thickened, and somewhere behind me a man laughed without checking the founder's face first.

"She's for it again," Farrant reported, lifting off just long enough, milk on his gate-dry mouth, to no one in particular, and went back down, and was right.

They emptied me faster than I had ever in my life been emptied. That was the first new fact, and my body kept its own faithful account of it even with my eyes rolled soft and my voice gone to the beams: two throats drawing surface, cellar and the deep back current down together, everything the day had banked - what Amos drew off me across a long ringing dawn's milking, the two of them drank in what could not have been a quarter hour, and the lightness came flooding up through me - first bell's sweet wrung hollow gladness, arriving at a gallop instead of a walk.

And then the second new fact arrived, and it was the one my body had crossed a valley and shed a religion to learn.

The gathering started before they'd done. Deep at the floor of me, where Rafe was still moving in his patient bred rhythm - the warmth that had always come after, the making that had always waited politely for the emptying to finish - I felt it begin while both mouths were still at me: the low sweet assembling weight, the springs opening, the next wealth already walking up from the cellar while the last of the old was still leaving by the peaks. For one impossible minute - and Pell felt it, and laughed against my skin, and drank on - I was empty and filling at once, drained and rising, both mouths pulling the last of the evening off me while the night's making came in underneath like the tide under bailing, and my body, my magnificent shameless farm-made body, had finally done the thing all its weeks of schooling had been walking toward.

It had outrun the emptying. There was no bottom to me. They could drink as fast as the valley liked, and the well would rise to meet them.

"Herself," said Pell, sitting back on his heels at last, wiping his silver mouth, addressing Maeve across the room with the formality of a man reporting a wonder to the proper authority, "the girl's filling under us."

"Aye," said Maeve, who had watched the whole of it from her chair and missed none of it, and whose voice held the satisfaction of a woman whose cheese has come out of the cellar exactly as the cellar promised. "Drink faster, or drink forever. She'll accommodate either." Her eyes came to mine across the room - I was rising again even as she said it, the next release gathering on Rafe's quickening rhythm - and she added, softer, only half for the room: "Twenty years, since this farm last watched a body do that."

The room did not applaud, because the farm never applauded. It did something better: it went on, warmer by one degree, taking the wonder into the evening as easily as the aunt rolled her wool - and Ambrose, from his deep chair, looked at me down the length of the firelit room, at the coast's marvel spilling and rising inexhaustible at his hearth, and raised his cup of milky coffee one inch, to me, and drank.

Farrant came off me last, easing back with the long breath of a man leaving a full table, and the cool of the room touched both wet peaks at once - and it was that sudden bareness that let me feel how hard Rafe had begun to move. He brought us both to the finish in one long patient set of strokes: his hands tightening at last on my hips, the bred rhythm shortening, gathering, his breath going ragged at my ear, and the mouths' memory and the thick driving fullness of him tipped me over one final time as he drove up deep and held and flooded me, pulse after pulse of stud-heat driven to the deepest point of me while I broke and poured - and the last of my crest ran out of me in two bright unattended runs down my ribs, no mouth to catch it now, milk let down into the general firelight, luxury spent on the room itself.

He stayed in me after, and his load stayed in me with him - a deep hot settled weight at the very seat of me, and my body closed around it with the plain glad greed the farm had schooled into it: bred and left full, the night's last richness banked low behind my hips while both drained breasts went on tingling with their new industry. I could feel the two ends of me already talking to each other - the carried load below feeding the making above, the farm's oldest faith doing its quiet work, new milk walking up the faster for the weight I'd carry to bed - full where they'd emptied me, filling where they'd drunk, and nothing in my whole body owed anywhere. He kept me on him, both of us easing, his arms wrapped warm over my slick front, holding what he'd filled, and the settling closed back over all of us, talk and lamplight and the needles' small music, as though the hearth had merely been doing what hearths are for.

The housekeeper appeared with warm cloths and Bloom steaming in a plain mug, and cleaned me where I lay against Rafe with the brisk tenderness she gave the bread, and said, tucking the cloth away, in the voice of a woman closing the day's accounts in the black: "There. House feels like itself again."

It was later - the room thinning, the herd beginning to drift toward the night bell and the barn, and me still curled boneless in Rafe's arms with my body quietly, industriously filling, a fact I could not stop smiling about - that the button was put on the evening.

The housekeeper brought the letters in on the supper tray - the day's post, fetched up from the valley post-house by the trap that had carried the invitations down. The old households, it turned out, never waited to be asked: they wrote their coming the same week the farm wrote its asking, and the letters crossed on the valley road. She sorted them to Ambrose, who read them by the fire with his eyeglasses low, passing each to Maeve - Hartleigh, both Loder houses, a name that made the aunt sniff in a manner that had forty years of history under it - and then he came to a heavier envelope, coast stock, machine-perfect, posted days back by a house that kept its own calendar, and held it a moment before opening it, and I knew the paper the way you know your own handwriting. I'd signed a contract on it once.

"Bellhaven," Ambrose said, to the room, "confirms its delegation for the Showing." His eyes went down the page, warm and unhurried. "The estate directorate. Two members of the medical faculty - colleagues of yours, Doctor, so you'll have someone to be measured with." Voss, in the corner he'd kept all evening, with his eyes on me and no instrument anywhere about him, inclined his head a quarter-inch. "And, representing the production floor -" the old man's voice took on, unmistakably, the pleasure of a man delivering a gift he'd watched someone wait for - "Miss Indira and Mr. Theo, of the Harvest company."

Indi's name, on paper, in this valley. Indi, who had held my hands in a coast anteroom and said the source of the source like a woman naming church, who had promised me this at my going - coming to see what the farm had made of me, with Theo at her shoulder. The gladness went through me so fast and physical that I let down where I sat - one bright warm run against Rafe's forearm, the evening's new inexhaustible making already at work - and Rafe laughed low against my hair and wiped his arm along my belly, unbothered.

The room began to rise around us; the night bell was near. And it was then, in the shuffle and stretch of the settling's end, that Maeve came past our corner of the hearth - her mending finally rolled beneath one arm, her bell giving its small dull note - and stopped, and let her eyes rest on me a long moment: spilled, filled, refilling, folded shining into a stud's arms at her farm's own fire.

"Bram," she said. "After this."

Just that, at first - and my whole body went still, and then wholly unstill, the slow coal that had lit in a hayfield at the sight of the man leaping up through me so plainly that Maeve saw it happen and nodded once, the way she'd nodded at my breeding from a doorway - confirmation of a thing arriving on its season.

"You've been brought along right," she said. "The rooms, the barn, tonight's hearth - the whole of you opened and none of you rattled, and filling faster than the valley can drink. There's one lesson left on this farm, girl, and one line to learn it from." She shifted the mending on her arm and delivered it plain, as the farm delivered everything I would keep forever:

"You're ready for the line we're proudest of."

She went on toward the stairs, bell swinging. Out in the yard the night bell rang the herd to its barn, and my body answered from every room the farm had opened in me - letting down soft into the last of the firelight, from further back than any chart had ever reached - while Rafe carried me, laughing, up toward the eaves.

Five weeks to the Showing. Before it, Bram.

On the say of Maeve.


⚜




Chapter 9: Bred both ways

⚜

Word of a Bram breeding moved through Aldermere the way frost moves through a valley: silently, overnight, and by morning it was on everything.

Maeve had spoken his name at the hearth for the whole room to hear; what nobody had announced was the hour. Even so, at first bell, two mornings after the settling, the barn had a shine on it - girls glancing down the aisle at me over their own working pails, a dairyman whistling something with a swing in it, the housekeeper crossing the yard at dawn with linens she had no dawn reason to carry - and Tansy took the stand beside mine vibrating like a struck string.

"Three years," she said, before her shift was half unlaced. "That's how long since Herself last gave him anyone. Girls came of age on this farm and got bred, and the whole time Bram just - worked." She leaned across the gap between our stands while a dairyman's hands settled onto her. "My gran milked beside a girl who had him, back before the last Showing but two. She said the girl didn't talk about it for a week. Not wouldn't. Couldn't. Said she'd start, and stop, and just look off at the hills."

"That's not as encouraging as you think it is," I said.

"It's the most encouraging thing I know," said Tansy, and gave herself up to her milking with a happy sigh, as though my morning were a feast the whole farm had been invited to - which, I was coming to understand, it more or less was.

Amos drew me down through all three pails without one word on the subject, which from Amos was a kind of ceremony in itself. Only at the end, lidding the third, did he look up at me from under his brows.

"Mid-morning," he said. "Herself's word. You're not to be drawn again before it - you'll go to him carrying your noon." He hefted the pails, and paused, and allowed himself exactly one remark, delivered to the milk rather than to me. "Forty years I've milked this farm. I've seen him breed four times." He went off toward the kitchen. Over his shoulder, mild as ever: "Eat your breakfast, girl. You'll want it."

Crossing the yard afterward with the herd, I met him.

Bram came up from the studs' quarters with a coil of rope over one shoulder, bound for the great barn on some errand of the day's ordinary work, and where every other man on this farm passed a full herd girl with a look or a hand or a cheerful word, Bram had never once, in all my weeks, passed me with anything at all. He worked; he ate at the table's far end; he crossed the yard at his one unhurried pace, and girls watched him go, and he noticed nothing.

This morning he stopped. Directly in front of me, so that the herd parted and went around us like water around a set stone, and he looked at me the way I'd watched him look at a field he was about to mow - the whole of it, start to finish, a man taking the measure of the day's work. He was bigger at two feet than at two hundred; I'd known that without ever standing this close. Up close, his breadth swallowed any impression of height - shoulders like a door lintel, forearms the size of my calves, weathered blond gone dark at the temples with the morning's work already on him.

"Mercer," he said. His voice matched the rest - low, slow, coming from somewhere down in the slab of his chest. My name. Not coast girl. He'd had weeks to call me something and had spent them saying nothing, and the first word out of him was my own name, plain, like a man laying a tool down on a bench exactly where he meant it to lie.

"Bram," I managed.

He nodded once - at me, or at the morning, or at some private schedule he'd been keeping longer than I'd been on the farm - and said, "Mid-morning, then," and walked on, rope swinging at his shoulder, at the pace of a man who has never in his life needed to hurry toward anything, because everything the farm wanted him for had always waited.

I stood in the middle of the yard and let down where I stood, both sides, into linen I'd laced ten minutes before.

From somewhere by the wash-house came Tansy's laugh, entirely unsurprised.

They gathered the way the farm gathered for anything it loved: by finding reasons.

Gold mid-morning light stood in the long aisles, the herd's stands empty down both rows - and yet the barn was not empty, and nobody in it was idle, and not one soul could have been accused of watching. Tansy had brought a basket of mending to the bench by the dairy door, where the light for needlework was famously poor. Colm had discovered that the hinges of the milking doors wanted oil, a job he did standing very still with his back to the doors and the oilcan hanging forgotten from one finger. The housekeeper had cloths to fold. Pell and Farrant had given up pretense entirely and stood at the aisle's end in their shirtsleeves with the open satisfaction of subscribers at a vintage, and Rafe sat up on the empty end stand with his heels swinging, sent for or simply arrived, wearing the expression of a man watching his own good work about to be built on.

And at the wide stand - the big one, the double, where I'd watched a matriarch milked and been opened for my season - Amos stood ready with his cloths and a rank of waiting pails, and Maeve was beside him with her sleeves rolled and her bell at her throat and her hair bound up like a woman with an afternoon's work in front of her.

She took me in at the doors - barefoot, full to the seams of my shift with the morning's held noon, my heart going like a bird against a window - and she came down the aisle and took my hand, which she had never once done, and led me the rest of the way herself.

"The farm doesn't do this often," she said, to me, though the barn was meant to hear it. "So it does it properly when it does. Off with this." She unlaced me with her own hands, there in the gold light, and folded my shift over the stand's rail, and turned me by the shoulders - not toward the stand. Toward the aisle's far end, where the light from the yard doors stood tall and white.

Bram came in washed. The morning's work was off him; his hair was damp and pushed back; he wore clean linen open at the throat, and he came down the long aisle with the light behind him, and I heard my own blood in my ears. I had seen every kind of man the coast kept and a good many of the valley's. Not one of them had ever come toward me like that - less a walk than the hill deciding to come to you, every step blotting out more of the tall white light he'd come in by.

Maeve's hand rested at the small of my back, and her voice went formal - not grand; the farm had no grand; but shaped, deliberate, the old words of a thing done the old way.

"Bram. This is Hazel, who came to us off the coast at the founder's asking, and has taken the farm's ways entire, and been brought along right." A pause, and I heard, under the plainness, twenty years of authority setting its full weight on the next words. "She's yours to breed. On my say."

For a breath, nothing moved but the doves, the creak of high timber, and an oilcan being set down very carefully on stone.

Bram looked at me. Down at me; the vast scale of him at arm's reach now, close enough to feel the banked heat that came off the man like off a wall the sun had been at all day. His eyes were a pale weathered blue, and they went over me slowly - the color standing in my skin, the heavy ready hang of my breasts, already beading at the nipples for plain nerves and want - and what was in his face was not appetite, or not first. It was that field-measuring look, the day's work seen whole.

"Herself says," he said, in that low slab of a voice. "I'd hear it from you."

The senior line of the founding farm, who bred on one woman's word and had waited three years to be given anyone, stood in front of me with the whole barn pretending to mend, and asked.

"Breed me," I said, farm-plain, and my voice only broke in the middle of it.

Something moved through his face, and took its time getting there, and was worth the waiting: the first smile I had ever seen on Bram, small and sure.

"Aye," he said. "That I will."

They put me up on the wide stand - knees on the leather, folded forward over the padded rest, presented to the length of the aisle - and Amos took his place at my right hand and gathered the aching weight of one breast in both palms, and the familiar certainty of him steadied me more than any words the barn could have offered. Maeve stood at my head, where she'd stood for my opening, one hand idle in my hair. And Bram undressed behind me, linen going over the rail beside mine, and I heard Pell - connoisseur of forty years of this valley - take one long breath through his nose, the sound of a man in front of the vintage of the decade.

I looked back. I had to; I was made of looking back by then.

I'd taken the coast's biggest, at the Harvest, in front of a roaring hall - a huge grave man whose name I still carried among my season's honors - and I'd taken Rafe, the junior line, who'd filled me past every man since. Bram, standing bare in the gold of his own barn, made the memory of both feel like the coast's arithmetic: figures on a wall, from a world that measured because it couldn't grow the thing itself. He was built to the same order everywhere. Heavy, blunt-headed, dark with blood already and not yet at his full, the sheer weight of what the farm's oldest line had been kept for standing plain in the window light - kept and fed proud, Tansy had said at a field's edge, weeks ago, and my body, which had made milk of everything since the night bell first rang me, made milk of that too: a long hot run against Amos's holding hands, unasked, at the bare sight of him.

"Aye," said Amos, to the pail. "She'll do."

Bram's hands came onto my hips. Just that, first - the weight of them, warm and dry and enormous, settling onto me the way he'd take up a scythe he'd owned thirty years - and he stood a moment, feeling me breathe, letting me feel him stand there, and then he set himself to me and came in.

Slow. I want the word to carry what it carried that morning: not careful, though it was that, and not gentle, though it never once hurt. Inexorable. A pressure that had always been arriving - that had left the horizon an hour ago and would not be argued with now - and the size of him opened me by degrees I heard myself count aloud in sounds that had no numbers in them, on and on, more, still more, past the coast's biggest without pausing there, past every mark my body kept, until the marks gave out and there was only him, still coming on, and my own voice somewhere above the stand saying oh with each new inch as though the word were being pressed out of me. No needle moved anywhere; no cloth was folded. When his hips settled at last against me, seated whole, flush, the quiet lasted one more breath, and then the needle slid off the mending, and the oilcan never moved, and Maeve said, softly, at my ear:

"There. Now you've met the farm."

He began, and my body learned his rhythm the first stroke, because his rhythm was the farm's: first bell, the seasons, the tide. Long, level strokes, drawn nearly out and returned entire, each one carried to the last inch of me and held a beat at the deep end the way a bell-note is held - and at the third of them the letdown came, and came again before it had anywhere near done, and inside a dozen strokes I understood my body had been handed a new signature to learn.

These came in waves that would not wait for each other.

The first was ordinary and huge - the held noon dropping into Amos's hands all at once, milk ringing hard into steel. But the second wave came in while the first was still leaving, riding over its shoulder, launched by the next of those bell-deep strokes - and the third came into the second the same way, and the fourth, each fresh clench arriving on the crest of the one before it. A letdown had tripped over its own ending before, once or twice, at the best of hands; a chain of them - stroke after stroke, made wave overtaking made wave with never a trough allowed between - was a thing my body had never once been asked for. My breasts went tight again while milk still ran from them, the new weight crowding in under the old, until there was no clean seam left between letdowns for anybody to find. Amos's hands, forty years sure, changed their whole grammar to keep up: no more asking, just carrying, both palms working the flood from one breast while the other ran free down my ribs and dripped from the nipple into the second pail he'd wedged beneath, and still it beat his pace.

"Herself," he said - to Maeve, over me, the first time in my weeks I'd ever heard the head dairyman ask for anything - "I'll want your hands."

"Aye," said Maeve, unsurprised, already rolling her cuffs higher, and the greatest producer alive knelt at my left side and took my other breast in the hands that remembered, and the two of them milked me together while the senior stud worked me from behind: four hands, two pails, one long continuous giving with no seams left in it anywhere. I hung over the rest and poured. The stand creaked its hundred-year creak. Somewhere behind me, Farrant said something low, one dry old man's syllable of church.

Bram said little. Every so often his hands would shift their grip on my hips - resettling me onto him at some minutely different pitch, the way a man moves his hold on a beam to carry it a further mile - and each time, the new angle found something the last had spared, and the waves shortened, and steepened, and the cries out of me went past the herd's plain music into something the barn had maybe not held before, and once, into the middle of it, that low bedrock voice:

"There's no floor to you, girl. They said. I like a thing said true."

I came the first time on the eighth or the eightieth of those strokes - time had gone the way of the troughs - and it broke over me the way his rhythm had taught everything to break: not a peak and a falling-away, but a crest that another crest came in behind, so that I was still crying out from the first when the second took the cry and made it larger. He never altered. He rode me through it, seated deep, his patience the one fixed thing in a barn gone to weather, and Amos and Maeve gathered what every crest flung out of me, and full pails were carried off and fresh ones slid beneath me without a break in the rhythm, and I stopped tracking anything except the enormous fact of him and the sea my body had become around him.

And then, somewhere past the third of those long chained breakings, I felt it change in him - felt the head of him swell heavier still where he was seated, felt the rhythm shorten at last toward its own crest, and his breath, for the first time, went from bellows-slow to something with an edge on it -

	and he stopped. Seated. Whole. Still.



I clamped down around him in open protest, and didn't care who heard what I thought of it, and Bram stood, hands easy on my hips, and breathed himself back down. It took a while. I could feel how close he'd come - the morning's strain shaking, very slightly, in the forearms that held me - and under it the harder thing: three years of the one duty he was bred for, denied him, and the man declining, even now, to arrive at it before the work was fit.

"Not yet," he said, mostly to himself. And then, to Maeve, with the first faint gravel of effort I'd heard him spend: "She's not full."

"No," Maeve agreed, from my left, her hands never pausing on my breast, her voice gone rich with something I was too far gone to name and would recognize afterward as pride. "She's not. Bring her along, then. The morning's yours, and no other work in it."

He brought me along. He set his rhythm again, deeper if it could be - it could; the farm could always find more - and it all rebuilt, faster now, my breasts tightening under four working hands before they'd half emptied, and I lost the account of things for a while, in the best of all my life's causes.

What I kept: the gold light going a degree warmer up the wall as the morning turned. Milk running off my ribs faster than four of the best hands alive could gather it, spatter on stone, a farm's fortune spent into the general shine of the day. Maeve's mouth once at my ear - give it all down, girl; the wanting of you won't run dry - and my body believing her the way it had never once believed a number. Tansy openly weeping into her mending and openly not mending. And under everything, through everything, the man inside me, holding the morning at its crest and refusing to let it break, until my greed - my plain schooled greed, that had learned at this farm to ask for everything because everything was what it meant to give -

"Both."

I heard myself say it. Half a sob, over my shoulder, to the barn at large, to the say of Maeve at my breast and the patience at my back and the grin I could feel burning a hole in the air from the end stand.

"Both. I want - Rafe. Both of you in me when he fills me. Please."

For a beat, nothing moved anywhere down the aisle. And then Maeve laughed - low, delighted, twenty years of mornings in it, the laugh of a woman watching the season come in heavier than even she had called it - and raised her voice just enough to reach the beams.

"Aye," she said. "Rafe. She's asking. And the oil's where it lives."

Nobody fumbled the change. Amos caught my elbow and Maeve my hip, and between them they steadied me before my legs had remembered how to work - every hand already sure of its place.

Bram drew out of me - a long withdrawing that was its own event, my body letting the tide go the reluctant length of it - and lay back along the wide stand, the timber taking his weight with a groan it meant, and Maeve and Amos between them lifted and settled me astride him, my knees finding the leather either side of his hips, my hands spread flat on a chest the width of the stand itself. He watched me come down onto him - guided me, one huge hand at my hip, the other holding himself steady for me - and I sank back onto him under my own weight, gravity doing now what the tide had done, and the depth of that angle tore a sound out of me and a fresh doubled run of milk down onto his chest, where it pooled in the weathered hollows of him and shone, and neither of us moved to spare it.

"Aye, waste it on him," said Maeve, comfortably, from somewhere at the rim of the world. "He's earned a christening."

Rafe came up behind me stripped to the skin, his clothes shed somewhere between the end stand and the wide one, the little brass pot in his hand and his swagger nowhere about him. This close behind, the junior line and the senior - three generations and the oldest anyone's grandmother remembers, and me the ground between them - and Rafe's voice at my ear had the tenderness under the cheer that I'd heard crack his roar apart at my opening. "Look at you," he said, low. "Hearth-girl. Sat on the line itself and asking for more." His oiled thumb found where the farm had taught me to give, and traced it, unhurried, and my body answered with the letdown that climbs - heat going up my spine rung by rung, reaching the front of me last, milk welling onto Bram's chest from a spring the back of me opened - and beneath me I felt Bram feel it happen, the slow pale eyes following the response through my body.

"There's the road," murmured Maeve. "Take it slow, the pair of you. She'll do the asking; she's learned how."

They tipped me forward over Bram - forearms to his chest, my breasts hanging into the spilled milk between us, my hips lifted and open to the man behind - and Rafe opened my ass on his oiled thumb and then on his cock, by patient half-inches, the lesson of the pear-wood and the mid-morning barn made flesh and pulse. Being filled the second way while the first was seated whole beneath me was not more of the same. It was a different fullness in kind - the two of them arriving toward each other through me, so that I felt each man through the other, Bram pulsing in Rafe's rhythm and Rafe in Bram's, my body ringing between them like the bell between two hands. When Rafe seated home at last - his hips warm against me, his breath gone reverent, the slow length of him kept where three weeks ago nothing had ever asked - the three of us held still, one held chord, and even the doves kept it.

I was the fullest I had ever been in my life. Both ways. Bred both ways - the farm's own phrase, landing in me now as plain bodily fact. And my body - asked to hold the senior line and the junior at once, stretched to the seams of its season around both of the farm's chosen lines - did the only thing Aldermere had ever taught it to do with abundance.

It gave it back down.

The letdown that broke as they began to move - Bram rising slow beneath as Rafe drew back above, the two of them finding the alternation as though they'd worked one body all their lives, one always filling the space the other yielded, so that I was never once empty - that letdown had every signature the farm had written in me and no name of its own: waves that chained, heat that climbed, the cellar giving up its cream, the whole map surrendering at once, milk leaping from me at each opposed stroke in hard bright pulses that Amos, standing to the stand's side with a pail braced on his knee, caught what he could of and let the rest go, onto Bram, onto the leather, onto fifty years of timber that had drunk it before.

"Drink faster or drink forever," I heard Maeve say, to nobody, richly. "I told them."

I broke first and stopped bothering to surface. The crests came the way the strokes came, alternating, relentless, one of them always rising, and I rode the middle of it with my hands braced on Bram's chest and my head hung and my whole body pouring at both ends of itself, and I heard the sounds I made and loved them, and the barn's pretenses were long over - mending fallen, hinges abandoned, Pell and Farrant shoulder to shoulder like men at the rail of the year's race - and in the milking doors, where the gold went white: Voss. Empty-handed, of his own choosing now. Watching me hung between two studs and spilling the farm's wealth into the general light, and standing it, and staying. At my opening he'd stood in those same doors looking stripped of every answer he owned; this time he only stayed, quiet, unreadable to everyone in that barn but me - and I, who could read him, saw a man practicing something he didn't yet have the hands for - and the warmth that went through me at the sight had nowhere to go but where everything went now, and Amos's pail took it.

Rafe went first. He'd held longer than I'd ever known him to hold - bred courtesy, the junior deferring to the line - but the alternation was a furnace and I felt the moment it took him: the rhythm shortening, the hands at my shoulders tightening, his breath tearing down to that raw startled register that was the truth under his roar, and he drove deep into my ass and held and flooded me, thick pulses of heat at the root of my spine, each one pulling its answer of milk down through me a beat behind - and the feel of him finishing, the pulse of it carried through the thin wall of me directly against the held weight of Bram -

Bram made a sound. Low, vast, the hill finding its voice at last. His hands came up my back and gathered me down against the milk-slick breadth of him, and his rhythm - held through everything, the years behind him and the morning beneath him - went, at last, and gladly, to its crest while Rafe was still spending: a handful of rising strokes with the junior line's last pulses still beating above, the deepest of them lifting my knees from the leather; and at the top of it he seated himself entire, and held me down onto him with both arms the way you'd hold something in a wind, and finished.

I had been bred by then. I'd carried Rafe's loads and Colm's pleasure and a doctor's confession, and I thought I knew what a man's finish was. The farm breeds for it - and Bram was the line it was proudest of, and the long wait in him went, now, where it had always been meant to go: spent into the deepest-lodged place any man had ever reached in me - heat in long heavy surges that went on past anything I had a scale for, pulse after deep pulse pressed to the root of my body and kept there by the seated bulk of him, filling and filling until I could feel the load of him as a weight of my own, ballast, a keel - and my last and largest breaking arrived on top of his, the two of us cresting together with Rafe's heat already banked behind, and my milk came down with all of it at once, both breasts, into Amos's one braced pail and past it, and the cry I sent up into the beams had no coast left in it anywhere.

The doves went up. A low warm murmur moved through the gathered barn - half laugh, half sigh, the sound of a household watching its own wealth spent gloriously - and the doves came back down into the rafters, and I lay poured out on the chest of the senior line with two studs' work kept warm inside me, and listened to his heart under my ear going like the farm's own clock: slow, certain, built to last. And even there - wrung, spilled, cooling against him - I felt the gathering begin again above: both breasts, drawn near empty through the long morning by the best four hands alive, already setting quietly about the next wealth, answering what I carried below the way the farm had always sworn a body would.

"Worth the waiting," Bram said, to the beams. The slow smile arrived again, somewhere over my head. "Herself knows how to time a thing."

"Aye," said Maeve. "She does."

They kept me on the stand a while. Rafe eased free of me first, careful as he'd come; Bram held me gathered on his chest until both our hearts had slowed, and only then lifted me off himself, one long reluctant unseating that wrung a last run of milk out of me. Then warm cloths, and Maeve's own hands, and Rafe pressing the pair's work back into me with a thumb gone gentle, carried, mind, the both of us - and when they'd cleaned me and set me upright between them, carrying a doubled weight I would feel at every step for a day, Maeve took my face in both her hands.

She had never done that. Her palms were warm and smelled of my own milk, and she tipped my head and looked at me a long time - the sleepy eyes not sleepy at all, gone all the way open for once, and in them something finished deciding.

"Now you're an Aldermere girl," she said. "You'll show beside me."

She said it to me and gave it to the household in the same breath. Not with me - beside me, and Tansy's breath went in audibly by the dairy door, and I understood I'd been handed the thing the valley's whole year bent toward, in front of the household, as the farm's plain public fact.

"And I'll tell you the rest," Maeve said, quieter, only mine now, her thumbs moving once along my cheekbones, "because you've earned the hearing of it, and because a girl shows better knowing what she's showing for. I've stood at the front of every Showing this farm has held for twenty years. This one I mean to be my last in front. Past that - " and she did not finish it in words; she let her eyes go down the aisle instead, over the stands, the pails, the gathered household of the farm she had been the standing legend of since before I was born, and then back to me, with the whole inheritance plain in them. "The farm opens everything in season," she said. "Matriarchs too. Come along right, girl, and we'll see what the valley makes of you."

I couldn't answer. She didn't need me to. She patted my cheek once, brisk authority closing back over the tenderness, and turned to the barn and clapped her hands like weather breaking.

"Right, the lot of you. The mending's a disgrace, the hinges are oiled to drowning, and there's a farm outside this barn dying of neglect. Out."

They fed me at noon like a harvest crew, and I ate like one, and slept the afternoon in a patch of sun outside the dairy with Tansy's head on my hip, and the farm worked around us and let us lie.

And at evening, crossing the yard for the settling - full again already, barely an hour past the evening draw, my body keeping its new pace without being asked - I heard hammering from the great barn, and put my head in at the doors, and saw the year turning.

The far end of the barn - the end past the stands, where the loose hay had stood all season - was being cleared and opened, and out of a low locked store-loft above the far bay - a snugger, older cousin of the hayloft, one I'd never seen opened - farmhands were handing down lumber with the dark shine of long-kept things: trestles, and benches worn smooth by generations of the valley's visiting backsides, and the sections of a low broad platform that Colm and another man were laying out on the floor like the pieces of a summer. A stage. Ribbons came down out of a cedar chest in flat faded spools - deep reds and golds, the colors of the season's height - and the housekeeper stood over a trestle counting candle-lanterns, and on a bench by the wall, ranked and waiting, stood the pails.

Not the dairy's steel. Copper - a dozen of them, old, hand-raised, polished to a low sun-colored glow that held the lamplight the way the valley held the dusk, brought out once a year for the one day the farm showed the world what it was. Amos was going down the row of them with a cloth and a jar of paste, unhurried, buffing each one to its own soft fire, and he looked up and found me in the doorway - flushed, fed, carrying two studs' work and a matriarch's word and the last of the sun - and did not smile, because Amos did not smile, but the eyebrow went up its half-inch.

"Aye," he said, comfortable, and went back to the copper. "Best get the shine on things. We're showing the valley something this year."

I stood in the doorway with the hammering ringing sweet off the old timber, and let down at the sound of it - at all of it, the benches and the ribbons and the sun-colored pails, the year turning under my feet toward the one day it spent making the next - and I didn't press my forearm to my breasts, and I didn't count what it cost me, and nobody anywhere wrote it down.

Not five weeks now. Beside her.

Let the valley come and see.


⚜




Chapter 10: The showing

⚜

Tansy had promised I wouldn't sleep the night before, and wouldn't want to, and she was right on both counts.

I lay under the eaves listening to the farm not sleeping either - a late lamp crossing the yard, the housekeeper's voice at the kitchen door long past her hour, the small ring of copper being set down somewhere with great care - and when first bell came it found me already dressed, already full, already at the window watching the light come up on a barn wearing ribbons.

Nearly five weeks, the farm had spent dressing for this morning - the stage grown plank by plank since the evening I'd first heard the hammering, the benches down from the store-loft, the copper brought to its once-a-year fire - and still the farm milked before it showed. Whatever the valley had come to see, the morning's work stood prior to all of it, and the herd walked to the stands through swags of red and gold as though the year's biggest day were any other. Amos drew my three pails with the dressed stage standing shadowed at the barn's far end behind him - and then ranked a fourth beneath me, drew it to a hand's depth, and stopped, with the morning's weight still plainly in me and both of us knowing it.

"That's the dairy's share," he said, lidding the fourth on its own quarter. "The rest stays banked. What comes of you past noon is Herself's to say." He hefted the pails two and two, and paused, and gave me the stock-fair look one last unhurried time. "Told you by the Showing we'd want a bigger table. Eat well, keep out of the kitchen's road, and don't let the coast crowd talk you back into their weather. Whatever the day asks you, girl - you've had it on you for weeks."

The coast crowd arrived at midmorning.

I heard the cars before I saw them - that low expensive hum Lowell's silver car had first brought up the valley road, multiplied - and came around the dairy to find the yard filling with Bellhaven: three long pale vehicles drawn up where the hay wagons lived, the directorate stepping out into the smell of the farm with the faces of people who had read about weather and were now standing in some; two of the medical faculty already turning slow circles, cataloguing everything and finding nowhere to file it.

And then a door swung wide before the driver could reach it, and Indi came out of the last car bright as sunrise over the fold.

"There you are." She had me before I'd crossed half the yard, both arms, all the lush warmth of her, rocking me side to side like something recovered. Then she held me off at arm's length and looked - really looked, the professional appraisal of one body in milk by another - and her eyes went wide and stayed wide. "Oh, sugar. Oh, they've been feeding you at the source, haven't they. Look at the make of you - heavier than the Harvest, and carrying it like - like one of them." Her voice dropped to church. "Like the valley."

"Indi-"

"No, hush, I'm having a moment." She looked past me then - at the great barn in its ribbons, the herd crossing unbothered through the middle distance, a farmhand walking a girl toward the wash-house with his hand resting easy on her hip, not a lit panel or a posted figure anywhere the eye went - and I watched the connoisseur arrive under the delight. She turned a full slow circle in the yard and let out a long breath. "Not one meter," she said. Then, magpie-fair, catching herself: "Well. Six borrowed ones, I heard. Sugar, when the exception's doing the arguing for you." She shook her head. "I've told the story all season, and the story undersold it."

Theo came around the car with his coat over one arm, easy as ever, those careful brown eyes finding me over Indi's shoulder - the fullness, the flush, the linen the farm had cut generously and I was straining anyway - and he took his time about the inventory, because he had always taken his time about what mattered.

"There she is," he said.

The words that had become a name, carried a long day's drive inland and handed back to me in a farmyard. I went into his arms too, briefly, breathing hay and the coast's clean linen at once, and his mouth grazed my hair and he said, low, for nobody else, "Whatever it is they've done to you, it fits."

Behind him the directorate was being met - Ambrose crossing his own yard, stick and grand nose and warmth, taking hands, herding coast dignity toward the house with the unanswerable hospitality of an old man on his own ground - and at the edge of all of it stood Voss, come down from the eaves in the grey immaculate best I hadn't seen since Bellhaven, watching his old world arrive in the middle of his new one with an expression I'd have needed the season to read if I hadn't already spent it learning him.

Indi followed my look. Of course she did.

"And the doctor's still here," she said, in a voice like a hand of cards being laid down very gently. "The entire season. Imagine."

"Indi."

"Not saying a word, sugar." She tucked my arm under hers and turned me toward the barn. "Now. Walk me past everything, slow, and tell me what a Showing is. I've been promising the whole coast I'd find out."

By early afternoon the valley had come in earnest, and the great barn had become a thing its dressing had only hinted at: the year's one room.

The far end past the stands was all stage now - the low broad platform ringed with benches, candle-lanterns hung unlit up the posts, the red-and-gold falling in long swags from the beams - and the benches filled with the season's list made flesh: the old subscribing households in their summer best, Pell and Farrant installed dead centre, vindicated in their early arrival; the Hartleighs; the Loder sisters' houses, both of them, feuding gently over a middle bench; neighbouring estates; and here and there, watchful and new, faces nobody greeted by name - buyers who had never held a place on the list, come to see whether the stories drank true. Bellhaven's delegation had a bench of its own, near the front on Ambrose's word, Indi at its end already leaning forward as though the racing had started.

At a plain deal table by the stage's side sat the aunt, straight-backed, with the string-spined ledger, a pen, and no other instrument of any kind. The list itself would be taken afterward, at the queue; for now her pen kept the Showing's notes, each household's provisional ask laid in against the evening. The households would watch what the farm showed, and write themselves down for another year of it, or not.

Ambrose kept the opening as plain as everything else he did, declining to make it larger than it was. He stood on the low stage with his coffee, looked out over the fullest room his farm had held in years, and said: "You know why you've come. Fifty years I've been showing you the same thing: the farm doesn't ask you to believe anything. It asks you to look, and taste, and say what you want brought to your door. So." He raised the cup a half-inch, all the ceremony there was. "Look well. Aldermere, as ever, has nothing to hide and nothing to prove - only everything to show."

And the farm began where the farm was proudest. It showed Maeve first.

Her mid-morning draw had been held back for the stage - the farm gave her that once a year, the legend's milking made the day's first formal drawing - and while Amos and Colm went down to the cellar, she took the boards in a deep green gown of an old cut, laced loose, her hair bound up under a sprig of something from the walled garden, the brass bell plain and small at her throat, and the benches went quiet unasked.

What came up from the cellar came in a case like a coffin for something loved - oiled wood, brass corners gone soft with handling - and the two men lifted it out in pieces and assembled it with the practiced sureness of men who had done this once a year their working lives. Copper, all of it: a small hand-raised boiler, polished to the same low fire as the pails, a crank with a worn ash handle, an arrangement of soft old leather belting, and two cups of hammered copper lined in something pale and supple, on articulated arms that moved when Amos worked the crank in slow tested circles - a gentle mechanical gathering-and-release, slow as breathing.

The room's sound changed. I heard it happen - the talk dropping not to silence but to a lower register, the hush a room takes on when the part everyone came for begins - and three benches down Indi actually gripped Pell's arm, a stranger's arm, and Pell permitted it, because he was leaning forward himself.

"The founder's engine," Maeve said, from the boards, not lowering her voice, because the farm explained things plainly or not at all. "He built it the year I came to the farm. Copper and leather, and no other idea in the world but drawing sweet." The bell at her throat gave its small ring as she turned, and every face in the barn moved with her. "It draws," she said, "and it doesn't count. Watch."

They showed the matriarch in the high gold of early afternoon, and I will carry the sight to the end of my life.

She stood at the stage's centre and let the housekeeper unlace the green gown, and the room saw what I had seen in a gold empty barn weeks ago - the vast blue-veined abundance of her, twenty years in milk and carrying her held morning like a note sustained - except that the room had context I hadn't had. These were households that had drunk this farm's seasons for generations; half those benches could taste a given year in memory; and I watched faces down every row do the arithmetic the farm had never once written down. The engine's cups went onto her breasts on their articulated arms, seated by Amos's own hands with a jeweller's care, and he took the ash handle and began to crank, slow, and the leather belting turned, and the cups drew.

Her letdown arrived the way it had arrived every day for twenty years - it simply reported, a steady unbroken pour, and the engine's gathering-jar (the one glass thing in it, clear, unmarked, made only to be seen through) went from empty to brimming while the crank turned no faster than a man stirring his coffee. Amos decanted into copper and cranked on. Maeve stood easy in the machine's gentle pulling, hands loose at her sides, eyes half shut, the afternoon light moving on the moving milk, and talked to the room while it drank her in - the season, the hay, the year's cheese - the greatest producer alive taking a machine's slow worship as one more courtesy the day was paying her, and pouring, and pouring, and pouring.

There was no figure anywhere on that stage, and never had been. There was a woman filling copper at a rate the room could hear, and an old man on a bench with his stick between his knees watching the machine he'd built serve the woman he'd belled, his face open as a boy's, and a silence with reverence in it going down the benches like the smell of rain.

"Magnificent," said a voice at my shoulder, pleasantly, precisely. "It always was."

Lowell had come up the side aisle to the rail behind the front bench, hands in his pockets, and in fairness, he meant it; something old and real moved under the polish before the polish closed over it. "And it proves nothing, Miss Mercer. Spectacle isn't evidence; sentiment isn't revenue. Nearly every soul on these benches is already sold, they're fewer every year, and a jar with no marks on it tells the world precisely nothing - a lovely afternoon isn't a future."

I didn't answer him with any of the arguments. I had them - I'd watched six banded girls run dry politely; I'd worn the case on my own wrist for a season - but standing in that barn with the engine singing and my body full since dawn, what rose in me wasn't an argument at all. It was the plain hot wanting that had been building in me since Amos lidded the fourth pail on its quarter: to be up there. To be seen the way this farm saw. To answer him with the only instrument in the valley I trusted all the way down. My own showing stood set for later in the order, with the herd, at whatever hour Herself judged right - and later had just become wrong.

I stood up, and stepped past him, and walked to the stage's side, where Maeve was being laced back into the green gown, flushed and easy, the engine being wiped down and cooled behind her.

"Show me next," I said. "Now. While I'm full."

She gave me a long look - the recognizing one, gone very quiet - checking me the way she checked everything, for the flaw the coast had put in me: the girl who'd once hunted a grade mid-breeding, wanting a wall back. She didn't find her. Just a woman undrawn since dawn at the season's one hearth, wanting from the skin out to be spent in front of everyone she loved.

"Aye," said Maeve, and something came up under the word like the sun coming up. "Now you're asking for the right thing." She turned, and lifted her voice into the register that ran the farm, and the barn hushed for her without being asked.

"Friends. Before the herd, the farm has one more for you - and she asked for it herself, this minute, which is the best of why she's worth showing." Her hand came to the small of my back. "Come up, girl. Let the valley see what the season made."

The stage was three steps and a world. I'd stood on platforms before - the Showroom's glass, the Harvest's lit hall, a coast career of being displayed - and every one of them had come with a number attached, a wall somewhere at my back keeping the score. I came up the steps into the afternoon light with nothing at my back but ribbons, and the room turned its face to me, every eye down the long gold of the barn - the households, the estates, the aunt's lifted pen, Indi with both hands already pressed to her mouth, Theo beside her gone very still, the directorate arranged in a row like a graph about to be contradicted - and the gaze landed on me with physical weight, like sun on the skin when you step out of a doorway.

And my body, which the Showroom had wired and the Harvest had sealed and this farm had spent a season teaching to answer everything with abundance, took the gathered attention of the entire valley exactly the way it took a mouth.

Everything drew tight at once. Nipples first - hard, aching, lifting against the linen of their own accord - then the deep pull behind them, that drawing clench arriving from nowhere the coast had ever charted, and the letdown broke before one hand had touched me. Still laced, a day's making banked in me since dawn, and the wet heat came through the linen over both peaks in two spreading circles plain to the last bench, and a sound went down the rows - low, warm, hungry, openly approving - and that sound pulled a second letdown in over the first before Maeve had even reached my laces.

"Aye, look at her," Maeve said, unlacing me with her own hands. "Watched is all it takes with this one." The linen came away; the air of the barn landed on me bare, milk already running, and the benches' sound came again, deeper, and my skin answered it. "The coast counted her," Maeve said, folding my shift over her arm, a woman with all evening. "We wanted her. Look what answered."

She set me kneeling up on the showing-stand - the wide padded rest brought up from the aisles, worn by generations of exactly this - presented, facing the length of the room, and beside it on a small table stood the day's vessels: not copper, this time. Glass. Tall, clear, wide-bellied jars, ungraduated, without a mark or a line on them anywhere, made for a room to watch filling.

"Nothing to hide," Maeve said, "and nothing to prove," and knelt her bulk beside me with a jar in one hand, and set the other under the full weight of my right breast, and milked me for the valley.

What her hands did first was mercy. I had carried the dawn's remainder through the morning and the engine's slow marvel until the ache had gone from sweet to serious to something with teeth in it, and her first stroke, base to peak, undid it like a knot - the banked morning going out of me in hard grateful pulses that struck the glass in a quick soft patter and then a steady run, relief so complete it buckled my breath in the middle. The room watched my morning leave me. The watching came back off every bench as heat, and the heat went down through me and came back as milk, the circuit closing wider than any circuit I'd known - a barnful of eyes wired into the letdown where one pair used to do. She drew me two-handed, one breast, then the other, the rhythm never breaking, and the first jar filled - visibly, audibly filled - and was lifted and passed down off the stage into the front benches, warm, and I watched Pell receive it like a chalice.

They drank me while I was still being milked. That was the Showing's oldest custom, and nobody had told me, and it nearly finished me on the spot: the jar going hand to hand along the benches, Pell to Farrant to the Hartleigh widow, silver heads bending, the valley tasting - and every face that came up from the glass came up changed, came up looking at me the way the farm looked at me, and each of those looks landed somewhere below my navel and rang. The aunt's pen was moving. A man I'd never seen - one of the estates with no place on the list - had his hand up for the jar with the frank urgency of a man bidding.

"Sweeter at the finish," Ambrose's voice rolled up from his bench, magisterial, tasting. "That's the one I read you at breakfast, Doctor. A gate, not a tap." Laughter down the benches, warm, and under it the coast's two faculty men leaning into each other, urgent, quiet, and Indi's voice riding clear over everything, wet and delighted: "That's my girl, sugar!" - and the second jar filling, and my hips beginning, helpless, their slow shameless asking against the stand's leather, because half of what the day had made was still in me and the room's eyes were a mouth that never lifted.

Maeve read me like weather. She always had.

"Amos," she said. "The wand."

It came out of the engine's own case - kept with the Showing's things - a slim thing with a worn ivory handle and a small blunt head, brass and ivory, older than any device the coast had ever pressed on me, and when Amos woke it with a twist it hummed a low domestic note like a hive at noon. It drew nothing, counted nothing, gathered nothing; it existed for one work, once a year, in front of everyone.

"The engine draws the milk," Maeve said, her hands returning to my breasts - cradling the working weight of them, thumbs framing the peaks. "This draws the wanting. Same work, if you know a body." Then her mouth came to my ear, and went private, one inch of the day only mine: "Give it all down, girl. You're wanted at the far wall and every bench between."

Amos knelt, dairyman-sure, parted me with two work-rough fingers, and set the humming head of the wand directly against my clit - no travel, no teasing, the farm's other machine put straight to its one work - and held it there, steady as his hands had ever held anything, and my body closed around the note of it like a bell struck at its own pitch.

I heard my own voice go up the register it had learned in the barn's gold mornings. And under the wand's held note, something Maeve's hands hadn't reached began to loosen - the deep store, the cellar of me, the milk a body keeps beneath its milk, held since first bell below everything she'd already taken - and her palms firmed under the gathering flood, aiming me at the third jar, and I heard her say, rich and carrying, "Now, girl - let them see it come down" -

	and I came in front of the entire valley, and the bottom of me came with it.



It broke as one thing, exactly as the farm had promised all season it was one thing: the orgasm rolling up from the wand and out through every part of me, and at its exact crest the deepest store of the day surrendered - the last-held milk forced up and out in hard glittering ropes, into the glass and past the glass and over Maeve's steadying hands, each pulse timed to each clench of pleasure, so that the room watched the two truths arrive as a single event on a farm stage: wanting makes milk. The proof filled a jar while I cried out over it. And the sound the barn made then wasn't the visitors' warm rain of applause and wasn't the household's hungry silence - it was both at once, and under them a third thing, low and long and valley-old, that I had no word for and Maeve did, murmuring it into my hair while the last pulses shook me:

"That's a Showing, girl."

They gave me no chance to come down, because the farm never spent a body half-drawn when its best was still on offer. I was still clenching, still running at both peaks in the aftershocks, when Maeve rose off her knees and looked away down the aisle to the milking doors, where a shape stood dark against the yard light, waiting on the say it had always waited on.

"Bram," said Maeve, to the valley entire. "She's ready. Breed her."

He came down the aisle at the pace he kept for everything, and the benches turned to him all at once, as if thunder had spoken. He was washed, stripped to the waist, enormous in the slanting light, and when he stepped up onto the stage the boards answered his weight, and I felt him through the boards before he touched me at all. He stood over me a moment, looking down at what the afternoon had made of me - spilled, wrung, glowing, kneeling in a spreading brightness of my own milk, past any pretending I was anything that day but the farm's.

"Mercer," he said, low, for the second time in our lives. And then, because he was Bram, and a barnful of watchers changed nothing in him at all: "Say it again."

"Breed me," I said, to him and the rafters both, and the barn heard it, and I wanted the barn to hear it, and my body flooded at its own asking.

He shed the last of his linen over the stand's rail, and his hands took my hips with the plain sureness they took the day's work, and he came in. This time the shock was not his size - I knew that to my marrow. It was the room: a valley gone silent as first bell, feeling every slow inch of his arrival with me, the benches listening to my voice count him in on sounds that were no kind of counting. When he seated at last, flush against me, the exhale that ran the benches end to end was the sound of the whole season being satisfied at once.

He bred me at the farm's own pace, and the farm watched.

He set his rhythm once and kept it, deep and even, a man scything a field he owned, and the old stand took each stroke into its timber and gave it to the stage, so that the front benches - I was told this after, and believed it - felt me being bred through the soles of their feet. The low sun came through the yard doors and lay along us both; milk went slick under my knees where the jars had overrun. And the room reached me through him. Every sound the benches made - the indrawn breath when he seated deep, the low roll of approval when I cried out - arrived in me twice, once at my ears and once through his body, because Bram heard his barn the way he heard weather, and his rhythm answered it; the valley was breeding me with him, stroke for stroke, and knew it.

And under all of it came the room's last revelation. Maeve had drawn me soft - the morning gone into the glass, the deep store spent at the wand's crest - and within a dozen of his strokes the flesh she had emptied was tightening again in her hands. New milk prickled in behind the relief, gathered, beaded, spilled warm over her thumbs while the stud worked me - the well rising while the valley watched it rise - and Maeve, kneeling again with a jar at my breast, lifted her voice just enough for the benches.

"Emptied to the glass not a quarter-hour since," she said, "and filling under him already. There's the farm, friends. No meter on earth would have believed her."

After that there was no seam left in me for anyone to find. Each deep seat of him sent the milk down again before the last run had finished - release stacking on release with no floor between, new making chasing the old out onto her hands, onto the glass, onto the boards - and the last pretenses died down the rows. The Loder houses had stopped feuding. Pell had Farrant's arm. Tears ran free down Indi's face and she never once looked away, and Theo stood beside her with his arms folded and all his heart in his face, watching the body his hands had trained give itself gloriously to the source; and at the end of the Bellhaven bench, where the directorate sat in a row and watched their record-holder bred bare-wristed on a farm stage -

Voss stood up.

Not wrecked. That was the thing I would keep past everything: he had watched me from a doorway once looking robbed of every answer he'd ever owned, and had stood through the wide stand's morning like a man learning a language with his hands empty - and now, in front of his own directorate and the metered world he'd been the best instrument of, Adrian Voss rose to his feet for me the way a man stands for something coming into a room. First. Alone, for a long beat, and making no move to be less alone. Grey-eyed, immaculate, openly, publicly proud - and when Bram's pace drew in at last toward its finish and the benches came forward as one, it was Voss's face I found down the long aisle, and it was already finding mine.

Bram finished in me with a final drive that rocked me high against the rest, seated to the last of himself, and the heat of it went on and on in deep pulses while my own last breaking arrived over his - the day entire cresting at once: the eyes, the glass, the emptied morning, the rising well - and I poured what my body had made during him out over Maeve's hands, new milk the valley had watched arrive, bred and left full in front of the season's entire list, and the barn came up off its benches with a roar I felt in the stand's timber before I heard it.

The household didn't clap. The valley did - on its feet, benches scraping back, a sound with the doves in it somewhere, wave after wave off the old rafters, while Bram eased me back against the warm slab of his chest and held me through the shaking, one huge hand spread over what he'd left in me, gate-sure. Ribbons came up to the stage in the housekeeper's hands. Maeve took the red-and-gold and passed it over my shoulder, my throat - and tied it, deliberately, in a soft band around my bare left wrist, where a season of numbers had lived and nothing had lived since.

She held the wrist up to the room, her thumb over the ribbon's knot, my hand loose in hers, and she said nothing at all, and the roar told me the valley had understood it anyway.

The herd showed after me, down the falling gold and into dusk, and I'll be honest: the rest of the year's exhibition reached me as weather, glorious and warm. Tansy went up and let down for the room inside a minute, laughing at herself, and took her ribbon at the shoulder to a bright scatter of applause. A herd girl was bred by Rafe, cheerful and thorough, his roar taking the doves off the beams to the benches' delight. Girls were milked by hand into the sun-colored copper and brought off on dairymen's fingers as often as not, their pleasure shown to the valley as plainly as their pour. Somewhere along the way the lanterns were lit down the posts, and the barn went from gold to a warmer, older gold, and I watched my farm show itself from the stage's edge wrapped in someone's shawl, still leaking gently, Bram's work banked warm in me, too wrung to stand and too glad to move.

Then the list was taken, at the deal table by lantern light, and I watched that too.

They queued. The old households of the valley, who had signed the same line for generations, stood in a farmhouse queue at the aunt's table like men at a fair while she read the day's provisional asks back and entered them in the string-spined ledger, and I heard the words going down in her dry small voice as she wrote: Hartleigh, doubled. Dunraven, doubled. Loder - both houses, and an extra season's cheese, and stop crowding, the pair of you. The new faces signed last and longest - two estates the ledger had never carried, one from over the far fold and one from no valley at all, coast money in country clothes, buying in on nothing in the world but what the room had watched and tasted - and when the aunt reached the ledger's ruled bottom she did the thing I was told no aunt of the founder's line had done in the farm's memory.

She turned the page, and kept writing.

"Oversubscribed," said the housekeeper, arriving at my shoulder with a steaming mug of Bloom, in the tone of a woman finally saying a word she'd been keeping in the pantry for twenty years. "Drink that. You've earned the kitchen's whole shelf."

Lowell stood a little apart from the queue, watching it. The deck, the projections, the falling lines - none of it had come out of its cases today; there had been nowhere in the day to stand them. He watched the valley's old money and the coast's new money crowd a deal table to buy, at any asking, on the same trust the old houses renewed year on year, the exact thing he had spent twenty years insisting could not travel without a number on it, and his face did what a certainty does when it goes: nothing dramatic. A slight settling, like a wall after frost. The salesman would be back by morning - I knew him that well now - but the boy looked out of his eyes for one long unguarded minute, at the queue, at the ledger, at me.

"They never once looked at my figures like that," he said, to no one in particular, quite quietly. And then, courteous to the last, priced even in defeat: "Congratulations, Miss Mercer. That was the most valuable thing I've ever seen given away."

Theo brought me a plate I hadn't asked for and sat with me while I ate it, saying almost nothing, which was Theo, and then, rising, tipped his head at the ribbons and the wrecked benches and the queue: "You saved something for the old crowd, all right."

Indi held my ribboned wrist a long moment and, for the only time in all our acquaintance, said nothing whatsoever - just kissed me once on the mouth, like a seal going onto a letter, and went off to charm both Loder benches simultaneously.

It was full dark when I saw Voss again - the lanterns burning down the barn's length, the night bell not yet rung, the room loosening into talk and cups and girls folded onto visiting laps, the Showing becoming a settling, as everything here did if you let it sit. He came down the side aisle to where I sat, lantern light on the immaculate grey, and his directorate was watching - I saw them watching - and he stopped in front of me and took my hand. The left one. The ribboned wrist.

He turned it over, the way he'd once turned a dark band over in his long fingers, and looked at the red-and-gold knotted where every instrument he'd ever calibrated used to sit, and then he bent his head and pressed his mouth to the inside of my bare wrist, above the ribbon, on the pulse - in front of Bellhaven, in front of the valley, in front of anyone who cared to see - and I felt the shape of the one word he said into the skin there, too low for any bench to hear, and it wasn't my name, and it wasn't a finding.

"Enough," he said. Like a man closing a ledger of his own.

Then he straightened, and set my hand down as carefully as he'd lifted it, and walked away down the barn's long lantern-lit aisle - past the directorate without a glance, past the stage, out the milking doors into the dark - and I found him again beyond the yard's blackness, crossing the home field at an unhurried pace I'd never once seen him use, toward the one lit lantern at the gate in the old south wall, where the first Bloom grew, and where the founder had gone to take his evening among the herbs.

The walled garden. Ambrose's ground.

Maeve arrived beside me the way weather arrives, a cup in her hand, her bell glinting at her throat, and followed my look out through the doors to the small far light and the tall grey figure, and made a low sound with twenty years of knowing a farm in it.

"Aye," she said, comfortable, to herself, to me, to the season. "There he goes."

"What does he want with the garden?"

"What everyone wants with the garden." She drank, sleepy-eyed, entirely content, and gave me back nothing at all. "The source of everything here. Drink your Bloom, girl; you've a settling to be adored at."

Out in the dark, the little light at the garden gate opened to take him in and shut again. Behind me the lanterns burned low over the emptying benches, and the aunt's ledger lay shut and full past its last ruled line, and under my ribs the gathering had already started - milk prickling back into me before the valley had finished drinking what I'd shown it, my body starting its new page early. The ribbon sat soft on my bare wrist.

Nothing I had given, the whole day long, had been counted by anything but the light.

I had never been richer.


⚜




Chapter 11: The reckoning

⚜

The delegation left at first light, and the farm milked straight through the leaving.

I heard Bellhaven's three cars come round from the field where the hay wagons lived while Amos was still drawing my second pail - that low pale hum threading under the barn's morning music, three engines idling in the yard while trunks were carried down - and the herd's heads didn't so much as turn. The dawn after the biggest day of its year, and Aldermere did what it did every dawn of every year: it filled its pails. The night had rebuilt me the way my nights built everything now, the whole of yesterday's spending made good and more behind it, and Amos ranked the third pail under me without remark and began a fourth again, as he had for the first time only the morning before, and drew it to a hand's depth, and by the time I came out into the yard with the herd, laced and light and steaming faintly in the early air, the directorate was already seated behind glass - but Indi had waited for me in the open.

Of course she had.

"Don't you write me one word of it," she said, into my hair, both arms around me and the whole warm scale of her pressed close for the last time this season. "Letters would only ruin it. I'll be back when Bellhaven can spare me and I'll want it all told at a hearth, the proper way." She held me off, and her eyes went down to the red-and-gold at my left wrist, and up again, bright and knowing and not saying one thing of the several she could have said. "Finish it well, sugar. Whatever it turns out to be."

Theo, at the car door, lifted two fingers off the frame by way of a whole conversation. "Mind the old crowd doesn't forget you," I managed, and he smiled with all his careful quiet and said, "No fear. You're the story now," and folded himself in, and the cars took the valley road in a slow silver line and were gone over the fold before the herd had finished walking down to the meadows.

Lowell's car stayed. So did Lowell. The farm's answer had been promised for after the list was taken, and the list lay taken, past the last ruled line of its ledger - and at midmorning the housekeeper found me in the dairy doorway and said, in the tone she kept for things that had been decided over her head and met her approval anyway, "The study. Herself's word. You're wanted for the farm's answer."

I had never been inside Ambrose's study. I'd passed its door a hundred times - low, dark oak, at the quiet end of the long room - and assumed, the way you do, that somewhere in this house there had to be a room where the farm kept its books.

There were no books of that kind in it anywhere. That was the first thing I understood, standing just inside the door: the founder's study was fifty years of the walled garden, pressed and papered. Herbarium sheets in ranked drawers, seed papers in old glass, cuttings gone brittle on a corkboard by the window, a long table scarred with soil rings where ledgers should have been - the whole written record of Aldermere, and every word of it botany. The room smelled of dust and green. Ambrose sat at the table's end with his stick against his knee. Maeve stood at the window with her arms folded and the light on the silver in her hair. Lowell had the chair opposite his uncle, one ankle over one knee, doing an honest impression of a man at ease.

And Voss stood at the table itself, with his tablet lying on the wood in front of him, face up.

He looked as though he hadn't slept, and for once in his immaculate life hadn't repaired it. I'd seen him come back from the walled garden late, the night of the Showing, and I'd heard his door and known better than to knock on the open thing between us; whatever he'd carried out of that garden, he'd sat up with it. He didn't look at me when I came in. He looked at me just before he began, which was different, and better.

"I was commissioned," he said, "to put a figure to this farm. Eight weeks, herd and yield, banded and graded, so that Aldermere could be licensed the way everything Aldermere invented has been licensed." His voice was the findings voice, level as a floor. "Here is the audit. Per head, day for day, the unmetered herd of this farm out-produces every metered floor Bellhaven runs. Not marginally. Categorically - and I struck Mercer from the unmetered side before I ran it, and the matriarch with her. The finding holds without them. The six girls of the trial fell eleven percent against their own bare-wristed baselines inside a fortnight and never won it back - they were still running under themselves the morning of the Showing - with every variable of feed, water, weather and health ruled out. The band was the last variable standing. It does not record the loss, Lowell. It causes it, and the coast has been filing that loss under natural variance for fifty years, on my signature as often as anyone's." He turned the tablet a half-circle on the wood, so that it faced his employer. "The system I calibrated is a lesser copy of this farm. That is the finding. The trial ends this morning; the bands come off with the report."

The study was quiet. Through the window behind Maeve I could see the ribbons still up on the great barn, red and gold against the grey timber, waiting to be folded back into their cedar chest for another year.

"You were the best instrument I had, Adrian," Lowell said at last, and the remarkable thing was that there was no bitterness anywhere in it. He said it the way a man reads his own chart. "That was the entire design. Nobody could argue with you." He uncrossed his ankle, leaned forward, and looked down the table at the tablet's columns with a long, level, pricing look - the salesman taking honest inventory of the wreck. "And there's no arguing with you."

"There's one more part," Voss said. "You'll want to ask, so I'll spare you the asking. I brought the record-holder of the metered world into an unmetered valley for a season. You'd like her figure. What she came to, off the board." For the first time his eyes came to me, and stayed, and what was in them had nothing of the study in it. "I had a season of this valley's readings off the finest subject of my career - every capture my own instruments took of her since the coast road. This morning I wiped them. None of it enters the report, the archive, or any record that carries her name. The herd is evidence. She isn't. I'm done counting her, Lowell. Ask me what she came to and the only honest answer I have left is the farm's: come and look."

Lowell looked at me - at the wrist, the ribbon, the fullness the linen never quite had the last word on - and something crossed his well-made face that I'd seen once by a silver car on his first afternoon: the wistfulness, arriving and being filed. "The queue answered that," he said. "I stood in the room." He turned back to his uncle, and he did the thing he had come two valleys and twenty years to do, and did it with more grace than I had thought the coast kept in stock.

"You'll have no meters out of me, Uncle. Not this season, not after. My own auditor reads against me, my trial ran backward, and I watched a deal table out-sell my whole projections deck on lantern light. I know when I'm holding a dead pitch." A breath. "But I watched that room, and I'll say what I saw, because it's my trade to see it: the most valuable thing in the valley isn't the milk. It's the wanting, and you fill a barn with it once a year and give it away with the cheese. License the Showing. Not the farm - the format. Ticket it, tour it, let the estates buy the shape of the day the way they bought the plant-"

"No," said Ambrose.

He said it comfortably, without heat, the way he'd poured my milk into his coffee on my second morning, and then he seemed to feel the word wanted some company, so he added: "The Showing is the farm asking its neighbours to supper, Lowell. Sell tickets to a supper and you've built a restaurant. The coast has restaurants." He reached and turned the tablet another quarter-circle with one weathered finger, idly, the way he'd turn a leaf to see its underside. "Fifty years ago I sold the plant because the plant would grow anywhere. The rest of it doesn't travel, and every man in this room has now signed his name to why."

"You could have told me that twenty years ago."

"I did," said Ambrose. "You were busy inventing the band." But he said it gently, and the old man's eyes on his nephew had the garden in them, patience for a thing that had grown crooked toward the only light it could find. "You'll stay through the week. The kitchen's expecting it, and your mother would want to hear the valley's news, and there's nothing waiting on your coast that can't sweat a day or two." Which was, I understood, watching Lowell hear it, the nearest thing to you are still of this family that either of them could have survived being said plainly.

"The farm's answer, then," Ambrose said, to the room, "as promised when the list was taken. Aldermere keeps its ways. The license terms stand as they've stood fifty years - the estates take the plant, and the plant only. The trial's bands come off this morning." He took up his stick, not to rise, just to have his hands on it, and his voice stayed exactly as mild for the part the whole valley had been holding its breath about since a stumble on a garden step. "And when I'm done - which is the season's business, not this morning's, whatever my step's been telling the yard - the farm goes to Maeve. Whole, as it stands, ways and all. There's not a soul in the valley it will surprise, and it'll be the first time in fifty years the place is run by somebody qualified."

"I'll want your study for the seed papers," Maeve said, from the window, dry as the aunt. "The rest of it can keep."

"You see the succession's already quarrelling with me," Ambrose told the room, deeply content. And then, as we rose, as the study's business folded itself up with the farm's usual refusal of ceremony, the founder's eyes found me where I stood - found me the way they'd found me across a firelit room the first night, reading the whole of me, gently, in about a second and a half - and he said, to me, or to Maeve, or to the fifty years of pressed green paper ranked around us:

"And the farm's never yet failed to grow what it'll want next. It's the one crop the ground here won't quit."

Nobody asked him what he meant. At Aldermere you didn't ask what a planted thing was; you waited for its season.

They took the bands off on the dairy bench in the noon sun, and the farm gave the unbanding the same courtesy it had given the banding: it let it be small.

Lowell's two quiet techs went down the row of six wrists with the little release keys, and the bands came away pale and dead into a felt-lined case, and the girls rubbed the naked places and compared the pale stripes the summer had printed around them and laughed. Sorrel sat last in the row, and when her wrist came free the elder tech offered her, with the diffidence of a man performing a rite from a fallen religion, a folded paper - her trial, her curve, the whole counted stretch of her.

"What's it say?" Sorrel asked.

"It's your figures. What you ran."

Sorrel looked at the paper a long moment. Then she put her freed hands behind her back, cheerful and final, a girl declining a sweet she'd learned came with a stomach-ache. "You keep it," she said. "I was there," and she went off down to the meadows with the others, wrist bare, chin already lifting, and left the elder tech holding the only copy anyone had thought to offer her of a summer nobody wanted back.

Voss's own cases went into the silver car that afternoon. He carried them himself, out of the dairy - the slim grey boxes that had opened and shut at the farm's edges all season, latched now for good; the field array; the ranked instruments of the best diagnostician the coast ever built - and stowed them in Lowell's boot with a care that had no grief in it that I could find, and I watched from the garden wall and understood I was watching the audit actually end: not the report, which was words, but this - the meter, turned in.

Then he shut the boot, and stood a moment in the yard with his hands empty - a man who had arrived in this valley with a case at his heel, learning the other way to stand - and he crossed to where Amos was hefting the evening's first pails at the barn doors, and the yard was quiet enough, and he made no effort at all to keep it from carrying.

"Teach me the hands," he said.

I saw Amos stop. I saw the head dairyman set the pails down slow, and look the doctor over the way he'd looked me over off the coast - stock-fair, thorough, without one scrap of mockery in it, which from Amos was the whole verdict in advance - and I saw him nod at the barn.

"Mid-morning," Amos said, in the carrying voice he kept for things the farm was allowed to hear. "The herd's hour is for the herd, and you're no use to anybody at dawn. Wear something you can ruin."

The next morning's bell brought the proof the farm's oldest faith had never asked for: Sorrel's pail beside mine rang, and thickened, and went to a drum, and she milked the whole of it with her chin up and her eyes shut and never once looked down at where the number used to live.

By mid-morning the herd had gone riverward and the barn stood to itself, strips of eastern light laid down the vacant stands, and at the far end Amos had arranged the aisle for a student rather than a milking - the bench set square, cloths over one rail, pails at his boot. I came to it carrying my noon, because he'd passed me at the evening draw with four words - "You. Tomorrow. You're lent" - and I'd slept on the knowing of it like a girl before a fair.

They were both there ahead of me, and beside Amos - sleeves rolled above the elbow, jacket over the rail, grey eyes several degrees too level - stood Adrian Voss, being taught how to stand.

"Not over her. You're not presiding, man, you're working. Beside, and low." Amos kicked the milking bench a half-foot with one boot. "Sit. Forty years I've sat to this work. The day I stand to a girl's morning is the day I've stopped listening to it."

Voss sat. I came down the aisle in the long gold light, and the sight of him there - the director of Bellhaven on a dairyman's bench, wrists bare, hands open on his knees like unfamiliar tools - did what every good thing did now, and my body was letting down its first thin greeting before I'd reached the stand. Amos saw, because Amos saw everything, and pointed at the darkening linen with one blunt finger.

"There's your first lesson before you've touched her. That's a body that's decided in your favor. All you can do from here is lose it." He took my shift off my shoulders himself, folded it over the rail, and settled me astride the stand, leaned forward, so that the noon I'd rebuilt since first bell hung bare and aching where the student's hands would have to learn it - and my breath was already going long, and the doctor's eyes were already ruined for level. "Now. Hands."

Voss put his hands on me, and I nearly laughed, and it nearly broke my heart, the two things arriving together the way everything arrived at this farm.

His hands took the weight of one breast with a precision two decades deep - spread, lift, assess - and my milk, which had been beading for him since the aisle, politely stopped.

"Aye," said Amos, who had watched it stop. "There's the whole of your coast in one handful, Doctor. You're taking a reading." He reached in, unhurried, and laid his own hand briefly over Voss's, correcting nothing about the position, because the position was flawless. "The hold's right. The asking's wrong. She's not a question you're settling, man - she's a door you're knocking at. Ask like you'll be let in."

"I don't-" Voss began, level, and then stopped himself, and I felt his hands change.

Not the grip. The intent under the grip. It went out of his fingers all at once - the measuring, the fine constant appraisal I had been held by since the first midnight of the season - and for a moment his hands were simply there, warm and bare on the weight of me, doing nothing, asking nothing, one man's hands on one woman in a gold barn. Lost, entirely. And it was the lostness my body answered. The letdown dropped for that - for his hands gone stupid and open and his breath uneven behind me - and the first hard rope of milk went ringing into the pail between his knees, and I heard the sound he made, low and struck.

"There," said Amos, comfortable. "She's let you in. Now work. Base to peak, the whole length of the weight, and slow - you're not draining her, you're carrying what she hands you. Again. Again. Aye - now the near hand under, she's heavier than your books had her -"

He taught the way he milked, patient and unbroken, and Voss learned the way he did everything, which was completely or not at all. The strokes came awkward, then correct, then - somewhere in the long warm middle of that morning, with the swallows working the beams and the pail ringing steadier - they came listening, the rhythm bending a half-beat to my breath, to the small helpless motion my hips had taken up against the leather, to the deepening note of the stream as the fuller stores came down. My noon went into the pail through his hands, pull by patient pull - the first side drawn down to easy, and then, at Amos's unhurried "The other now, Doctor; she's two of everything," the second - and I hung over the rest and gave it to him and heard myself begin to say his name, not for anything, just to be saying it while it happened.

"She'll ask you for the finish herself," Amos said, from somewhere that had stopped mattering, "if you've done the rest right. You'll not mistake it."

I didn't make him wait for it. It had been building the whole lesson, stroke on stroke, the low sweet gathering that every milking wound into me now - but this was his, the first wealth of mine his hands had ever drawn, and my body had apparently been saving its opinion of that for the proper hour. "Adrian," I said, to the leather, to the pail, to the beams, "don't stop -" and he didn't, and the crest took me the way this farm took everything, whole: every contraction of it kicked a fresh hard stream against the pail's rising side, the note under me deepening while it filled, so that my pleasure went straight to the dairy's account - a pail growing heavier in the grip of a man who had spent his whole career weighing everything else. His forehead came down to rest between my shoulder blades and stayed there while I shook, and his hands held the rhythm Amos had set in them until the last of the long wave had gone down into the steel: wanting, made pourable.

The barn settled around us: doves in the beams, the roof ticking in the sun.

Amos leaned in, took the pail from between Voss's knees, and tilted it to the light with the frank assessing eye of forty years - the fill of it, the cream of it, the fine standing foam of a letdown that had come down glad - and delivered the verdict I watched Adrian Voss receive like no finding of his entire counted life.

"He'll do," Amos said, and hefted the pail, and left us the barn.

Neither of us moved while his boots crossed the yard. The gold stood in the aisles. Somewhere down at the river the herd was at its meadows, and the farm had gone about its work, and the barn was ours the way the hayloft had been ours - except that there was no dark to hide the hour in and neither of us reached for any.

Voss lifted his head from my back. His hands were still under the eased warm weight of me, wet to the wrist with what they'd drawn, and he turned them a little, as though noticing - the immaculate instruments of the coast's best diagnostician, milk-slick, ruined, hired out to a dairy - and I felt what moved through him arrive not as words but as the oldest tell I knew in him: his mouth, coming down warm at the top of my spine, unscheduled.

"Hazel," he said, against the skin there.

That was the whole of the speech. It was more than enough; it had my name in it and nothing else, no title, no finding, no board - and I turned on the stand and took his collar in both hands and pulled him to my mouth, tasting the morning on him, and his arms went round me and gathered me in with none of the old economy, a man with nowhere to be for the first time in his adult life.

We didn't hurry. That was the new country of it. Every hour we'd ever had - the midnights, the car, the loft with its moon lane and its face-down tablet - had run on stolen time, borrowed against a meeting or a bell or the audit's clock, and this one ran on nothing at all: mid-morning, lawful, endless, an hour the farm had simply handed us with the gold standing long in the east windows. He undressed the rest of himself deliberately, folding nothing, letting the coast's grey lie where it dropped in the clean straw, and he laid me out along the wide stand - the broad double that had held a matriarch's Tuesdays and my opening and two studs at once, and took the two of us now as easily as everything else this barn had drunk in fifty years - and he came over me and stopped, braced, looking down.

I knew the look. I'd met it the first time across an exam room, and learned it across a season: Adrian Voss, reading. But no instrument stood behind it anymore; he took me in with his eyes, his hands, and all the time in the valley.

"You watched everything this farm did to me," I said, "from doorways."

"I know."

"Come in from the doorway, Adrian."

He came into me deep and plain, at the pace of the season itself, and the sound we made was one sound in two voices. And then he took me - took me, mid-morning, on a milking stand, unhurried and thorough and undefended, no composure to spend and none wanted - long even strokes with his weight settled full and warm on me, my heels finding the backs of his thighs, my hands learning the lean hard lines of a back that had finally, entirely, stopped holding anything in reserve. His mouth went to my breast early and stayed long. The gathering had already started again under his hands' good work - my body outrunning its emptying, the well rising under the bailing, the one trick the whole valley now knew me for - and he drank what rose the way he'd drunk from me every midnight of the season, except slow, except in daylight, except with each pull of his mouth timed to the deep seat of each stroke, so that the letting-down and the being-filled braided into that single continuous thing a season at this farm had taught me they had always been.

His rhythm bent to nothing but the sounds I made. A season ago I'd have told anyone who asked that the counting was what I loved in him - the precision, the beautiful terrible exactness; I had never once had him without it. Even the loft had kept the last of it, the audit lying face-down but lying there. Now his breath broke early and stayed broken, and his hands under my hips lifted me into a deeper angle because deeper was wanted and not because deeper was optimal, and I found out at last how much of the man had been living underneath the instrument. When I came the first time, rolling and long, milk welling up against his mouth at the crest of it, he groaned against my breast like a man hearing rain after a dry June, and carried me through without once leaving off.

"Again," he said - not the doctor's word, though it had been the doctor's word all season; it came out low and wrecked and asking - and my body, which had never once told this farm no, didn't start with him. The second rose in the looseness the first had left behind, gathering under his palms the way my morning had gathered under them, and this time the lesson was in his hands and he felt it coming before I did - and answered it the way Amos had taught him that morning to answer a letdown: not by holding, by giving way. His control went all at once, gorgeously, mid-stroke. He spent himself in me in slow uneven surges, each one eased home and kept there like a word he was being careful with, warmth laid down behind warmth until I carried the whole of his surrender low and banked in me, while my milk ran free against his chest with nothing and no one to catch it - two kinds of wealth spilled out together on a stand in an empty barn, the doors standing open to the whole bright uncounted day.

He stayed in me. His head lay on my breast, rising and falling with me, and I put my fingers into his dark hair the way I'd done at every midnight since the Harvest, and we let the hour be long.

"Amos says it takes ten years to make a dairyman's hands," he said at last, into my skin. The old dry precision, gone soft at every edge. "I've informed him I intend to be ahead of schedule."

"He'll work you like a farmhand."

"Yes," said Adrian Voss, with what I can only report as satisfaction, and turned his mouth to the beading peak beside it, and drank his morning down.

Maeve found me at the day's end, in the yard between the settling and the night bell, when the lamplight was going gold out of the long room's windows and the herd was drifting for the barn. She was shawled against the dark, the bell at her throat, and she fell in beside me at her own pace, and we stood a while in the blue dark, two bodies in milk under the first stars, saying nothing at the day.

"You'll be wondering," she said at last, "what the doctor wanted with the garden."

I had been wondering for two days with the whole of my skin. "You said it was what everyone wants with the garden."

"Aye. The source." She was quiet a moment. Down at the barn the lamps came up warm in the doorway, and her voice, when it came, had put off every ounce of its mildness and picked up something older - the register she'd used at my presentation, the shaped words of a thing done the old way. "He went to Ambrose on the farm's own ground, at the close of the valley's biggest day, and he asked leave the way it's been asked on this land since before the coast could spell its own name. Not for a room. Not for a season." The brass stirred once against its worn cord, soft in the dark. "He asked the farm's permission to keep you, girl."

The night went very still, and my body did not. The letdown came the way it had come at a window on my first night in this valley - sudden, sweet, unbidden, soaking warm through the linen while the night air stood cold on my face - and Maeve watched it happen with twenty years of knowing in her sleepy eyes and made no move at all to spare me it.

"The Keeping," I said. The word I'd first heard in her rooms, with my cheek on her breast and my hand on the brass. Everyone's to enjoy. His to keep.

"The Keeping," said Maeve. "Asked proper, and heard proper, and the old man took two days over the answer because at his age you take your pleasures slow, and there's no pleasure like being asked leave for a thing you'd have paid to see." She turned for the barn, unhurried, matriarch to her bones, and handed me the rest over her shoulder with the plain certainty of every promise this valley had made me: "He said yes, girl. There'll be a bell rung at a settling before the season's out - and not one thing in this valley will be counted at it."

And I understood, standing there with the letdown cooling on my skin, what the word took from me: nothing. That was the size of it. Maeve wore her bell to the stands, to the hearth, to every hand and mouth the farm sent her - kept was not taken; it fenced off not one morning of me. The coast had never once built a prize that didn't come with a wall around it, and the valley's highest honor came with a gate standing open.

The night bell rang the herd home. My body answered it, and her, and him, and all of it at once, and I stood alone in the dark yard, wet through my shift, laughing at the stars.

There was no wall anywhere in the valley. Soon there would be brass at my throat instead - small, warm from my skin, measuring nothing.

Worn always. Everyone's to enjoy.

His to keep.


⚜




Chapter 12: Belled

⚜

He crossed the corridor that night.

Ten feet of dark boards between his door and mine, and he had spent a season not crossing them - the man who'd owned my Bellhaven midnights, stopped all summer at Aldermere's threshold by the absence of anything to defy. I'd left my door open every night anyway, out of habit or hope or both, and I was lying awake in the dark with Maeve's words still moving through me - he asked the farm's permission to keep you, girl - when I heard his door, and then his feet, unhurried, and then the small settling creak of a man stopping at an open doorway he had finally learned the use of.

"You're awake," he said.

"I've been awake since the yard. Maeve told me at the night bell." I sat up in the dark. "You asked the farm first."

"I asked in the right order." He came in as far as the window, where the starlight found the grey of him, and stood with his hands at his sides in that new empty-handed way he'd carried since the Showing. "The farm's leave was Ambrose's to give. The thing itself is yours. I'm asking now."

All my coast life, that man had spoken to me in findings. What he did instead, there in the dark of a farmhouse bedroom, was take something small from his pocket and hold it out on his open palm, and I reached and took it before I could see it properly, and knew it by weight and cold and shape against my fingers.

A bell. Small, brass, new - the metal still bright, unworn, without a mark or a maker's stamp anywhere on it, a plain thing waiting to be given its meaning. I closed my hand around it so it couldn't sound, and even so - even silent, even only a cold weight in my fist in the dark - my body answered it: the sweet deep clench arriving unbidden, milk pricking in at both peaks, letting down warm into my nightdress over nothing but the held promise of a sound.

"I had it cast at the forge down the valley," Voss said, watching me leak for it, his voice very low. "The one that cast the yard bell, and the night bell, and hers. Hers gave the pattern; the forge poured it from the same old brass it's always poured. I asked for it the morning after the Showing, while Ambrose was still deciding whether to let me. It seemed -" and there he stopped, because the word he'd nearly said was methodologically, and he'd caught it, and what came out after the pause was the truer thing. "I wanted it to be family to the ones you answer."

"Adrian." My voice wasn't steady and I didn't ask it to be. "Ask me."

He came and sat on the edge of the bed, and took my closed fist in both his hands, bell and all.

"Wear my bell," he said. "I won't fence a yard of you - I've watched all season what you are when nothing does. Be everyone's. Be mine."

The coast had language for a moment like this. I'd signed contracts; I knew the register.

"Yes," I said, farm-plain - and I kept my fist shut around the brass, because the knowing had arrived whole, the farm's own kind of knowing: its first sound didn't belong to a fist in the dark. I put it back into his palm still silent. "It rings first at my throat. In front of everyone."

Something moved through his face that on any other man I'd have called being brought along. He closed his hand over it, careful as over a live thing, and then he leaned in and drew the soaked linen off my shoulder, baring the wet weight of me to the night air, and bent his head and drank my answer off my skin, slow, while the letdown was still coming.

He didn't stay. That was the farm's shape too, and by now we both wore it: the bell went into his pocket to wait for the rite, and he stood, and at the door he paused with his hand on the frame.

"Two evenings," he said. "Ambrose wants the settling for it. Apparently there's an order these things are done in, and I am informed I'll do it properly or not at all."

"Who informed you?"

"Everyone," said Voss, with feeling, and went back across the ten feet of dark he'd finally learned to cross.

The farm knew by first bell - nobody told and nobody asked - and by the time Amos had my second pail singing, the barn wore a shine that had nothing to do with the lamps.

Tansy took her stand beside mine and milked through her own letdown in a state of such open delight that her dairyman laughed at her twice. "A belling," she kept saying, to me, to him, to the doves. "I've seen one belling in all my life, stand-neighbour, and I was eight, and I cried so hard my gran took me out to the yard. The whole farm comes. The whole farm stays." She leaned over the gap, freckles going everywhere with the size of her grin. "And it's the coast doctor. The one who came here with a case full of counting. My gran would've bet the cheese cellar against it."

"So would I," I said, and let down so hard at the thought of him that Amos had to change pails ahead of his own schedule.

Lowell left that morning - the coast, he said, had sweated long enough. I was crossing from the dairy when the silver car came around, packed and quiet, and it slowed beside me and the window went down, and the man who had built the metered world looked out at me from the soft grey seats - at the linen, the flush, the bare wrist with its ribbon, the unposted abundance the valley had made of me.

"I hear the doctor's staying," he said. There was no bitterness in it; I'd learned to hear him by then, and what was under the polish was the wistfulness, out in the open now, too tired to be filed. "Twenty years I offered this farm the future, Miss Mercer. It turns out I was holding the wrong one." He looked past me at the barn a long moment. "He gets a bell rung for him. I got a license renewed." The window began to rise, and paused. "Be well, record-holder. It was never the record."

The car took the valley road, and the fold of the hills closed over the last meter Aldermere would ever see.

The two days kept the farm's own pace - cheese turned, hay carted, my mornings drawn and my evenings enjoyed - and underneath the ordinary work the household hummed like a hive with the lid down. The kitchen baked without explaining itself. The housekeeper took my one good shift away wordlessly and returned it with the laces renewed, and at dusk on the second day she untied the Showing's red-and-gold from my wrist with her quick fingers, smoothed it flat, and bore it off to the cedar chest with the barn's others. "That was for the valley to see you by," she said. "After tonight you'll be marked plainer." And on that same afternoon Maeve came past me at the dairy door, unhurried, jug on her hip, and stopped, and looked me over - the recognizing look, gone very warm at last - and said only: "Come to the settling emptied of nothing, girl. You'll want everything you carry."

So Amos passed me at the evening draw, on Herself's word, and I crossed the yard at lamplighting so full that walking was its own slow pleasure, and stood a moment outside the long room's door with my heart going, listening to the fullest settling since the Showing sound exactly like an ordinary evening - because that was Aldermere's oldest liturgy, in the end. The biggest thing it did was fold into what was already happening.

I went in.

They had built the fire high, and the room was everyone.

The household entire; the herd at the hearth where every settling gathered it, not a girl missing; Pell and Farrant with their silver heads by the fire; the aunt straight-backed in her chair with her knitting for once at rest in her lap; Tansy already wet-eyed by the wall; Amos by the mantel with his arms folded, dressed no differently than any evening of his forty years, which was its own kind of vestment. Ambrose kept his deep chair, his stick at his side and the firelight in the grand weathered folds of his face, and beside the hearth, where the lamplight fell warmest, stood Adrian Voss.

He wore no coast grey. Someone - the housekeeper, I learned after, who had taken his measurements off his laundry without consulting him about any of it - had put him in the valley's plain linen, open-collared, and he stood in it like a man surprised to find it fit, and on his face when he found me at the door was everything the season had made of him: the composure, kept; the armor, gone.

There was no aisle and no procession. The room simply opened as I came through it, hands touching me as I passed - my shoulder, my hair, the small of my back, the herd's plain blessing laid on me a palm at a time - and I came to the hearth and stood in front of him, and Ambrose rose from his chair with his stick taking the weight, and the room went barn-quiet: nothing stopped; everything listened.

"This is the farm's oldest way," Ambrose said, plainly, to the room, "and I'll do it as my father did, which is briefly, because the fire's good and the night's long." Warm laughter, low, all around. He looked at Voss, and the reading eyes had the season in them. "You came here to measure, Doctor. You asked my leave to keep instead." He let that stand a moment, the summer entire in one sentence, and then he gave the room the old words as though naming weather that had always been coming: "Everyone's to enjoy. His to keep." A small economical gesture at the two of us. "Say it for yourself, and the house will hear it said."

Voss took the bell from his pocket. The new brass caught the firelight, and the leather cord hung plain from his fingers - and his hands, I saw, the steadiest instruments the coast ever calibrated, were not quite steady, and he made no effort to correct them.

"Everyone's to enjoy," he said, to me, in the level findings voice with the floor gone out from under it. "Mine to keep."

"And you, girl?" said Ambrose. "You know the weight of it. Will you have it?"

"Worn always," I said, and my voice carried to the beams, because I wanted the beams to have it.

Voss stepped in and reached around my throat, and tied the cord at the nape of my neck with the unhurried exactness of the man who had once done up my laces knot by knot in a hayloft - and then it was done, and he took his hands away, and the bell settled into the hollow of my throat, a small cold circle going warm against my skin, and swung once with my own breathing.

And rang.

Its first ring - the first note it had ever given from a body, and the body was mine - and the letdown it pulled came before a single hand had reached me: both breasts at once, deep and sweet and entirely public, the wet heat blooming through the good shift's linen in front of the gathered farm, milk answering brass as though the two had been poured at the same forge and knew each other. A sound went around the room - low, warm, wholly approving, the household's oldest music - and every voice of it pulled the letdown harder, and I stood at my own belling leaking through my clothes and laughing, and nowhere in the world was there an instrument running, and at my throat there was a weight that measured nothing at all.

"There's the only reading anyone will ever take off you again," said Amos, from the mantel, comfortable, "and the whole house just heard it."

"Aye," said Ambrose, deeply content, taking up his cup. "Ring her home, then. The night's hers."

What followed had no order of service. The farm didn't know how to have one. The rite's meaning was the evening it dissolved into - everyone's to enjoy, enacted, at the hearth, at once - and the room folded me into it by the only means it had ever used: reaching for me.

They stretched me out along the wide settle by the fire, and the room came to its newest wealth by hands. The housekeeper's first, unlacing what wanted unlacing with proprietary tenderness; then the shift went over my head to somewhere it stopped mattering, and for a long lamplit while I was simply had - passed and shared and handled, poured out at my own celebration. Colm's mouth came early to my breast, drinking off the rite's first flood while his thumb worked slow between my thighs, his crooked grin arriving up at me milk-wet - "welcome to the farm, coast girl," the old joke, worn smooth by the season now. After him the mouths traded places while the room talked over me, Pell and Farrant taking a side each for a stretch, unhurried as subscribers at a vintage they'd already bought, familiar hands turning me toward the fire whenever the bell slipped quiet - and then Tansy knelt at the settle's arm, laughing through actual tears, and my stand-neighbour drank from me for the first time: the first of my stand-sisters ever to take me, soft and greedy and giggling against my skin, and that little pull undid me worse than all the practiced ones, and she knew it, and stayed.

And through all of it, under all of it, the bell.

It rang with everything. That was the night's discovery, the new signature written in front of the household: every motion any of them made in me sounded at my throat - each pull of a mouth, each arch of my spine, each helpless roll of my hips ringing the small bright note out of the brass, and every note pulled its answer down through me, milk arriving not in floods now but in peals - quick bright repeating letdowns, one to a ring, chiming out of me as the sound chimed off the beams. Motion made the bell speak; the bell made me give; the giving made me move. The farm had wired me to its bells my first night in the valley. Now it had hung one on me, and the circuit had closed, and the room could hear me being enjoyed - could sit at its talk and its cups and know by ear, without one glance, exactly how well the farm's newest Kept was being loved.

"She rings," reported Farrant, lifting off, in the tone of a man confirming a rumor about a vintage, and went back down.

I came the first time with Tansy's mouth at one breast and Pell's at the other and Colm's patient thumb still between my thighs, ringing like a dance, and the gathering heard all of it and warmed by a degree, and nobody paused, because pausing had never once been the farm's way with pleasure.

Rafe arrived out of the gold on the exact syllable the evening wanted him.

"Hearth-girl." He stood over me, washed, grinning, banked, and rolled one knuckle gently against the new brass so it gave its note against my letdown for him - pleased with the physics of it, pleased with everything, three generations of bred confidence in the little gesture. "First man to breed you on this farm," he said. "I'd take it kindly to be the first to breed you belled. For the symmetry."

"For the symmetry," I said, ringing, "and be quick about it, someone's drinking."

He was quick about it. That was the gift of Rafe, and the rite's own logic: not the held ceremony of the wide stand, not the slow bringing-along of my opening - a breeding brisk and bright and cheerful, the day's stud doing the day's work at the day's celebration. He tipped me over the settle's low arm, my forearms into the cushions and Tansy's mouth never once leaving my breast, and gave me back my first dawn without repeating a stroke of it - brisk now where the stand had been ceremonious, one deep unhesitating drive that seated him to the hilt, knocked the bell flat against my throat, and broke the milk from me both sides at once - and then he rode me merry and glad, the strokes ringing me like a change-ringer working a tower, and the room laughed and talked and listened, and the aunt's needles took up, I swear it, something close to his rhythm.

"That's it," he said, delighted, driving, one hand spread warm at my hip and the other gathering my hair from my face so the room could see what my face was doing, "give the house its music-" and I came ringing around him, and he laughed his bright laugh and went after his finish generous and unashamed, and drove home and held and flooded me - the loud finish, the famous roar, sent up into the rafters at full glad volume for me, as it hadn't been since my first breeding - thick heavy pulses filling me deep while my crest was still breaking, bred and left full at my own belling, the load pressed in with one broad courtly thumb, mine to carry as I'd carried his first.

"There," Rafe said, easing me upright, kissing the back of my neck above the knot of the cord, breathing hard and grinning like harvest. "Belled and bred both. The coast can weep."

Warm voices closed over us. Somebody handed me the kitchen's mug, and I drank the farm's green heat with a stud's work banked low in me and half the household's mouths tingling everywhere else, and the making had already started again - I could feel it assembling under the skin, the well rising to meet what was left of the night.

The night bell rang, far out in the yard - one deep note over the dark valley, and the small bell at my throat stirred at the sound of its family, and I let down at the two of them together, and the room drank that too.

The evening thinned by degrees after that, until only the richest of it remained. The herd went out to the bell, Tansy last, walking backward, blowing me a kiss off a milk-wet palm. The old subscribers rose creaking, contented, pressing my hands in their dry warm ones; the household went up by lamplight; the aunt packed her knitting, paused at the settle, and touched one dry fingertip to the new brass. "I have sat up for every belling this house has rung," she said, to nobody in particular, "and never once regretted the sleep." And she went up to bed with her needles under her arm.

Ambrose went next, on his stick, unhurried, pausing at the hearth to look down at me a long, warm, reading moment - the man who'd grown the plant, the man who'd built the engine, the man in whose name his sister's slanted ink had brought me over the fold - and he said nothing at all, because he'd looked it at me across the fire on my first night and said it aloud at last in his study: the farm grows what it wants next. He tapped the chair's arm once, like a man closing a gate behind him, and left the room to the fire.

Maeve came last, before the end. She'd held her deep chair through all of it, sleepy-eyed, sovereign, watching her season come in - and now she rose and crossed to the settle, and she had something in her hand: a small bundle, herbs, taken down that morning from her own beams behind the green door and tied about with a thread of ribbon off the Showing's spools.

"From my drying," she said. "The strain's my own hanging; the kitchen only gets what I send down." She put it into my hands and closed my fingers over it, and that was the entire speech, and it needed to be, because I understood in one breath what I was holding: not herbs. Beams. A green door, standing ajar for whatever season came next.

Then she bent - vast, warm, smelling of milk and cellars and twenty years - and gathered me in against her, and at the meeting of us her bell and mine touched, brass to brass between our breasts, and rang against each other: one note, doubled, old and new sounding together - and both of us let down at it, at once, helplessly, her abundance and mine soaking warm into each other in front of the dying fire, and Maeve laughed her low rich laugh into my hair at the plain shameless answer of the two of us.

"Aye," she said, at the door, unhurried, bell swinging. "The farm's in good voice tonight."

The housekeeper banked the fire, set warm cloths and the jug of washing-water on the hearthstone where they'd be wanted, looked once around the long room - at the settle, at me, at the man standing quiet by the mantel who had waited out his own belling night with a patience no meter could have graded - and said, "There. The house is yours till first bell," and drew the door to behind her.

And then it was the room, and the low fire, and Adrian Voss.

He came and knelt at the settle without one word, and looked at me the way he'd looked all season from doorways - except there was no doorway left anywhere, and no instrument, and no name withheld: just the fire's last gold moving on my skin, the day's marks and gifts on me plainly, the small brass giving its stir at my throat with my breathing.

"You waited all night," I said.

"I've had you first every night we knew how." His hand came up and touched the brass, once, lightly, not ringing it - learning the weight of the thing he'd hung on me. "I find I wanted you last. Last is what keeps."

And that was very nearly all he said for the rest of it - because Adrian Voss had spent a season learning the farm's real language, and that language had never once been words.

He drank from me first. Long, and unhurried, and complete - gathering me back into the cushions with my spine along his arm, as he'd gathered me through every stolen Bellhaven midnight, and setting his mouth to the night's new gathering as though the evening's every other mouth had been the crowd at a well and his was the bucket that knew the rope. The well had risen for him. It had been rising all night, faster than the room could spend it, and it gave to him without gate or order - surface and cellar handed over together - and he took it swallow by patient swallow, one side and then the other and then, greedy in his exact quiet way, the first again, drinking me down through the small chiming letdowns to the slow deep one underneath, the bell sounding softly with every pull, every note feeding the flow it was made of, and neither of us moved to interrupt the arithmetic.

I had been drunk from all evening. This was another thing, and my body knew the difference as it had always known him in the dark: the man had learned me empty-handed. No band read me; no case sat at his heel; the finest diagnostician the coast ever trained put a career's worth of attention into nothing but the taste of me arriving. His mouth stayed on me even when the flow ran slow. Nothing lit, nothing logged, nothing answered him - and still he swallowed, and I lay in his arms and poured for him and felt the last hard coast place in my chest go loose and stay loose. There was only this, and tomorrow already waiting to make a habit of it.

When he came up at last, mouth wet, his grey eyes were the ones I'd only ever had in the hour before dawn, and I was crying a little, ringing faintly, and neither of us found it worth remarking.

He took me slowly, on the settle, in the low gold. Undressed me of nothing - I wore only the bell - and undressed himself without hurry, the valley linen dropping where the coast's grey would once have been folded, and the last of the fire found the length of him: lean and hard-carved down the flank, a season of the farm's work laid over the coast's exacting economy, the heavy readiness of him frank and gilded in the firelight, nothing about the wanting held in reserve. He came over me and eased into me on one continuous breath - into heat still carrying a stud's seed the way the farm meant it carried, and glad of that too, the man past every jealousy the coast had ever filed him under - the slow blunt press of him opening me by degrees, my body giving around him inch by welcome inch, stretched snug and shining-full around a man I'd only ever taken in stolen darkness, and never once like this - and he seated himself to the last of me and stilled, forehead down against mine, his weight settled warm along the whole of me, letting us both feel the size of what was done. The fire ticked. The bell, pressed flat between our chests, held its small brass silence.

Then he moved, and it spoke, and there was no more silence anywhere in me.

He went carefully at first - listening. He moved by the bell's answer: easing back until the brass hushed, sinking home until it sounded, each return a long blunt pressure at the very floor of me, so that the bell told the sleeping house exactly what was being done to me while it was done. The last discovery of the night, and it was his: the man who had kept his own counsel through an entire counted career now had a small bright voice at my throat publishing him - quickening when he quickened, ringing harder when he drove deeper, silent only when he stilled in me to breathe - and he could no more govern it than I could. My milk came down to its ringing all the way: the night's deep store rising under him in long surrendered runs, spilling between our chests, slicking us both, wasted gloriously on the two of us and the settle and the firelight, nobody's, ours. He drank at me when the flow ran to his mouth's reach and let it run when it didn't.

The bell paced him. And then the bell betrayed him. Somewhere past my first crest - long, rolling, rung out over the empty room - the note began to shorten. Not because I'd moved; because he had: the strokes losing their level, each one landing blunter and more wanted than the last, his hands forgetting their surgeon's order on my hips, and the brass reporting all of it, faithful as it would always be. I heard my own taking in it. I heard the man coming undone in it. There is no composure anywhere that can survive being rung.

I came the second time with my heels in the small of his back and the thick stretch of him grinding slow where I was deepest, and when the third rose gathering under everything - deep, tidal, every territory of me answering at once - I felt him meet it: the strokes gone short and seated, the blunt weight of each one pressing the crest up through me, his hands sliding to cradle my head, of all things, both of them, holding me the way you hold what breaks.

"Hazel," he said. My name, and nothing else. It had always been the only word of his I needed.

He finished deep as the crest took me - pressed home to the very seat of me and held there, and I felt it go through him in hard distinct pulses, his spine bowing, a sound coming out of him low and broken against the cord at my throat, warmth laid deep into me beat by beat while my milk poured its answer up between us - and the bell rang and rang with the two of us, one bright tongue of brass telling the empty room, the banked fire, the sleeping house, everything.

The quiet after was the fullest I had ever heard.

He stayed in me, and I kept him, and the fire settled, and at my throat the brass cooled slowly against both our skins. His hand came up after a long time and touched it again - the same single grave touch, a man checking that a thing he'd left was where he'd left it - and finding it there, and leaving it there, worn.

"We never did name it," I said, into his hair. "All those midnights at Bellhaven. All the season since. No name."

I felt him consider it against my throat, where his mouth was, just above the cord.

"We did," he said.

Out in the yard the last of the night's wind moved, and somewhere in the dark barn the herd slept, and the little weight at my throat stirred with my breathing and gave its smallest sound - measuring nothing, meaning everything - and my body, well-taught, answered it one warm last time into the firelight, into a room where none of it would ever be counted.

Worn always.


⚜




Chapter 13: The home farm

⚜

The farm gave my belling three days to be news, and then it did what Aldermere did with every wonder it grew: it put it to work.

By the fourth morning nobody turned at the small bright note that went through the barn when I settled onto my stand. The herd had learned my new music as easily as it learned weather - Tansy claimed she could tell across four stands how my milking was going without once looking up from her own - and the little bell had stopped being an event and become what Maeve's had been all my weeks here: a fact of the farm, like the green door, like the river. I wore it to the stands and the meadows and the settling, through every hand and mouth the day sent me, until my body and the brass had worn their circuit smooth the way the rug behind the green door had worn: by use, past noticing, into home.

What the farm did notice - with a pleasure it declined to make anything of, its oldest trick for making much - was the man who now came down to first bell in valley linen with his sleeves already rolled.

Voss had kept his word to be ahead of schedule. He'd taken his lessons at mid-morning, as ordered, on whichever of the herd Amos lent him - I heard the reports at the settling, girls trading verdicts on the doctor's hands, kind and getting kinder, the same currency the coast had once minted from my figures - but he'd taken to standing at the dawn milking too, out of the working light, giving the herd's hour the only quantity of attention he owned: all of it. He carried pails. He learned the racks. Amos worked him like a farmhand, exactly as promised, and Adrian Voss, who had run the finest estate on any coast, hauled milk in the lamplight with hay on his sleeve and answered to "Doctor" the way the girls answered to "girl."

And on the sixth morning after the rite, at the end stand, Amos handed him my morning.

Amos gave it no ceremony at all. He set the pails under my stand as he had every dawn of my stay, laid his cloth over the rail - and then stood back from the leather and looked across the aisle to where Voss was stacking the empty racks.

"Doctor," he said, in the carrying voice. "You're no use to anybody at dawn, I said. Come and be no use over here."

The barn did not stop working, and the barn missed nothing; I felt the attention come off the stands like warmth off the hearth. Voss crossed the aisle and stood a moment at my stand - at me, unlaced and waiting in the lamplight, full to aching with everything the dark had put in me, the little bell stirring at my throat with my own pulse and pricking its first sweet answer out of me at nothing more than the sight of him rolling his cuffs the last turn.

"Her morning's the heaviest in the dawn barn," Amos said, comfortable, taking up a position against the next stand with his arms folded, a man settling in to watch weather he'd forecast. "Three pails every bell these past weeks, and a fourth begun since the Showing, and she'll fill under you if you're slow, which you will be. Don't chase it. It's not going anywhere and neither are you." He nodded at the leather. "Go on. She's been let down for you since you crossed the aisle."

I had. Both peaks were beading through nothing at all, the wet warmth blooming while the two of them talked over me, and Voss sat to me on the low bench - beside and low, as he'd been taught, nothing presiding left in him anywhere - and took the weight of my right breast in both hands.

They knew me now, those hands. That was the difference the days had made. At Bellhaven they'd known everything about me and asked nothing; in the gold mid-morning of his first lesson they'd gone open and lost and let me in on their own unknowing; and in the days since, on the herd's patient bodies and mine, they'd learned what Amos had promised was a decade's work and Voss had resolved to shorten. His first stroke went base to peak with the pressure riding the whole way, slow, certain, listening - and my milk dropped for him from the floor of me, no gate, no greeting, the night's fortune going into the pail in one hard ringing rope, and the bell at my throat swung with the arch of my spine and rang.

And rang. That was the discovery the barn got out of my belled mornings, and it never once tired of it: the milking rang me. Every pull rocked me the smallest sweet degree on the leather; every rock rang the brass; every ring pulled the next letdown in behind the last, one bright peal at a time, so that the man milking me was played back to himself off my throat, stroke for stroke, and the nearer stands could hear exactly how well the doctor was doing.

He was doing well. The herd's verdict moved down the aisle in glances and grins while my first pail filled - no remarks, the farm didn't remark at first bell, but Tansy's dairyman laughed once at something she muttered, and Amos unfolded his arms somewhere in the middle of the second pail and stopped pretending to supervise and just listened, giving it the same ear he gave a pail's note, and what was on his weathered face was as near to contentment as the barn ever caught him wearing.

"You know the rest, Doctor," he said at last, mild - no instruction left in it anywhere, which was itself the verdict. "Bring the pails in when she's easy." And he took up the two lidded ones and went off down the aisle to the kitchen with the herd's first haul, and did not come back.

The barn emptied around us by its own unhurried arithmetic; nobody arranged it. The herd finished and laced and drifted kitchenward in twos and threes with the smell of the griddle coming across the yard to fetch them; the last dairyman racked his stool; a young farmhand wheeled the last squeaking pail-cart out through the doors, and the lamps stood golden in the grey coming up. My emptied side hung loose and warm and light against my ribs - and under that lightness, already, the seep and gather of the new making rising to replace what his hands had taken - while the left still stood taut and heavy, aching for its turn. When the third pail went weighty he lidded it himself and slid the fourth beneath me without breaking his stroke, and by the time the fullness of my second side had gone soft and easy under his hands, the great barn of Aldermere held the doves, the dawn, and the two of us.

He didn't hurry. He had been told not to chase it, and besides, hurry had gone out of him somewhere back in the season like a fever burning off. He milked me on through the last of the leaving with the long even patience the valley had taught him - hands and nothing else, base to peak, the deep last sweetness of the second side rising to meet every stroke - and the crest built the whole quiet length of it, stroke on stroke, peal on peal. I gave him no warning, because he no longer needed telling: he felt it gather under his palms the way Amos felt rain, and he kept his rhythm running exactly as it ran, and let me break.

I came on his hands alone, with the barn empty and the doors open on the whole lit valley, and the bell rang it out over the stands - quick, bright, shameless, one note to every clench, my pleasure published to the doves and the pails and nobody, milk leaping into the steel in hard glad pulses while I cried out at the beams and his hands carried me steady through the whole long wave of it.

And then - only then - he did the thing that made the morning his: bent his dark head, in the empty gold, and put his mouth to me, and drank the last of the draw straight from the source, one slow pull at a time, thorough as an audit and gentle as neither of us had ever been permitted to be at Bellhaven, taking down what was already welling back up to meet him. When the flow had thinned to sweetness and I hung soft over the rest with the brass cooling against my breastbone, he lifted his head at last and stayed exactly where he was - easy on the dairyman's bench in the gold, hay at his cuff, my morning on his breath, sitting in the one hour of the day he'd had to earn twice. The bell gave a single small note with my breathing, and he smiled at it like a craftsman hearing his own work ring true.

"Four years, then," he said, "not ten. At the current rate of learning."

"You counted."

"I estimated," said Adrian Voss, with dignity, and kissed the curve of the breast he'd emptied, and went to fetch the racks.

He carried the last two pails across the yard himself, the fourth begun and lidded on its quarter, Bellhaven's clinical director - though not for much longer - walking a herd girl's fortune in to breakfast, and I walked beside him leaking my last thin peal into clean linen, wrung and ringing and gloriously unposted, and the kitchen took the pails the way the kitchen took everything.

As breakfast.

The post came up with the trap while the second jug was still going down the table.

My milk stood at the near end, cream-lined, going down fast - the aunt with her customary tall cup, eighty years and one coast girl into the habit; Tansy skimming the cream-line off the jug for her cakes before the housekeeper could catch her at it; Colm filling a stoppered field-flask on his way through to the hay, the wagon's grease still on his knuckles. Voss drank it in his coffee now, one measure, morning by morning, taking his own finding on faith. And I sat amid the plain daily wealth of it with griddle cakes and comb honey, and one of the visiting Loder cousins - staying on past the Showing on some errand of cheese and courtship nobody was fooled by - leaned in at my shoulder, farm-proper, and asked, and took three long swallows of me straight from the skin while the table talked around us, the bell chiming its small grace note with each pull, and went back to his plate with the happy face of a man who'd beaten his own household to the source. The gathering rose to meet his mouth even as he left it. It always did now. There was no bottom to me anywhere the valley had thought to look, and the valley had looked in most places.

The housekeeper sorted the letters at the sideboard, and brought two of them to me.

The first was fat, and violet-inked, and smelled faintly of the coast the way a shell does, and I knew the hand before I broke the seal. Indi had covered four pages in a script as lush as the rest of her, and the first line ran:

I said don't you write me one word of it, sugar, and I meant every letter - so here are MINE, and you'll note I expect no answer: keep it all told up for a hearth, the way I taught you. Bellhaven is exactly as you left it, which is to say counting, and the new season's board has a new name on top which everyone here is very excited about and which I have personally watched being not you. Your record stands where you set it, sugar. They've stopped saying "yet."

There was more - there was always more, with Indi; a scandal in the west wing, a patron who'd wept at the mention of the Showing, three separate postscripts - and the last of the postscripts said only: Tell the matriarch I'm coming back for a proper look at her cellar. She'll know all the ways I mean it.

The second letter was coast stock, machine-perfect, and addressed to me in the estate's font, and I turned it over twice before I opened it, because the last time paper like that had crossed this table it had confirmed a delegation, and this one was thinner.

Bellhaven presented its compliments. Bellhaven noted that the high season concluded at quarter-end, that the record-holder's suite stood ready, that the new season's protocols would benefit - the phrase had been drafted by committee and lost a fight on the way - from the presence of its foremost producer. A car could be sent to the valley at any date of my convenience. The estate awaited my instruction.

My instruction. I read it twice. Somewhere on a coast a long day's drive over the fold, a wall was climbing toward winter with a stranger's name on top of it, and a room I'd been rebuilt in stood cleaned and keyed and waiting, and all of it had folded itself, in nine weeks, into the size of an envelope a housekeeper hands across the marmalade.

Ambrose watched me read it from the table's head, his coffee pale with a measure of my morning. He didn't ask. He only said, when I looked up, in the mild way he said the things the whole room was meant to keep:

"Walk up to the garden after your meadows, girl. The step and I want a word with you."

I folded the coast's stiff paper back into thirds and put it in my shift pocket, where it rode against my hip all morning like a stone from another country.

The herd's day took me down to the river first, because the farm's answer to every question had always begun with the meadows, and my body had a noon to spend.

High summer stood full on the valley. The grass had gone deep and sweet past the willows, the river ran low and warm over its stones, and the herd lay spread down the slope in the sun like the farm's own wealth aired out to keep - girls brown and heavy in the clover, shifts off or open, Tansy flat on her back beside me with her freckles multiplying by the hour, a dairyman's slow hands easing a dozing girl's morning into the grass further down, since the meadow never had insisted on pails. I had been drawn at dawn by the man whose bell I wore and drunk at breakfast by a Loder, and the gathering had outrun all of it before the sun stood anywhere near its height; I lay in the warm grass filling, the brass giving its smallest stir with my breathing, and I was more or less asleep when a shadow the shape of a grin arrived between me and the light.

"Hearth-girl," said Rafe. He had a fence-hammer in one hand and his shirt off his shoulder and the morning's work shining on him, and he looked down at me - flushed, ripening, the linen gone damp over both peaks where the doze had let me leak - with the open delight of a man finding money in a coat he'd only worn to church. "Well, look at the state of the meadow. And me sent down to see to the water-gate with nobody the wiser for an hour."

"The water-gate's the other way."

"The water-gate," Rafe said, dropping the hammer into the clover and coming down beside it, "has stood eighty years. It'll stand my hour." His hand settled warm on my belly, plain and asking at once, and his grin gentled into the tenderness underneath it that had cracked his roar apart twice now. "I've had you in the barn and I've had you at the fire, and it's a scandal and a shame, coast girl, that I've never once had you under the sky. The pleasure on offer?"

"The pleasure's on offer," I said, already laughing, already lifting my arms over my head into the grass - and it was on offer wearing Adrian's bell, which was the whole plain meaning of the thing, and both of us heard it ring as he drew my shift up and off, and the little brass spoke against my wet skin with the lifting of the linen, and Rafe grinned down at the sound like a man greeting a colleague.

"Aye," he told it, cheerful, "you'll sing for me too. There's the beauty of the thing. He keeps you and we all get the keeping of you - I'd have invented that rite myself if the old valley ways hadn't beaten me to it generations ago."

The breeding he gave me in the clover was nothing the barn had ever held. No stand, no pails, no gathered watching household - just the herd's ordinary day going on down the slope, sun on my bare skin and crushed grass sweet under it, and Rafe over me laughing, taking me the way the meadow took the light: broadly, gladly, everywhere at once. He came into me while my hips were still rising to ask for it, thick and familiar and welcome as bread, and set a pace that had nothing of his hearth ceremony in it - bright, rolling, playful, a breeding on a workday morning between a fence-hammer and a water-gate - and my body, which had only ever had him with one of the farm's occasions standing round us, found out what he was when nothing at all was at stake and answered it with everything.

The bell rang the whole of it. Out under the sky its note went small and silvery, thinning into the air with the larks instead of gathering under beams, and his every stroke came back off my throat with a warm rush behind it, until I was letting down in the sunlight in bright unhurried peals - no mouth, no pail, no purpose on earth - my milk running off the curve of me into the grass roots, poured out on ground that wasted nothing and counted less, and Rafe watched it run, struck briefly and honestly quiet by it, and then drove down into me glad and sun-struck, doing the best work he knew.

"That's the picture," he managed, breathless, delighted, his hands planted either side of my head and the sun making a rough gold saint of him. "Belled and everyone's, and pouring for the bees. If the coast could see what it gives up for those walls-" and I clenched around him hard at that, on purpose, and whatever the coast was giving up went unrecorded, because his rhythm shortened and his grin went taut and inward, and he gathered my hips up into the last of it and finished as his line had been bred to finish: deep, flooding, generous, pulse after thick pulse laid into me while my own crest broke around him and rang the brass in one quick unbroken peal, my milk leaping in the sun with each clench, larks up, river on, nobody counting.

He stayed in me while the meadow settled, propped on his forearms, dripping sweat onto my collarbone with great accuracy and no remorse. Then he eased free, laid one warm hand a moment over my hip - trusting my body, by now, to keep what he'd given it - and sprawled beside me in the wrecked clover with his arm flung over his eyes.

"I'll tell you what, Mercer," he said, to the sky, using Bram's word for me the way the young borrow a good tool. "The day you go back over that fold, this farm will be a poorer place than the one that sent for you."

"Who says I'm going over the fold?"

Rafe moved his arm and gave me a long look - at the bell, at the meadow, at the milk drying gold-sweet on my skin in the sun - and his grin came back slow and certain, already building on what he saw there.

"Nobody," he said, deeply satisfied. "Nobody says it at all." And he took up his hammer and went off to his gate, whistling, and left me full in the grass with the day.

I lay a while longer with the sun finishing what he'd started, then shook the clover out of my shift and drew it back on over the milk drying on my skin - coast paper crackling faintly in the pocket as it settled against my hip, Rafe's work carried warm and low where the farm meant it carried.

Maeve collected me out of the meadow at noon, which I had learned by then was itself a kind of promotion - the matriarch of Aldermere did not fetch; she was a place things came to - and she said nothing at all about where we were going, and took me through the green door.

But not to the rug. To the beams.

"You've been under my drying a dozen times," she said, setting the little iron ladder against the wall the way another woman moves a kettle, "and never looked up with your wits about you, for which I'll take my share of the blame. Up. It's time you learned the hanging."

So I spent the heart of that afternoon among the herbs of the matriarch's own beams - the strain the kitchen's Bloom only borrowed, cut season by season from the walled garden where the mother of every coast dose still grew - climbing with the morning's breeding still warm in me and my breasts regathering against the linen at every rung, while Maeve stood below naming what my hands held: which sprigs came down for the kitchen and which stayed for the seed, what a leaf said when it curled at the rib, why the bundles hung stem-up in the first week and stem-down after, how a season's weather could be read in a stalk. None of it was written anywhere; I understood that now without being told. The farm's whole book was hands and beams and cellars and the aunt's string-spined ledger, and it was teaching me to read.

"The bundle I gave you at the belling," Maeve said, from below, in the voice she kept for things that were not questions. "Where does it live?"

"My window. Over the eaves latch."

"Aye. Leave it there through the winter, and in the spring I'll show you what it's for." She held the ladder while I came down, and looked at me from a hand's breadth, sleepy-eyed, sovereign, the warmth sitting in her face openly now like the fire's glow through a banked grate. "There's twenty years of this, girl, and none of it hurries. Cheese, beams, the list, the herd, the say - the say last of all, and only when it's grown in you so deep the farm can't tell your voice from its own." She tapped the brass at my throat once, softly, and it rang, and my body answered its small conditioned answer, and she smiled at that the way she smiled at a well-made wheel of cheese. "You've a letter in your pocket wants answering first. Go on up. The old man's been in his garden since the trap came, pretending he isn't waiting."

The walled garden at the end of the afternoon was all bees and warm stone, and the founder of everything sat on the bench by the first Bloom with his stick idle between his knees, and the step let me by without comment.

He had a sprig of the plant itself between his fingers - dark-leaved, unremarkable, the plain kitchen herb the whole metered world had grown from - and he turned it while I sat down beside him, the way he'd once turned a tablet a quarter-circle to see its underside.

"Fifty years ago I grew a plant," he said, without preamble, taking up the story at the place it had gotten to rather than the beginning, "and the coast came over the fold with its cases and its paper and bought what would travel. It's a fair trade still; I've no quarrel with it. But every once in a generation, the coast grows something of its own the plant wants back - and then my sister writes a letter in my name." He looked at me sidelong, warm-eyed, the grand old nose giving him the profile of a contented hawk. "Your estate writes me too, you know. Politer than they write you, I'd wager. They want their record-holder home for the new season, and they're in the right of it to ask - the coast made you, girl, by the coast's own lights. Debt and shame and a wall to climb out of them. That's a making. I'll not pretend it isn't."

"And the farm's asking?"

"The farm doesn't ask. You've been here a season; you know that much." He set the sprig down on the bench between us, deliberate as a man moving a chess piece, or a jug. "The farm offers. Here's the offer, plain, and then it's yours to keep or hand back, and no bell rung either way: the season's turn. Autumn, winter, the spring after - the whole wheel of it, which no coast girl has seen. Neither of the two before you took it. One went back to her estate when the high season ended, and lived out her contract on her wall." A pause, mild as milk. "The other left this valley too. But she never went back to hers-"

"Her file just stops," I said. "Voss read it. The night before we drove inland."

"Aye." Ambrose looked out over his garden, and something moved through the old face that was fifty years deep and not sad in any way I had a word for. "Her file stopped, and her life didn't. It just stopped being the kind of thing a file could hold." He turned and read me then, gently, entirely, as he'd first read me the night the valley took me in. "Maeve's shown you her beams, I think, today. And said her piece about hurrying. So I'll say only my own: the farm goes to her, whole, and after her it'll want - what it wants. I'm too old to name it and too canny to bind it. But this ground has always raised its next season before the rest of us knew its name, and I have been watching things grow in it for half a hundred years, and I'll tell you, girl, free, with the whole of my expertise behind it-" and here the founder of the entire counted world leaned in, warm as the wall behind us, and finished, "-you've taken to the soil."

The bees worked the Bloom. The bell sat still at my throat, warm from the sun, and by the end of his offer my body had quietly outgrown the meadow's whole spending, the gathering pressing sweet and heavy at the laces - the farm's answer, sitting in on the conversation.

"The season's turn," I said. "And Bellhaven?"

"Will keep," said Ambrose, at his ease. "The coast keeps everything; it's what it's for." He rested both palms on the worn head of his stick, in no hurry to rise. "Write them tonight. The doctor's writing his own - he came to me this morning about it; his research, he tells me, now points where the meters aren't, and there's a bare desk in my study wants a man who can write down what must never be numbered. First such letter the coast will ever have been sent." The old eyes glinted. "They'll file it under sentiment. And in ten years they'll license it."

I wrote to Bellhaven that evening, at the long table, on the farm's own cream paper, while the settling gathered itself at the hearth behind me.

It took four lines. I thanked the estate that had rebuilt me, and I meant every word of it the way you mean a country you're glad to have come from. I asked that my suite be given to the girl whose name Indi had watched climbing, with my compliments - she'd want it; I had. And I informed the directorate, with all respect, that its foremost producer was taking the season's turn at the founding farm, at the farm's table, in the founder's name, and that no date of convenience should be held for a car.

I didn't say the truer thing, because the coast had no drawer to file it in. Bellhaven would know exactly where its record-holder was - my four lines saw to that - but somewhere in an archive over the fold, the figures in a file with my name on it were about to do the thing I'd shivered at in a car nine weeks and a whole life ago.

They were just going to stop - not because anything had gone missing. Because the life had gotten too big for the columns.

Voss read the four lines over my shoulder, his own letter folded and sealed and longer than mine - he had a career to lay down; some things take paragraphs even when they only mean one word - and he set his hand at the nape of my neck, over the knot of the cord, and left it there while I sanded the ink.

"No name on the season," he said. "No terms. No figures."

"None anywhere," I said. "Pack."

First bell, the next morning, rang the valley up out of the dark, and my body answered it before I was awake - the old conditioned sweetness, the letdown pricking in at the sound as it had done every dawn the valley had owned me - and the little bell at my throat stirred as I rose and answered the big one, family, and I let down warm into the dark of my own room at the pair of them, laughing, nobody's instrument anywhere.

The yard was grey-gold and cold-sweet, woodsmoke and milk. The herd came around from the sleeping wing in twos and threes, warm-shouldered, yawning; Tansy fell in beside me and leaned her freckles on my shoulder and stole warmth the whole way across the yard, as she would tomorrow, and all the mornings the turning year kept. In the great barn the lamps stood lit down both aisles, the stands worn and waiting, and Amos was at the end stand with his cloth over his shoulder, and Voss beside him rolling his cuffs, and the pails stood ranked and plain and empty, ready for the fortune nobody would ever count.

I sat to the leather and unlaced, full past full with the night's making, the deep stores and the surface and the whole opened map of me heavy with it, and the first hands took the first weight of me, and my milk came down like the valley's own light - abundant, unmetered, mine, theirs, everyone's - ringing into the steel while the brass rang at my throat, one small bright voice telling the barn what the barn already knew.

Kept, and everyone's. Wanted at every stand and hearth and meadow the day would offer, and the day would offer them all.

Over the pail, over the lamplight, the milking doors stood open on the dark going gold - the pasture running down to the river, the walled garden keeping its seed, the whole farm turning under the year toward autumn, and winter, and the spring I hadn't been taught yet, hanging on the beams behind a green door with my name growing quietly in among the leaves.

The bell rang me home. I gave it all down.

There was no saying what the farm would make of me next, and no one anywhere writing it down. I would learn it the way the farm had taught me everything.

By morning. By hand. By heart.
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With gratitude, Evelyn Wild
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	Free Use Resort

	Free Use Resort 2: Earning Red

	Free Use Resort 3: Ultimate Surrender



Free Use Maid Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Expect group sex, lesbian play, DP, gangbangs, and all three holes. No limits, no apologies.

	Free Use Maid
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Free Use Nurse Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Workplace free use, group sex, lesbian encounters, DP and all three holes.

	Free Use Nurse
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Free Use Wife Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Hotwife sharing, group sex, lesbian exploration, DP, and voyeurism. Book two has a couple adopting their younger intern into the family.

	The Free Use Wife
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Harem Apocalypse Series

Sexy erotic novels told from his perspective. Post-apocalyptic survival meets multi-partner romance — threesomes, foursomes, and a growing harem.

	Harem Apocalypse

	Harem Apocalypse 2: The Rescue
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Egirl Harem Series

Sexy erotic novels told from his perspective. Gamer girl streamers, gaming-house harem, threesomes and foursomes, and one lucky fifth player.

	Player Five (EGirl Harem 1)

	Trash Talk (EGirl Harem 2)



Free Use Standalones

Quick, filthy novellas told from her perspective. Group encounters, public use, DP, gangbangs, and all three holes. Perfect for when you want something hot and fast.

	Free Use Neighbor
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	Free Use Wedding

	Free Use Flatshare
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	Free Use Ski Season

	Free Use Hotel

	First Time at the Swingers Resort
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Harem Fantasy Standalones
Sexy novellas told from his perspective. One lucky guy, multiple women, and absolutely no jealousy — threesomes, foursomes, and more.
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I'm Evelyn Wild. I recently crashed out of a soul-crushing office job and I'm trying my hand at writing. I've always been an avid reader, and I wanted to see if I could write about some of the things that really get my imagination going.
My stories explore themes of power dynamics, freedom, and the thrill of letting go. I'm fascinated by situations where the usual rules don't apply, and deeper instincts take over. I'm interested in exploring the intense, and sometimes challenging aspects of relationships, because that's what interests me.
This is new territory for me. I'm exploring my own interests, pushing my creative boundaries, and sharing it all with you. It's a journey of self-discovery, fuelled by a desire to break free from expectations. Maybe my stories will help you break free, too.
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