Chapter 8: What Is Passed On
The children were already in the lower fields when Maru arrived.
They had gathered near the edge where the terraces bent toward the stream, where the soil was darker and still cool from the night. One of the boys was kneeling with a marker stone in his hands, turning it over as if trying to decide which side belonged down. Another had uncovered a seed jar that should have remained sealed, its lid resting beside it in the grass.
Maru stopped a short distance away and watched.
Interruption too early made lessons shallow.
The boy with the stone pressed it into the soil. Not deeply. Just enough to make it stand.
Maru stepped forward and lifted it free.
“Not there,” she said.
The boy looked up at her. “Why?”
“Because this ground is listening.”
He frowned. “Ground doesn’t listen.”
Maru wiped the soil from the stone with her thumb and held it out to him. “It does,” she said. “Just not to us.”
That answer did not satisfy him. It wasn’t meant to.
She replaced the stone at the edge of the terrace, where markers were kept until they were needed. Then she turned her attention to the open jar.
“Who opened this?”
A girl raised her hand. “I did.”
Maru nodded. “Why?”
“I wanted to see if they were ready.”
Maru knelt and looked into the jar. The seeds inside were small and pale, their husks still firm. They were good seeds. Carefully kept. The kind that had been carried far once, when carrying still made sense.
“They are ready,” Maru said.
The girl smiled.
“But not for here.”
The smile faded. “Why not?”
Maru replaced the lid and sealed it again, slowly, so the sound of clay on clay was unmistakable. “Because if we plant them now, we will not have them later.”
The boy crossed his arms. “We’ll grow more.”
Maru looked at him for a long moment. “Yes,” she said. “But not the same.”
They worked in silence for a while after that. The children loosened soil where furrows had already been marked. They cleared stones and pulled the early weeds that had crept in from the resting terrace uphill. No one touched the sealed jars again.
Eventually, one of the younger children asked, “Why does that field get to rest and this one doesn’t?”
Maru straightened and shaded her eyes, looking up toward the unplanted terrace. The single marker stone at its edge caught the light.
“It doesn’t get to rest,” she said. “It is resting.”
The child considered this. “That sounds the same.”
“It isn’t,” Maru replied. “Rest is chosen. Getting to rest is not.”
They moved on.
Later, when the sun was higher and the children were tiring, Maru sent them to the stream to wash their hands. She remained behind, counting the furrows, adjusting one that had been cut too deep.
A boy lingered.
“My mother says we used to plant more,” he said.
Maru did not look up. “We did.”
“Why don’t we now?”
Maru pressed the soil back into place and stood. “Because planting everything you can is not the same as planting what you should.”
The boy kicked at the dirt. “But we could.”
“Yes.”
“And we don’t.”
“No.”
He was quiet for a moment. Then, softer, “Will we plant them again?”
Maru hesitated.
Not long. Just enough.
“Yes,” she said. “When the ground asks for them.”
“How will we know?”
“You’ll notice what’s missing,” she said. “And what hasn’t been replaced.”
That answer troubled him. She could see it. He wanted something clearer. Something that could be pointed to.
She touched his shoulder. “You don’t need to understand it yet,” she said. “You need to remember that we waited.”
He nodded, though his expression said he wasn’t convinced.
That was acceptable.
At the end of the day, the children helped return the tools to the shed. Maru checked the seed shelf before sealing the door. The jars were undisturbed, their markers turned inward, the clay still cool.
She rested her hand there for a moment longer than necessary.
Not in regret.
In acknowledgment.
The children ran ahead toward the village, already arguing about who had done more work. Maru followed at a slower pace, watching the terraces settle into evening.
Nothing dramatic had happened.
Nothing that would be recorded.
But tomorrow, when the children returned, they would know which fields to touch and which to leave alone. They would know that some questions did not receive answers right away. They would know that withholding was not absence, and that memory was not kept in words.
That was how it was passed on.
Not perfectly.
Not without cost.
But intact.

