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To Dad

“We seek constancy in heredity—and find its opposite: variation. Mutants are necessary to maintain the essence of ourselves.”

—Siddhartha Mukherjee, The Gene: An Intimate History

“I suppose it’s like the ticking crocodile, isn’t it? Time is chasing after all of us.”

—J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan







PROLOGUE: FEBRUARY 29, 2O16



She told him to get some sleep before Udita gets there, but he’s refusing, pretending to pout. The corners of his lovely lips turn down and he crosses his arms over his chest so that his elbows jut under the quilt. Outside, the rain is furious, slapping against the ferns and huckleberries. The branches of the cedars shudder, as if they want to punch back.

She’s already read him the news off her phone. Leonardo DiCaprio Wins Oscar at Last. Clinton, Trump, Gear Up for Super Tuesday. Chinese Scientists Use CRISPR to Edit Genes of Human Embryos. He waves a hand at her to stop, then says: “Your story. Even the boring bits.”

She tenses. The doctor had warned her to be on the lookout for lapses. Quirks. Any signs of forgetfulness. “Babe, you know my story.”

His eyes are closed but his lashes rustle as if he’s laughing underneath. He’s like a little boy—stubborn and petulant. He can’t be budged from the window of the candy shop. He wriggles lower in the bed, tugging the quilt up to his chin. “Everything. From the beginning.”

As if he has all the time in the world.

The wind gusts sideways, chucking the fat raindrops against the glass to get her attention. She glances up. In the fading light, the green is greener than green. “Well, in the beginning, it was other people’s stories.”

His face is all mischief now, smug. He opens his eyes, then winks.
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(NOT QUITE) 1916





i.

Ernest McKinley stepped into the welcome gloom of his foyer, dropping his briefcase and shutting the door against the sun. First things first: he peeled off his shoes and socks, then took off his hat, tossing it to its hook, where it spun once, twice, before settling down like a dog on a rug. He shrugged out of his jacket, then tugged at the knot of his necktie to loosen it around his throat, it being too damnably hot for ties. If he could have been certain Marie had left for the day, he’d have stripped down to his underclothes. But his housekeeper worried about him enough as it was—unmarried and nearing thirty, both parents passed, and Thomas, his only brother, seven months dead having found himself shot to ribbons his very first week in France. Ernest closed his eyes against the images trying to jostle their way to the front of his thoughts and settled for yanking his shirttails from his belt. He wasn’t lonely or singular. He was merely a busy man, and a private one. A man whose skills, during wartime, were in high demand such that thoughts of a wife welcoming him home, smelling of biscuits, her soft hands hastening to take his jacket, or of a child rosy from her bath waddling to the door to meet him: these were the furthest things from his mind.

The knock at the door made him jump. He caught a glimpse of himself in the hall mirror as he reached for the doorknob, his red curls unsticking themselves from his damp temples, his untucked shirt draping from his broad chest like a nightshirt. He snatched his hat from the coat stand and tapped it back on his head. Then he drew himself up and opened the door.

On the steps stood a young woman in a brightly patterned dress, at least six feet tall but no more than seventeen or eighteen, thin as a reed and wavering from foot to foot as if stirred by the heat rising from the flagstones. She had a toothy smile and was clutching a large purse in one hand and in the other a hat, decadent but squashed. The woman and her smile were recognizable without quite being familiar, as if he’d seen her in a toothpaste advertisement in a magazine.

“Can I help you?”

She darted a look at his bare feet, then his hat, which he sensed was askew.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. McKinley. I’m Natalie Kenil-worth, Lillian’s sister. We met at the funeral and—”

Ernest squinted up at her, trying to lift any features from her girlish silhouette, backlit by the sun outside his door, and find a match in his overstuffed brain. That he couldn’t instantly place her was unsettling. Her nose and chin, even her small ears, were pointy, almost elfin, everything pulled forward toward a center point on her face as if cinched. Her skin was fair and smooth and her lashes pale and short, so that they seemed insufficient for warding off any stern scrutiny of her wide, blue eyes, which, Ernest realized, was what he was doing that very minute.

“Natalie?” she repeated. “Lillian’s sister. So, Tom’s sister-in-law? We met very briefly at the service for Tom back in May.”

Ernest’s head jerked and his eyes smarted, fleetingly, as if someone nearby were peeling a lemon. Thomas’s funeral. That would explain it. If ever there had been a time when his powers of observation had failed him—well. He blinked the sensation away.

“Lillian’s sister? My goodness. Is everything all right? Please.” He ushered Natalie inside and felt a sudden flush, although he couldn’t be sure if it was the heat of the afternoon sun sidling into the foyer with Natalie or a flood of grief and guilt. Burying himself in his work to keep from dwelling on Thomas’s death, Ernest had all but forgotten about Lillian, his brother’s young widow. He’d written to her at least three times, four surely, after the funeral, but she’d never replied, then he’d been swamped with new duties, and—

“Is she—is Lillian—all right?” His voice came out strangled. “What’s happened?” Natalie raised her hands, fingers spread. He felt his breath catch in his throat.

“No, please,” Natalie said. “I don’t mean to alarm you. Lillian is fine.” She sucked a deep breath of air. “Well, no, not fine. I mean—she is …”

She stopped, pinched her lips, then shook her head as if to start fresh.

“Mr. McKinley—I’m not sure Lillian has even told you. In fact, I don’t believe Tom knew of it either.”

Ernest prided himself on—indeed, in his line of work, was famous for—his poker face. But hearing his brother’s name spoken aloud so many times, after so many months, he could tell: it showed. He could feel sadness pulling at his eyes with tiny ropes and pulleys.

“Lillian is … going to have a child,” she told the loose knot of his tie, then risked a look at his face.

The words sent zaps of feeling through him: surprise, then grief, then joy. Then confusion.

“Lillian is with child,” he repeated. He couldn’t help himself and counted the months back to the day Thomas died, and to the day, not so many weeks before, that Thomas had set sail for Europe in the first place.

“With Tom’s child?” he asked finally, a whistle of doubt creeping in. Natalie held his eye. “Thomas’s child?” he said again.

“Tom’s child.” Natalie repeated it back to him firmly. “But Lillian—something’s not right. She refuses to leave the flat. She’s not eating as she should. She needs …”

Ernest had already snatched his jacket and jammed his feet, sockless, back into his shoes. “A doctor! She needs a doctor. Of course. It’s wonderful news, wonderful. But is the baby coming now? It’s time?”

Natalie stepped past him, deeper into the dim foyer, and set her purse down, rooting through it. “Well, she has a doctor, or at least she used to have one.”

He watched her reflection in the mirror, her sharp face furrowed, then saw himself bobbing to and fro behind her, his hat lopsided, his face scrambled. After more rummaging, she gave a low growl of irritation and started raking the contents of the bag onto the table—writing utensils, lipsticks, several small pots of what looked to be womanly unguents, two dime-store novels, a small mallet, a packet of pin nails, a sheaf of folded leaflets, and—at last—a small notebook. She snatched it up and the paper pamphlets fluttered to the floor. She ignored them. As she paged through the book, he stooped to retrieve them. “VOTES FOR WOMEN!” the front of the pamphlet proclaimed in large block letters over a blotchy photograph of a lady with a long, stern nose. Yes, this rang a bell—Thomas and his bride had both been passionate about a range of socialist and feministic causes.
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“Dr. Percival Lawrence.” Natalie poked at a name in the notebook, meeting Ernest’s eyes in the mirror as if she expected him to know it. “I got his name from an advertisement in the directory because he did house calls and she was feeling so poorly. It was Dr. Lawrence who told Lillian she was pregnant, diagnosed her right after she got the news about Thomas.” Natalie bit her lip. “But he wasn’t nice about it. Said she was too young and pretty to be widowed and she’d be better off giving up the baby and starting anew. Lillian tossed him out and said she never wanted to see him again.”

Ernest bristled. The very idea of his brother’s child being handed off to strangers. He scarcely knew Lillian—Ernest was ten years older than Thomas and had been abroad when his brother was at university, where he’d met his bride. She’d had a missionary upbringing, as he recalled, somewhere exotic, parents now deceased, sharp as a tack with a passion for the natural sciences. Ernest had not returned from his overseas post until after Thomas had shipped out: the first time he’d met Lillian had been at his brother’s funeral. Ernest was renowned for his photographic memory, but grief had surely meddled with the shutter speed, leaving several months blurred and smudged. He had the wedding photograph Thomas had sent him on his mantelpiece, yet Ernest might have passed Lillian on the Montreal streets without a second look. He felt sick at the idea of this young lady grieving his brother’s death, confined to her bed, then getting such heartless advice from some quack of a doctor.

Then he remembered his mental arithmetic and gestured for the door. “But it’s time, is it? The baby is coming? We should hurry. Please—we can take my car.”

Natalie had crammed everything back in her handbag and was shaking her head. “No, that’s just it, Mr. McKinley. That’s what I came here to say. Lillian is fine and the baby—the baby is fine, we think. We can feel her kicking.” She smiled. “Lillian insists she’s a girl.”

Ernest smiled, too, the fact of a baby taking hold, squeezing something in his chest.

“It’s not urgent, is what I’m saying.” Natalie took a step toward the door. “And Lillian doesn’t know I’ve come here. But it is time for the baby—it must be. Past time.”

She paused, dabbing the back of her glove against her brow, her blue eyes edging to meet Ernest’s again. “The thing is, the baby isn’t coming. She won’t come, it seems. And she shows no sign of coming soon.”

For the entire journey across town from Westmount to the French side of the city, Natalie prattled like an auctioneer—the humid weather, the terrible sinking of the Lusitania by the German U-boat, the perils of automobile driving in the city. She directed him to park by a faded dépanneur on La Main, and they hastened through the door and up the stairs to the apartments above, passing a young couple on the first floor with a brood of young children. At her own door, Natalie’s hands were so nervous or eager that the key seemed to buck at the keyhole, unable to find its way in.

When the lock finally relented, he hesitated, his eyes roving over the gloom and clutter: a living room, dining room, and kitchen all in one, smelling of rose water, boiled eggs, and the peppery tang of a laundry pile. The flat was big enough, perhaps, for Thomas and his bride—young students and newlyweds sharing a bed—but Natalie had told him she’d been staying with her sister ever since they got the telegram announcing Tom’s death.

Grouped around a small table in the center of the room were four spindly chairs, their wooden backs heaped with blouses, skirts, and undergarments, one so heavily weighed down it had slumped against a wall, its front legs pawing at the air. The little table itself was taken up with neat piles of what looked to be the same pamphlets in Natalie’s purse. Drapes in a drab green print were drawn over the tall windows, giving the room an underwater feel. Lillian, propped among pillows on the settee, was in shadow.

“Lillian?” Natalie turned to the window, tugging the curtains aside so that the evening sun streamed into the room. “You have a visitor.”

Ernest squared his shoulders. “It’s me, Lillian. Ernest McKinley. Your sister told me your excellent news.”

Lillian blinked in the light and pushed herself higher on the pillows. To Ernest she looked much the same as she had at the service for Thomas—her thick, brown hair heaped high on her head, a lovely flush to her smooth cheeks, eyes deep blue pools under dark, bushy brows. She and Thomas had married so young—children, really, both of them scarcely very far along in their studies. Now, less than a year later, she was far too young to be a widow. Ernest stole a look at her stomach. Lillian, he recalled, was tall like her sister but with a more generous figure. To Ernest’s unpracticed eye, she didn’t look much more sizable around the middle than she had at the funeral. But when he stepped tentatively toward the sofa, her hand snaked protectively over her waist.

Natalie, as if thinking they needed a moment of privacy, made to slip into the adjoining bedroom but knocked over a clay umbrella stand, which toppled thunderously. Ignoring the broken pieces, she clapped the door shut behind her.

Why hadn’t he tried harder to stay in touch with this poor woman? Lillian was grieving Thomas every bit as much as he was; indeed, far more. He held out his hand, awkwardly, and she reached out and took it, which had the effect of making his eyes tickle. She was so pale, as if she’d kept herself fathoms deep in the folds of this room. He recalled Natalie’s words: She refuses to leave the flat.

“Is the baby coming soon, Lillian?” It took fortitude to keep from glancing at her midriff.

Lillian shrugged, idly stroking her stomach. “Not yet, I don’t think.” She smiled wanly.

“Should we call the doctor then?”

Lillian jerked her head. “I won’t have that man back here! And I don’t need a doctor. Natalie is taking good care of me.”

“I don’t quite understand,” Ernest said. He scraped at his mustache with his lower teeth, a nervous habit that made him look like a bulldog.

“If the baby is …” His question trailed away. He cupped his other hand over Lillian’s and cleared his throat. “Lillian, the baby must be due very soon, or else”—his voice caught—“or something’s not right.”

Lillian snatched her hand from Ernest’s, balled her fingers into fists to shift herself higher on the settee, then swung her legs around, plunking them heavily on the floor and pushing herself to standing. He risked a glance at her waist, enough to satisfy himself that it was indeed substantially thicker than it had been in her wedding photo and at the funeral, but not, it seemed, burdened with a full-term infant. Straightened to her full height, Lillian stood almost half a foot taller than Ernest. When she inclined her head to his, her eyes were flashing like knives.

“This baby is Tom’s,” she said, slow and firm, as if to a child. “There’s been no one else and there never will be. She’s smart enough to know this is no time to be born into a world gone crazy with war. You, Ernest, are going to be an uncle, and you—Natalie? Natalie! Get back in here.”

Natalie emerged from the bedroom, nearly tripping a second time on the broken umbrella stand.

“You, Natalie, should have let me tell Ernest when I was good and ready.”

Lillian turned back to him, a frown still crimped across her features. Then her face softened. She put one hand on her belly and tapped her blouse where he could see the fabric pulled taut—the swell of her stomach seeming larger and firmer than he’d first thought. “There she is,” she said, gazing down at her tummy. “Poking a foot to say hello.”

And yes, as if his own hand was resting beneath hers to feel a tiny kick, he felt wonder wash across his own face so that his ears twitched and his forehead smoothed. Lillian seemed to sense it and nodded. Her words came out with a catch. “That’s your niece, Ernest. Tom’s baby girl, saying how do you do. Nice of you to stop by.”





ii.

Each time he visited, Ernest tried to bring a surprise: an electric table fan in August, a duck-down comforter when the weather turned cold, a roast ham with carrots and butter potatoes that Marie put together, jams and jellies, licorice allsorts, and, today, a Christmas pudding. Lillian, he’d learned, had a sweet tooth. Today’s other surprise, he feared, would be less welcome.

Ernest hesitated on the threshold. For once Lillian was not stretched out on the settee but bent over a notebook at the table, consulting a book with her eyebrows knitted, two fingers splayed to keep the pages flat. She looked up but didn’t set down her pen.

“Lillian!” Ernest’s voice was louder, jollier, than he’d intended. “You’re looking well,” he said. This wasn’t the case. Both his lie and the truth pained him. Lillian had dark circles under her eyes, and her skin was so pallid it was almost blue. Her morning sickness had long since cleared, but according to Natalie, Lillian still refused to venture outside. It was understandable. More than ten months since Tom’s death and fourteen since his departure, Lillian at last looked pregnant, enough that it might set people talking. Lillian regarded him with a long, blank look that suggested her mind was elsewhere, then returned to her scribbling. He cleared his throat and beckoned for the woman waiting in the hall.

“Lillian, I’ve brought someone to see you. A lady physician.”

Lillian looked up again, startled, her book fluttering closed. He watched her size up the visitor. The doctor was wearing spectacles and a faded but fussy dress surely dating from the last century and was stout with jet-black hair combed back in a tight bun that framed her round, serious face. Thirty-five? Forty? It was hard to say. She grasped a black leather bag with both hands.

“Lillian, I’d like you to meet Dr. Margaret Hampston, from Boston, where she did her medical training.” Ernest found he was bobbling, one foot to the other, his nervous habit. He had spent some time relying on his network of sources to find a doctor who was not only a woman, but also had certain special interests. “Dr. Hampston has some experience with”—he groped about for the right word—“unusual pregnancies.” He then played his trump card. “And like you, Dr. Hampston is a member of the National Council of Women and one of the leading voices pressuring McGill and Laval to open their medical schools to women.”

Dr. Hampston was already inching into the room, removing her hat and puzzling at the overburdened coat stand. Natalie hurried forward to take her things.

“Ernest and I will step out for a bit, shall we?” Natalie was already hustling onto the landing, the doctor’s coat still draped over her own arm as if she intended to wear it.

By the time Ernest and Natalie had returned, stomped the snow from their boots, and mounted the steps to the top-floor flat, both Dr. Hampston and Lillian were seated on the sofa, discussing not babies or birthing, but rather the book Lillian had been poring over when Ernest arrived. It was, he swiftly learned, a collection of blistering satirical essays arguing for women’s suffrage recently published by Mrs. Nellie McClung. “Some of it is very funny, but some of it I quite disagree with,” Lillian was saying. “I’m happy to lend you my copy when I’m finished.”

Dr. Hampston gestured for Natalie and Ernest to sit, which they did.

“Everything is progressing,” she said in a flat, confident tone. “By all accounts, things are delayed—much delayed—but the mother is healthy and the baby’s heart is lusty. It is unusual, but not entirely undocumented.”

“But—” Ernest couldn’t help himself. “When will the baby come?” All eyes fell to Lillian’s stomach, which she swiftly covered.

Dr. Hampston’s features were smooth and unworried. “Certainly not before Christmas. Late January, possibly, but I’m putting my money on February or March.” Ernest was aware of Natalie beside him, pink-nosed from the cold, her jaw falling open at the words. He must have looked similarly gobsmacked because Dr. Hampston regarded them sternly over her glasses. “While the timeline is exceptional, nothing appears particularly out of the ordinary, although given the length of the pregnancy, there is certainly the risk of malformations and specifically polymelia, as I’ve explained to Lillian.”

Natalie was trying to repeat the term soundlessly, her mouth moving around its shape, likely committing it to memory so she could look it up later. Dr. Hampston saved her the trouble. “Additional limbs,” she stated, matter-of-factly. “A rare congenital abnormality believed to be caused by protracted gestation. Surgical correction is an option and the mental faculties of the baby are usually unaffected.” This news had apparently already been shared with Lillian, who was looking stoically at the doctor.

“None of this is preordained,” Dr. Hampston said, her face relaxing into a smile. “Everything seems, to me, to be perfectly in order.”





iii.

Ernest paced. What a cliché! He paced between the overstuffed bookshelves and the table in his socks, one of which was wet on account of a leaky boot. He left a loop of spongy, unmatched footprints in the worn carpet and tried not to grimace at the sounds emitting from Lillian in the bedroom. Natalie, dispatched by Dr. Hampston to fetch more water and towels, had burst out of the bedroom and lunged for the kettle, whisking it off the stove and into the sink so that the teapot sailed across the room like a football, landing mercifully in a pile of ironing. Before she could hustle back to the bedside, they heard the newborn’s first spluttering cries.

Later, tucked to his chest, the baby felt like a pot roast wrapped in flannel, not long from the oven. Curly, coppery lashes nestled on rosy cheeks, and a fuzz of ginger hair peeped out from under her cap. The warm heft of her sent him tumbling back to Tom’s birth, twenty years ago. Ernest had been ten years old and someone—Father? Nanny?—had asked if he wanted to hold his baby brother. Ernest had held out his arms, just so, and Thomas had been nestled against the thump of his heart. Looking down at the tiny, crumpled lips of this child sipping at life, Ernest realized that whatever lingering doubts he’d had about the baby’s parentage in the months since Natalie had knocked at his door had evaporated.

“She’s a McKinley, no doubt about it,” he murmured, saluting the fact as it sank in. Dr. Hampston had been induced to stay for a dram of whisky, then another, to toast the baby’s miraculous arrival, on the leap year, no less. February 29, 1916. No spare limbs or ears, big bright eyes, and a robust set of lungs. All her fingers and toes were accounted for, with none to spare.

Ernest, Natalie, and Dr. Hampston clinked their teacups together softly in the living room while Lillian slept, the door ajar. Dr. Hampston nodded sagely. “I’ve never delivered a normal baby after such a long gestation, but there have throughout history been reports of women who’ve experienced a physical or mental trauma that appeared to have altered what we generally consider to be the normal incubation period. Lillian, with her background in the phytological sciences, is well aware of the impact of external stressors on successive generations of plant species, so she has a number of theories as to what might have happened embryonically here. And there is much we don’t know about the breadth of what I’d term ‘normal variations within the human species.’”

Ernest lowered his nose toward the baby, feeling the puff of her teensy exhalations against his cheek.

Dr. Hampston nodded, agreeing with herself. “This baby had a slow start, but she shows every sign of being a healthy, happy little girl.”

For a long moment, she peered glumly into the bottom of her empty teacup. “Can I ask you, Natalie? Who knew that Lillian was pregnant? Family, friends?”

“Our parents are gone,” Natalie said. “They died when we were young. Yellow fever.” She saw the expression on Dr. Hampston’s face. “They were missionaries in West Africa. Lillian and I lived there, too, when we were little, but we were sent back to Montreal, to boarding school.”

She shifted a troubled look at Ernest, as if ashamed. “I don’t remember them well at all. Our grandmother lived here, in Montreal, but she’s gone now, too.”

Ernest, watching her solemn face, felt a fresh pang for these two sisters. They’d been through so much and were so very alone.

“During her pregnancy, did you do any entertaining here or did Lillian go out much?” Dr. Hampston asked gently. “You said she dropped out of university after Thomas died, but did she keep in touch with her classmates or attend any meetings of the National Council of Women? The local suffrage society?” Dr. Hampston spiraled her cup thoughtfully in its saucer, then peered over her glasses at Natalie. “What I’m asking is, how many people were aware that Lillian was pregnant, and for how long?”

“No one,” Natalie said slowly. “Well, Ernest, of course, but no one else. Lillian was so miserable. People came to the funeral, but after that, she shut everyone out.”

Dr. Hampston looked relieved as she smoothed her skirt over her knees. But Ernest saw that Natalie was winding her ankles, one behind the other, and had started gnashing on her lower lip. Ernest raised an eyebrow.

“Actually, Dr. Hampston, I’m sorry, but there was once, not long after Tom died, such a difficult time—it seems so long ago now. I’d only just graduated and moved straight here from boarding school. There were two women who visited Lillian, acquaintances from before the war who are also very involved with the Council of Women, I gather. Upper crust, Anglophone, looking around the flat with their snouts in the air. One of them had married into that big newspaper family and just had a baby, a girl.” She flickered a timid look at Ernest. “Do you know who I mean? She and her husband were at Tom’s service—this woman was still with child then, and he was the stuffy, sour-looking man in a top hat.”

Ernest startled. She was referring to Harold Southam. The damnable fog of that funeral! He’d all but forgotten he’d noticed Southam there and been furious. The man was the worst sort of scandalmonger, likely hoping to get fifteen inches of sensational tattle for his battlefield column. How on earth had Lillian come to be friends with the man’s wife?

“It was this lady, and another, who came by unexpectedly several months later, after the snooty one had her baby.” Natalie swallowed. “Things were still very bad with Lillian then. She was sleeping most of the day on the couch, very indisposed, very low. She talked about her sadness as if it was a physical weight, pinning her down. I figured it was better for Lillian to have some company while I ran my errands, so I don’t know how long they stayed or what was said, but I know they upset Lillian somehow, bringing that baby by. They left some tracts devised at a recent Montreal Suffrage Association meeting. Nothing to do with the franchise bills before Parliament but all about ‘guardian mothers’ and why well-bred women need to reproduce and preserve lineage during times of war, that kind of thing. You’ve probably seen their newspaper advertisements. Nasty stuff. I burnt them in the fire.”

Natalie shot a sheepish look at Dr. Hampston. “Lillian was in such a stew after they left, I can only assume that they preached about their cause during their visit. She certainly never invited them back. And”—Natalie hesitated—“Lillian was showing by then, her belly was about so.” She hovered her hands over her stomach, then held them up, looking from one to the other and widening them as though alluding to a fish that got away. “I assumed they would have noticed.”

The baby mewed in the silence that followed, everyone thinking, no doubt, just how stubbornly tardy the baby had been, refusing to be born. Ernest felt a rising anxiety pushing against the feeling of deep calm radiating into him from the warm little loaf, asleep in his arms.

“And you, Mr. McKinley?” Dr. Hampston’s round glasses fixed themselves on him. “You’re Thomas’s older brother and you have some high-up position in government, I believe?”

Natalie, he noticed, was also looking at him expectantly. “Just so,” he said. “Department of External Affairs. International affairs, the Commonwealth, strategic relationships, and the like.”

The two women regarded him blankly. Even the baby opened one sleepy eye, but it quickly drooped closed. “Diplomatic intelligence-gathering, if you will.” In fact, diplomacy had less and less to do with it. Natalie drew her eyebrows together. “No legwork on my end. I’m merely—” He swirled a hand. “An administrator. Writing reports. Attending meetings.”

Dr. Hampston looked dissatisfied, but only said, “Family? Your parents.”

He shook his head. “Scottish. They’ve both passed.” He felt the baby’s heat, snug and reassuring. “Thomas was my only sibling.”

Dr. Hampston gave another authoritative snap of her head.

“I don’t mean to make you anxious.” She gave a rueful smile. “What I might advise, if I may, is that we keep the details of the baby’s time in utero to ourselves? As Lillian herself will have gleaned from McClung’s book of essays, which I’m returning by the way”—she took a book from her black bag, the same book Lillian had been poring over before Christmas—“there is a growing concern in certain circles, including some of the more vocal heroines of the women’s movement, unfortunately, about children born with any kind of mental or physical deficits, really anything particularly outside the bounds of normal. While this baby shows every sign of being a perfectly normal child, we can all agree that her protracted incubation time may raise unwelcome scrutiny.”

Dr. Hampston pushed up her wire spectacles, digging the heels of her hands into the dark hollows of her eyes, then let the glasses drop back into place. “I think we’ll let time be the one to decide what traits fall within the bounds of normal for this little one, shall we?”

A shout from the adjoining room made them start, and Natalie leapt to her feet so that Ernest had to reach out and steady the whisky bottle.

It was Lillian, growling sleepily from her bed. “Katherine,” she said a second time. “That’s her name. Katherine Margaret McKinley.”





iv.

Whatever Ernest had expected to feel about his brother’s baby—the warm truth of her in his arms, the way she smiled up at him from her cot, kicking her chubby legs in greeting—it wasn’t this: this soggy mush of love that seemed to swell inside his chest, utterly unknown to him in his life so far, his heart soaking her up like a sponge. Kit, he called her, because she was such a compact and perfect bundle, everything fitting together just so. Even though the war effort was now in full swing and his responsibilities were great, he found a way to duck out of the office on his lunch hour once or twice a week to pay her a fleeting visit.

Natalie was equally smitten. Even after being accepted into the teachers college at Sainte-Anne-de-Bellevue, she insisted she wanted to continue rooming with her sister, never mind the commute, so as to be able to help as much as possible with Kit.

Lillian, on the other hand, having carried the baby so long, must have felt a lightness after Kit’s birth that seemed chiefly to drive her back to the other pursuits she’d let lapse after Tom’s death. These were women’s causes, most notably the suffrage fight, but also some of her earlier fascination with plants and lichens—the focus of her university studies. Even with the baby dozing in her arms, Lillian seemed more intrigued by an iridescent moss that had grown in the groove of the kitchen window during the long winter. She forbade Natalie from disturbing it, carefully monitoring its progression with a series of neatly dated pencil marks along the wooden ledge. Fortified by this new energy and purpose, Lillian seemed even taller and more striking, so that Ernest felt he was finally seeing the young woman that Thomas had fallen for, razor-sharp and constantly buzzing. She just wasn’t buzzing over her child.

In October, Ernest brought the sisters pumpkin pie as well as a flannel blanket for Kit. For Christmas Eve, he brought beef tourtière and a miniature porcelain tub fitted to a wrought-iron stand, a fountain pen for Natalie, and, for Lillian, a cashmere scarf in indigo blue that set off her eyes. On the last day of February 1917, not precisely the right date, but still, he brought a birthday cake, plus a silver rattle shaped like a tiger for Kit and a rare first edition of Charles Darwin’s The Descent of Man, a book Lillian had mentioned in passing. She had accepted the gift in a voice croaking with gratitude and amazement, stroking the leather cover as if he’d managed to procure an original Bible signed by Jesus himself.

For Easter, he arrived at the dépanneur on La Main bearing a maple-glazed ham, scalloped potatoes, and a plush toy rabbit. Also, a lapis lazuli bangle that had caught his eye on Rue Saint-Denis, its hue reminding him of the scarf he’d given Lillian for Christmas. He’d been unable to help himself. Was it too much? Probably.

He brought his gifts up the stairs, humming to himself. He smiled and tipped his chin at harried Mrs. Russo, who peered around the door of the apartment below, returning his greeting with a brisk jerk of her head. Once at the top-floor flat, he was surprised to find Dr. Hampston, who’d been summoned—and this was even more startling—by Lillian. A beam scale and a set of bronze weights were laid out on the low table. Seated on the settee, the doctor had a stethoscope inserted in her ears and was moving the bell over Kit’s bare chest, so that the baby blinked in surprise.

“What’s happened?” he said, his voice coming out like a braking locomotive. He hurried to the couch. Kit, tilting her head toward him, gurgled a happy greeting.

Dr. Hampston, listening with concentration, scrunched her nose to inch her heavy glasses higher but said nothing. Natalie, who’d let him in, was wearing her best coat and had taken some time with her hair, meaning she was likely on her way out to meet one of her beaus. But she stood with her long arms wrapped around her, her face pinched.

Lillian’s cheeks were flushed, a silky tendril of hair spiraling down the nape of her neck. She glanced up at Ernest, and her eyes pooled. “She’s not growing, is she? Not the way she should. Thirteen months old and she’s nursing constantly, but not teething, her hair won’t grow in. She’s got no strength in her neck to support her head.” She gestured at the balance on the table, and her voice cracked. “We’ve just weighed her and she’s only fifteen pounds.”

It was all Ernest could do to stop himself from taking Lillian in his arms. Ernest, too, had found himself noticing other babies and wondering more and more about what pace of development was normal. He felt swamped with relief to know that Lillian, always so guarded with her emotions, had been thinking these thoughts as well.

Dr. Hampston was plucking the instrument from her ears. “You were quite right to call me,” she said in her comforting monotone, patting at the slicked hair over her ears, her tight, black bun. “There’s nothing wrong, per se. Katherine—Kit—is healthy and hearty, responsive to stimuli, and her lungs are strong.” She nodded at Ernest, as if she’d only just noticed him. “But it’s true—” Dr. Hampston paused, choosing her words. “She’s taking her time, just as she did in the womb.”

“Will she catch up, then? With time?” Natalie, on her skinny legs, hunched and pacing in her white coat, looked like an egret.

The doctor raised a bushy brow above the tops of her wire spectacles. “No reason to think she won’t, eventually. Unless—” She looked from Natalie to Lillian. “Do you recall either one of your parents looking particularly old, or particularly young?”

“Our parents?” Lillian blinked at Natalie, who looked equally discombobulated. “They just looked … parental.”

“Of course.” Dr. Hampston waved a hand. “To a child, all adults seem ancient, don’t they? Timeless. And then they died young, you said. I just wondered whether there was anything in their ancestry to explain little Kit.” Her face clouded. “Lillian, no doubt you’ve come across Charles Davenport, the zoologist?” Then she turned to Ernest. “Davenport was at Harvard when I was in medical school at Boston University, and we had our share of quarrels over the value of biometrics in human heredity. He’s published dozens of papers and books on the genetics of everything from alcoholism to intelligence to manic depression, and several years ago founded the Eugenics Record Office—always on the hunt for threats to the continuity of the germplasm.”

The words hung for a moment, then the doctor vanquished them with a shake of her head. “She’s certainly progressing.” Dr. Hampston waggled her pinkie finger above the baby, who snatched at it, trying to curl her tiny fist around it. “You see,” she said, smiling. All their eyes fell to the satisfied grunts and lip-smacking of the baby, and it was probably only Ernest who noticed, or imagined, the flicker of doubt in the doctor’s eyes before she blinked it away.





v.

“Excuse me, excuse me.” Lillian edged her way awkwardly through the women already seated, bumping past their knees to reach the empty seats mid-row, Ernest trailing behind her. One of only a dozen men in the otherwise packed auditorium, Ernest was acutely aware of the faint smiles of the women standing to let him pass, then bending their heads to whisper together. In the two years since Kit’s birth, Lillian had mumbled regularly about joining Natalie at one of the evenings organized by the Montreal Suffrage Association, but this was the first time she’d actually done so.

Ernest watched her gaze roving over the crowd, the flicker when she recognized a face. She gestured at a woman in sturdy shoes at the edge of the stage. “That’s Dr. Derick,” she murmured. Ernest recognized her face from the brochures Natalie had spilled from her purse that summer day in his foyer, before Kit was born. Derick was founder and president of both the National Council of Women and the local suffrage association. He’d since seen this same gloomy gaze and prominent nose presiding over a number of other circulars that had made their way into the apartment.

Ernest did his own appraisal of the mostly older, well-to-do women in the crowd. Unless he was mistaken, that was Education Minister Philip Devereux’s jittery wife seated in the fourth row, quaking like an aspen, and farther back, the second violinist from the Montreal Symphony, now nodding her head as if to a secret rhythm. And there was an undeniable drumbeat. Several of the provinces had recently granted votes for women: the push now was to convince the newly elected Borden government to follow suit federally before this blasted war was over.

Lillian herself was sitting up very straight, puffed up and proud, her eyes shining. “Natalie should really be here,” she had muttered earlier, even though Natalie, with a knowing look, had been the one to insist that Ernest accompany Lillian to the lecture. He’d have been perfectly happy to stay home with Kit so that the sisters could have gone together. She was the sweetest, giggliest, gurgliest baby he’d ever known. Even now his hands twitched for the love of having her in his arms.

The house lights dimmed. Lillian leaned forward and, without even seeming to notice she’d done it, reached over abruptly and clenched Ernest’s wrist, letting it go just as quickly so that a damp warmth lingered.

After a brief introduction, Dr. Derick swept from her chair and strode to center stage. A hush fell.

“What a pleasure it is to see so many eager faces committed to the cause of women’s emancipation!” Derick’s voice was deep and stentorian, and the first minute or two of her speech came out like a lion’s roar. Then her voice dropped low and ominous so that the crowd, as one, leaned forward to catch her next words.

“My friends, we have won some battles, but we have not won the war. Thoughtful, educated, well-bred women have demonstrated their stalwart courage in the face of global calamity, upholding Canadian civility in a time of tumultuous change.”

Ernest stole a peek at Lillian and was surprised to see she was watching him. Her eyes, usually so inscrutable, were ablaze, suffused with excitement and eager to find him at her side. Derick was stoking an ember in Lillian, and she now looked transformed, ferocious and beautiful, like a bonfire. He managed to blink, a gesture of assent, and for a split second, he thought she might snatch again at his hand and not let go.

Derick, meanwhile, was quivering like a tuning fork, her voice rising again as she invoked the pressing themes of womanly standards, democracy, social hygiene, the scourge of urban vice and depravity, the influx of migrants, orphanages groaning at the seams. “Never before have we faced a moral imperative to ensure that a just and strong society can thrive!” she boomed.

“Hear, hear!” called an elderly woman, producing a wave of giggles.

“Our very humanity depends on the entwined paths of heredity and environment. It is the biology we are endowed with at birth coupled with the environs in which we are born and raised that constitute eugenics. Make no mistake! It falls to women to ensure the best strains of humanity are preserved and enhanced through successive generations.”

Derick’s rumbling voice was like a torrent plunging over a falls. Lillian’s smile, however, had also dropped.

“War, for all its horrors, has helped to raise the status of women in unexpected realms, and for this we must be rewarded with the franchise. But many of our brightest sons are returning from the war seeking all manner of vice to help soothe the terrors of battle: brothels, whisky, and illicit drugs to numb their pain. I’ve heard it said that the number of unwed women birthing their bastard sons and daughters in our great city will soon surpass that of married couples if something is not done.”

The room was too warm. Lillian shifted in her seat, twitching at her skirt to circulate a current of air. She had stopped darting looks at Ernest.

“To be sure, Canada has its fair share of war widows—fine, upstanding women, their husbands lost in noble sacrifice. Their fatherless children deserve our charity and our protection. But do not be deceived.” Here Derick paused, wagging a stern finger. “Today, in 1918, the child of the soldier who went to war with those first battalions only to be felled at Ypres, at Vimy Ridge, at Passchendaele, is the little boy standing so high.” She held a splayed hand at her hip and tousled the hair of the imaginary child. “He can pump his stout legs on the swing set and count to ten with his fingers. Beware the babies born of sin being passed off as the progeny of fathers lost in the valor of war.”

Ernest shunted a glance at Lillian, anger stirring in his breast. She hadn’t buttoned herself into her best suit to be subjected to this kind of sanctimonious hokum. Thomas was dead, not lost. And Kit was a million times more marvelous than mere “progeny.” Lillian’s hands now lay limp in her lap, and it was he who wanted to lace his fingers through hers.

“It falls to right-minded women such as yourselves to produce the leaders of tomorrow in stable, hygienic homes while the degenerates, the mentally deficient, and the morally bereft are prevented from propagating their kind. As science now makes clear, these children will only spawn the next immoral generations, further threatening humanity’s finer lineages with extinction. More than war, more than pestilence, more than famine: this, ladies, is the greatest, most pernicious threat to the future of civil society. And the solution is within our grasp.”

The applause was deafening. Dr. Derick closed her eyes, not a lion but a house cat, basking in the approbation as if in a ray of winter sunshine. A buzz of voices rose with the lights. Lillian sat motionless in her seat.

“Were you wanting to stay for the reception?” Ernest asked, apprehension pocking his chin. Lillian turned toward him blankly, then shook her head, blinking as if waking from a dream. “I should get back to Kit. I suspect she refused to eat her mashed carrot.” She got to her feet and he helped her into her coat, sending a stern reminder to his arms of their specific assignment—coat-holding, not embracing or consoling.

“Lillian Kenilworth?” A stout, handsome woman in a fur collar was blocking their way to the main doors. “Lillian McKinley, I should say. What a pleasure after all this time! I’d assumed you’d moved away.”

“Marjorie.” Lillian paused. She was flushed, he saw, wearing her heavy coat in the warm foyer.

“Wasn’t Professor Derick something! My Harold couldn’t be here tonight, always working late, but he’s running an exclusive interview with her in tomorrow’s paper.”

So this was Southam’s wife, the one who’d so upset Lillian when she’d visited with her baby in 1915. She looked to be trying to rearrange her nosy inquiries into some semblance of empathy. “I’ve thought of you so many times, poor lamb. You were in such a state at the service for poor Thomas, and still so poorly when Lucy Fitzgibbons and I stopped by after my Ella arrived.” Her eyes, as she said this, were latching on to Ernest. “And all went well with the child that fall, I heard? A little boy, was it?”

Lillian was turning a mottled purple. “No. I mean, yes. But it was— Well, it was a girl, Kit. Katherine.”

Marjorie cooed like a pigeon and laid her gloved claw on Lillian’s sleeve. “Katherine, how lovely. Was that your mother’s name? You poor dear, an orphan, then losing poor Thomas. And now a child without a father.” Her gleaming eyes leapt once again in Ernest’s direction. He set his jaw so tightly he heard a ringing in his ears. He was thinking about what he’d do if he heard the phrase “poor Thomas” one more time from this woman’s galloping mouth.

“Oh, we didn’t have the best visit that day, but then I hadn’t known of your delicate condition—certainly no one had mentioned it at the funeral for poor Thomas. But my dear, you should have reached out sooner! We’re all here for one another, you know. And my Ella must be almost the same age as your Katherine, just a few months older.” Marjorie twirled, beaming, to include Ernest. “Born the very same day the Lusitania went down, if you can imagine.”

Lillian flinched.

“Oh, duckie! I’m so very sorry.” She took a card from her purse. “We must get together. Do you have a telephone? You simply must stop by or drop me a line, any time. We’ll get the girls together, shall we, at my place? Or we’ll go for tea? My Ella is scampering all over and talking up a storm. She’d love a little playmate, I’m sure of it. We must introduce them.”

Marjorie put extra emphasis on the word introduce, flinging another pointed nod at Ernest, who ignored it and turned his hat in his hands. Lillian took the card hesitantly, as if dazed. Perhaps she, too, was thinking of Kit at home, having scarcely started babbling anything remotely intelligible, pinching her lips belligerently against spoon after spoon of pulped carrot. Scampering? Kit had yet to pull herself up on all fours.

“We must go,” Lillian said at last. It wasn’t clear whether she meant this for Marjorie and her offer of tea or for Ernest, but before Marjorie could blather another word, Lillian was heading for the double doors, then out into the blowing snow.

Ernest and Lillian drove the short and slippery distance from campus to La Main in silence, mounting the steps to the third-floor flat as quietly as their winter boots would allow. On their ascent, they could hear Kit’s howls and, to their surprise, found the door to the flat ajar when they arrived, the lamps blazing.

Kit, bless her, was in Natalie’s arms, doing her best to drown out whatever might have otherwise taken place by way of conversation because their downstairs neighbors, the dour Russos, were seated on the settee. Another man, whom Ernest recognized as the landlord, Monsieur Langois—seldom seen unless a pipe was frozen or a window cracked—was striding around the apartment tallying the chips in the plaster walls, the dents in the wainscoting. Mrs. Russo, heavily pregnant once again, pointed a trembling finger at Ernest.

“That’s one of the men, Monsieur Langois. Coming and going at all hours of the day and night, laden with packages.” Mrs. Russo’s eyes were wide and her chin wobbled, accentuating her underbite. “The other is a younger man, not quite so sharply dressed, who tends to come”—she jabbed in Lillian’s direction now—“when Mrs. McKinley has stepped out.”

Lillian turned to Natalie, her eyebrows raised. Natalie responded by peeling the baby from her shoulder and thrusting her at Lillian.

Mr. Russo got to his feet. “Monsieur Langois, you can understand. We have several children already, with another on the way. This is a respectable establishment. Two young women with a string of gentlemen callers, a baby…” His voice trailed away.

“A younger man, not as sharply dressed?” Lillian was addressing Natalie, batting aside the little hand pawing greedily at her breast.

“Just the one time,” Natalie mumbled. “Maybe twice. Marty Thurston, I told you about him. He’s a classmate at teaching school. Nothing untoward.” She sniffed. “Nothing along the lines of what’s being insinuated here.”

Mrs. Russo bristled, turning her bulging eyes at the baby. “Thomas McKinley, God rest his soul, is nearly three years gone.” She made the sign of the cross over her ample breast. “Three years! I have four children already, Monsieur Langois. I know babies. That baby”—she again speared the air with her thick finger—“is eight months old if she’s a day.”

Lillian took a step toward Natalie, who was making a show of rattling the cupboards open and closed. Lillian furrowed her brow at her. “Have I even met a Marty Thurston? I’m sure I don’t know that name.”

Monsieur Langois had stopped his pacing and was staring sternly at the baby, as if trying to place it. Kit squirmed, the cold, wet wool of Lillian’s coat scratchy against her face. She took a gulp of air, gearing up for her hungriest yowl.

Ernest coughed, planted his feet wide, then pointed to the open door with a flourish. “This visit is over,” he said flatly. He reached into his breast pocket and handed the landlord a card stating his senior position within the foreign services branch of government, along with his office address on the prestigious Rue Saint-Jacques. “Monsieur Langois, please telephone or call in at your earliest convenience if you require more,” he said in French. Then he turned to the Russos and switched to Italian, which prompted more bug-eyed blinking from Mrs. Russo. “As you can see, the baby is hungry, you are upsetting her, and there is a risk she will catch a chill.” He nodded curtly. “Good night to you both.”

The click of the door set Kit caterwauling with fresh determination. Natalie and Lillian both started talking at once, Lillian trying to wriggle out of her wet coat, juggling the baby from arm to arm and showering her sister with questions. Natalie’s protests were directed partly at Lillian and partly at the retreating Russos, her eyes flashing.

“Lillian!” Ernest said, loud enough that Kit’s cries seemed to lodge in her windpipe and the quarreling sisters both turned to Ernest mid-sentence. He took the baby from her mother and nestled her into the crook of his arm, using the other to help Lillian out of her coat, then spinning her gently to face him.

“Lillian,” he repeated, more softly. “Enough of all this. There is a simple solution before us, and a happy one.” He cleared his throat. “Will you marry me?”





vi.

Time went by and the baby stayed a baby. Pink-gummed and plump-cheeked, with long ropes of glistening drool connecting her rosy lips to whatever she clutched in her miniature hand, eternally wailing or winsome. Kit’s glacial development would surely have raised more eyebrows if Ernest’s work had not kept them constantly on the move.

Immediately after they were wed, the new Mr. and Mrs. McKinley headed to Boston for six months, then New York, then Washington, DC, where Ernest was the eyes and ears of Prime Minister Borden’s government amid the international mix of power brokers, industrialists, and political elites reeling from the war and vying for its spoils.

By the time the McKinleys returned to Canada in 1919, managing to avoid the Spanish flu, no one questioned whether Kit, with her strawberry curls and sparkling green eyes, was Ernest’s child. Ernest, now approaching his mid-thirties, felt almost frightened by his own happiness. What dumb luck, he mused, while he huffed and flexed his way through his morning calisthenics. What a change in tide, he thought as he peered into the baby’s bassinet to watch her furrow her sweet brow as if, like her papa, she hoped to solve the world’s problems while she slept. What divine fortune, he marveled, as Lillian in her white slip tilted her head and fiddled with an earring at the mirror, and his ribs felt too tight in his chest. Lillian’s loose chignon threatened to tumble sideways over her shoulder and his hand twitched with the urge to help it topple.

If only he could be sure that Lillian felt the same way. Reading Lillian’s emotions was like decoding an enemy cipher. He’d watched her holding Kit, purple-faced and apoplectic, with a wooden stoicism that was just as likely to be the cause of the baby’s upset as it was any sort of solace.

“Of course I love her,” Lillian would say, her face a mix of hurt and bafflement.

“But she needs to feel that you love her,” Ernest said. “It might help her flourish.”

Because little Kit was still far too small. Now past her third birthday, the child had only just figured out how to stagger to her feet with the help of whatever leg or furniture was at hand. She showed no sign of cutting her first tooth.

“It certainly defies explanation,” said Dr. Hampston, who’d since moved to Toronto, where her practice was attracting more of the sorts of patients eschewed by other physicians. She paid a special visit to the McKinleys once they’d returned to Montreal.

She pushed her glasses atop her round head. “My private diagnosis,” she continued, “would be that her body’s rhythm, that is to say, her internal calendar, is merely set at a slower tempo.” Kit, seated on the rug in the middle of the room, smacked a disembodied doll’s arm against a wooden box, grunting contentedly at the sound. “Time, for her, is different. She is aging, she’s older than she was eighteen months ago, she’s just not eighteen months older. There’s nothing to indicate that she won’t catch up at some point.”

Dr. Hampston tapped her spectacles back down on her nose and lifted her chin to inspect Lillian. “And you? What will you do?”

“Me?” Lillian’s brows hopped at the question. Kit, likely sensing she was losing the attention of the adults, hurled the doll’s arm across the carpet, then scrambled after it on all fours.

“Quite the throwing arm!” Dr. Hampston said. “Yes, you. I’m assuming you’ll now go back to finish your undergraduate degree?”

“Oh,” said Lillian, waving vaguely at the tall shelves lining the room. They were crowded with books, most of them Ernest’s, although her collection of texts and journals was slowly growing. “I keep up.”

Dr. Hampston sniffed. “Crumbs and morsels,” she pronounced. “Your brain will starve at this rate. I’ll speak to the dean of the department myself. I bet he’d be delighted to have you back. And Dr. Derick is still teaching in the botany department, of course—as you likely know, she’s decided to step down as president of the Montreal Suffrage Association.”

Ernest could see from Lillian’s expression that she wasn’t up on society news, but there was a gleam in her eye that hadn’t been there a moment ago. Ernest had assumed she was lonely. Natalie, after finishing up her teaching degree, had since accepted a job in New Brunswick.

Kit chose that moment to haul herself up using the arm of Ernest’s wingback chair. “Pa-pa!” she said, beaming with pride. He hoisted her onto his lap and she whooped. Lowering his nose to her downy head and breathing deeply, he thought, Of course. Of course Lillian needed to return to her studies. He should have thought of this himself. Lillian wasn’t lonely; she was bored.

Dr. Hampston was choosing her words carefully. “Kit is delayed, certainly, but she lacks all telltale signs of feeble-mindedness or congenital retardation.” She hesitated. These terms were gunpowder in the women’s league these days, where the sisterhood was increasingly fixating on mental hygiene and eugenics. It was the chief reason Lillian had little interest in attending any of the Montreal meetings.

Ernest set Kit down on her feet again, holding her as she swayed. He let his hands slide over her narrow shoulders and down her arms so that she clutched at his fingers with a ferocity that surprised him. After teetering for a moment, she lifted a foot and took an unsteady step toward her mother, then another, pulling away from his grip and half lunging, half stumbling into her mother’s knees. Lillian finally seemed to snap to attention, breaking into a soft smile.

“If I may.” Dr. Hampston cleared her throat. “I’d suggest you don’t go discussing the particulars of Kit’s slow progress with the likes of Dr. Derick.”
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