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      I thought it was kinder to keep the truth from you, but now I’m doubtful. I was only trying to protect you. I was only trying to do the best I could. Forgive me, my darling. Forgive me. 

      He was naked and bloody as a newborn baby, and just about as ugly too. He was so skinny that his head seemed oddly big for his body, his features too large for his face. His hair was shoulder length and tangled, matted with dust and twigs. His face and limbs were scratched and scarred and rotten with dirt. The mud and blood had dried and mottled like rust on an iron gate, all apart from a fresh wound to his side which bled rapid and red. He gripped it with one hand, trying to stem the flow, but the blood oozed through his fingers.

      Sadie had seen him first. Or at least she saw something, some movement among the trees at the edge of the forest that near-surrounded our little town. We’d been walking back from school, chatting about this and that, when she stopped dead, mid-sentence and gripped my arm.

      ‘Emmy! What’s that?’

      I looked carefully, but all was still and dark.

      ‘Was it an animal, Sadie?’ Surely, I thought, a bear or a wolf would not come so close to town. The winter had been unusually mild. There should be plenty of food in the forest for predators.

      ‘I don’t —’ Sadie’s voice faltered, and she stared and blinked as the shadows moved, became flesh, stumbled towards us.

      ‘Sadie!’ I breathed. Fear and disgust were sour in my mouth, but I have never been one to panic.

      The creature took another step towards us and Sadie clasped my hand tight. Then he made a noise in his throat, a whimper like a dog’s whine, and Sadie shrieked. She let go of my hand and ran, splashing through the mud in her best button boots.

      ‘Come on, Emmy!’ she shouted, but I could not move.

      He needs help, I thought. He is hurt.

      I stood listening to the squelch of Sadie’s progress through the quagmire that was North Road until, eventually, all I could hear was the wind in the trees, a woodpecker’s drumming, and the boy’s ragged breath.

      ‘Do you speak English?’ I asked, in a shaking voice. ‘Do you understand me?’

      He nodded slowly, but said nothing, gaping like an idiot.

      His free arm dangled loose at his side – injured, I assumed. But I was wrong. His hand gripped a pistol.

      ‘Drop the gun!’ I ordered, though he’d made no move to use it.

      He looked down at his hand, as though I had surprised him. He made a strange sound, a strangled cry, and flung the weapon into the long grass as though he could not wait to rid himself of it.

      I felt powerful then, and vastly superior to Sadie who had turned tail and run. ‘Good,’ I told him. ‘Well done.’ His face twisted and he fell to his knees. His hand clutched at my shoe and I stepped backwards.

      I took off my coat to cover his body as he lay on the ground. ‘Help is coming,’ I told him.

      I laid my hand gingerly on his forehead. Although the wind was bitterly cold, he was burning hot with a fever.

      ‘What has happened to you? Where do you come from?’

      His mouth moved and I bent down closer to hear his words.

      ‘What are you?’

      I was confused, but relieved that he spoke English.

      ‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

      He didn’t answer. He seemed to be listening very intently to something – exactly what, I could not say. Then he scrambled to his feet, looking from side to side. My coat lay crumpled on the ground.

      I was horribly aware of his nakedness. I knew that most girls would have screamed and ran, but I prided myself on being no ordinary girl. And after all, my mother had told me enough times that bodies were bodies. Nothing to be scared of.

      ‘What are you doing? Stay still, you are hurt!’

      ‘They are coming… they will kill me.’ His voice was little more than a groan.

      ‘They?’ I said, and as I did, I heard a noise behind me. I turned around to see Adam’s cart approaching through the mud, two men riding abreast. Sadie must have run all the way to her family’s farm, and sent her father and brother to find us.

      ‘Whoa, Ben, stay back!’ Mr Harkness shouted to his dog, his voice booming through the trees. ‘What in the name of God is this?’ I saw that he was carrying his rifle.

      The boy’s whole body tensed. He reached out and grabbed me, holding me tight to his chest, as if to shield him from harm. His arms were thin and rough, his body burning with fever heat. I felt his trembling breath on the back of my neck – the smell was overpowering.

      I stared at Mr Harkness, then at Adam. The set of their faces told me I should be terrified but somehow, I was not. Not for myself, anyway – rather, I was scared for the boy.

      ‘Tell him you will not hurt him,’ I shouted. ‘Don’t you see that he’s afraid?’

      Adam ignored me, jumping down from the cart, his face grim.

      ‘Take your hands off her!’ he growled.

      His voice, usually so kind and comforting, shocked me. This was a person I no longer recognised. I was flung into fear again, a state that had less to do with the boy who was holding me than the change in someone I thought I knew.

      ‘Emmy!’ roared Mr Harkness. ‘What is this?’

      ‘He’s injured and needs our help. He is bleeding; he needs to go to the hospital – quickly!’

      ‘Let go of her!’ Adam was nearly upon us. Suddenly, the boy’s grip weakened. He staggered backwards and Adam pulled me away by the arm. ‘Run to the cart, Emmy,’ he ordered.

      ‘No, Adam, I —’ I gasped, but Adam wasn’t listening. He let go of me, his hand made a fist and his strong arm went back – ‘No! Adam, no!’ I screamed – and he struck the boy hard in the face. Blood poured from the boy’s nose and he crumpled to the ground.

      Adam paused. ‘Emmy! Are you all right?’

      ‘Never mind me!’ I shrieked. ‘He is injured, he needs a doctor. Get him to the cart right away!’

      ‘But you – there is blood on your skirt and blouse.’

      ‘There is nothing wrong with me,’ I said, so angry that I wanted to make a fist of my hand and hit Adam with it. ‘Why did you hurt him?’ I was furious, tears burning my eyes.

      Adam was bemused. Maybe he was expecting me to fall into his arms and call him my hero. ‘Sadie said he was dangerous.’

      ‘Sadie was wrong,’ I spat back. God would forgive me for my falsehood. The boy was in trouble enough, and the gun was lying safely in the long grass now.

      A look passed between Adam and his father. Reluctantly, they hauled the boy up into the cart and wrapped him in a blanket. I mounted alongside them and we set off for town, the boy moaning softly as the wheels bumped along the track.

      Mr Harkness shook his head at me. Just because I had no father of my own, he thought it was his responsibility to tell me how I should behave.

      ‘Emmy, you shouldn’t have stayed alone with a madman. It wasn’t safe, and you know it.’

      He treated Sadie and me as though we were twelve years old, not young women of sixteen, poised to leave school.

      ‘What will your mother say?’ He meant well, but sometimes his concern was oppressive.

      ‘He is wounded and in need of help. She would’ve done the same,’ I said firmly. We both knew I was right.

      ‘You may be correct,’ he conceded. ‘But you are not your mother and don’t have her expertise in these matters. Be careful, Emmy, or you’ll end up in trouble.’
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      There was a small track leading off the main road, a shortcut to the hospital. It was impassable by cart but I made Mr Harkness let me off so I could run ahead and warn Mother that an emergency case was coming.

      By the time I arrived I was breathless, my boots, skirt and petticoat splashed liberally with mud. I burst through the hospital’s main door, past the dozen or so patients waiting to be seen, shouting for Mother – my voice rough in the hush of the corridor. Charlotte, one of the nurses, rushed from the treatment room.

      ‘Emmy?’

      ‘Where’s Mother?’ I gasped.

      ‘Are you hurt? What’s happened? You’re a sight!’

      My words came out in a rush of emotion and panic. ‘There’s a boy on the way, he’s badly hurt. You need to prepare for him – he’s bleeding.’

      ‘Emmy!’ My mother was there at last. ‘You do not need to shout. Tell us what has happened, calmly and quietly please.’

      She did not ask if I was hurt, despite my blood-stained clothing. My mother never panicked, in any circumstance, which led some to call her cold and unfeeling. Her clipped English accent didn’t help, and she deliberately made herself look as unattractive as possible, tying her yellow hair back into a severe bun, hiding her fine green eyes behind spectacles and rarely smiling. Mother did not care if she was liked or admired. ‘The most important thing is that I am taken seriously,’ she would often tell me.

      I tried my best to steady myself and focus. I gave her an account of the way the boy had appeared from nowhere and fallen at my feet, omitting the pistol and the way that he had grabbed me for protection. She did not scold me like Jonathan Harkness. Instead she asked only about the things that she could fix.

      ‘Fever, you say, and a wound? How fresh is the wound? Were there signs of infection?’

      ‘He is so dirty that it is hard to tell. His eyes are sore and bloodshot.’

      Mother frowned, and pushed her spectacles higher on her nose. ‘Is he an Indian?’

      I thought back to those bloodshot eyes. ‘He’s no Indian. His eyes were as grey as the sky, and any skin I could see was pale.’ Paler than mine in fact, because I loved to be outside and I never wore a hat. With my freckles, high forehead, long face and unruly red-brown hair, no one ever called me a beauty, but luckily I never cared for that kind of nonsense. No one ever called me ugly either. In fact, Adam Harkness had silently admired me for so long that I took it quite for granted that he would continue to do so with no particular encouragement. I assumed he’d always be happy to bring me the first apples when they were ready to pick, give me lifts on his cart, or walk by my side whenever possible. I felt that my future might involve leaving Astor and Adam behind, although I didn’t know where I might go, or why. But if I stayed, then maybe, one day, I might decide to marry him.

      I thought I had the power to decide my own fate. I was wrong.

      ‘He is probably a runaway,’ said Mother. ‘A farm worker or a chore-boy from a lumber camp. Charlotte, prepare the isolation ward. And Emmy, you can help too, but not in those dirty clothes. Come along and I will find you something to wear.’

      A nurse’s uniform was found for me, and I hurried to pull the rough dress on, kicking off my boots and replacing them with soft felt moccasins. I scrubbed my hands too, and then followed Mother down the corridor to the main hall of the hospital where we found a commotion.

      The boy had regained consciousness somewhere between the cart and the hospital, and was struggling to escape Adam’s custody, wriggling and lashing out, growling like an animal. His nose was still bleeding, and blood splattered across the floor and walls.

      Around us, women shrieked and shielded their children, and men made to help Adam restrain him; but the boy managed to break free and took off shakily, staggering towards the exit. Within minutes he was floored again, flattened by the bulky figure of Jack Greengrass, the butcher’s son, who was nursing a cut on his hand.

      Mother clapped her hands. ‘Silence!’ she commanded. ‘Everyone sit down!’ She knelt beside the boy where he lay half-squashed under Jack and choking on his own blood. Jack’s bandage had fallen off, and it felt as though the entire waiting area was blood-drenched chaos. I froze for a moment, but my mother’s voice soon snapped me back to my senses.

      ‘Charlotte,’ she ordered, ‘help Jack.’ Then she leaned down to address the boy. ‘We are here to help you,’ she told him. ‘Will you come quietly?’

      His raw, sore eyes met mine. I saw a question in them. ‘Come quietly,’ I echoed. ‘We will help you.’

      He nodded slowly. Jack climbed off him and roughly pulled him to his feet.

      Mother turned to leave and Adam and Jack seized the boy, half-dragging, half-carrying him in her wake. I followed. Behind me I heard the waiting room start to animate with gossip and gasping and the sound of Minnie, the maid, arriving with her mop and pail to wash away the blood. I felt bad for the boy – injured, confused and scared, naked and dirty in front of all those people.

      Adam was waiting for me at the door of the isolation room. ‘Emmy, are you all right? He could have killed you!’

      Poor Adam. So loving, so protective, so completely perfect as a future husband. Above all, so patient. At sixteen, I did not yet appreciate how rare it is to find a man so kind.

      ‘You should not have hit him,’ I said. ‘He was injured already. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me.’

      ‘And how did you know that? He looks half starved, but he fights like a wildcat.’

      ‘I just knew. You should trust me.’

      ‘No one ever “just knows”. I can take you home now. Or why not come to us?’

      I put my hand on the door. ‘I must go and help Mother.’

      ‘I’m coming with you,’ he said, gently placing his hand on mine. ‘Emmy – don’t be stupid. You know nothing about this person.’

      I paused. The touch of his hand made me feel shaky, and I was perilously close to leaning on him, and letting him comfort me. But I pulled myself together.

      ‘I trust my instincts,’ I said. ‘And I am not stupid.’

      Inside the room, the boy lay still on a bed, no more struggle left in him. Albert, the hospital orderly, pinched his nose, and Mother’s deft fingers examined the wound on his torso, staunched by cotton padding, but still bleeding. He stared at her as though he had met the man in the moon.

      ‘We must get him cleaned up and sedated,’ she said. ‘He has lost a lot of blood, but the wound itself is superficial. Emmy, leave us now; Adam, Albert and I will handle this. Charlotte, can you take over in the dispensary please?’

      ‘I can help,’ I protested, but Mother shushed me and pointed to the door. Charlotte and I left the room together, she to her patients, me to sulk in the passageway. I knew, and so did Mother, that there was nothing wrong in a nurse and a doctor tending to a patient, however naked he was. But I was not a nurse, and half the town still did not accept that she – even with her degree from the London School of Medicine for Women – was a real doctor.

      The boy was not happy to be cleaned up, that was for sure. Even through the heavy oak door I could hear his cries as they did their work. It was an eerie sound, half-animal half-human, and I shuddered to hear it. Maybe I was better off in the corridor.

      Soon enough Adam came to the door and called me in. First, I saw the pile of dirty towels, the mud-brown water in the pail and then the boy himself. Despite their efforts, his pale skin was still stained grey with grime. He was quiet now, lying rigid in the bed, but his eyes darted towards me as I approached. Again, I felt the force of that intense gaze.

      His matted hair had been hacked off, and lay in a sad heap on the floor.

      I did not wait to be asked before setting to work.

      I picked up the pail and refilled it with clean, boiled water. I brought in a stack of clean linen too. I took a brush and swept his discarded hair carefully into a bowl. And as I tipped it into the waste, I touched my fingers to it, feeling silky strands among the clumps of dirt.

      I washed my hands and went back into the room.

      Mother was attempting to persuade the boy to drink a syrup to make him sleep. The first taste sent him into a frenzy, crying out and shaking, as though she were feeding him poison. The medicine cup flew across the room – another cleaning job for me.

      Mother nodded to Adam, who clasped his strong arms around the boy. He resisted still, but could do nothing to stop my mother tilting his chin up and forcing the sedative down him. He tried to stop his eyelids closing, whimpering with the effort to stay awake. But he could not manage it for long and soon lay insensible, his mouth slightly open.

      Asleep, with his hair all different lengths and his wide mouth slack, he looked harmless enough. Perhaps he was a halfwit and his family had abandoned him – I had heard rumours of that happening in the past, in the pioneer days, if a family were short of food. But I did not believe the theory, as soon as I had thought it. I had not liked being used as a shield, but it showed the boy was intelligent enough to protect himself.

      Jonathan Harkness sometimes told stories of his childhood, when his father had settled the land that became Astor, and we could hardly believe that once the whole area had been nothing but forest, with nowhere to cultivate crops. But those days were gone. We had plenty now. Even at the end of a long winter Hannah, our housekeeper, made sure that we had a storeroom full of grain and preserves, and the railway brought supplies all season long.

      ‘Hold these, Emmy,’ said Mother, handing me some cotton padding and surgical scissors. ‘You may leave us now, Adam. Thank you for your help.’

      Adam tried to catch my eye as he left, but I was still annoyed with him. I felt my mother watching us, as I turned my head to my work. It was a relief to hear the door close behind him.

      You are a reckless fool, Emmy Murray, I told myself, as Mother exposed the boy’s torso, white as curd, ridged by ribs that seemed about to burst through the skin.

      ‘Poor boy,’ murmured Mother, and I looked closer, and saw beyond the wound on his abdomen. His body was criss-crossed with marks – new scratches, old scars. I winced to imagine how they might have been inflicted.

      Blood was seeping through the dressing. Mother gestured for me to change it. I shuddered at the sight – it looked far worse against his bare tattered flesh than it had when plastered with mud. I tried not to let Mother see my revulsion.

      ‘He’s young,’ she said, as we watched him sleep. ‘Barely older than you, Emmy.’

      We cleaned the wound again and then she stitched it, neat as any embroiderer. I applied a new dressing, and she approved. ‘Well done,’ she said, rare praise indeed.

      Now that our work had been done I could look at him properly. His nose was straight, his mouth generous, his features sharply defined, as though he’d been carved from wood with a very sharp knife. There was something forlorn about his skinny limbs; cut and bruised all over, he reminded me of a fledgling that had fallen from its nest. Then I remembered the strength of those arms that had grasped me and squeezed me tight, and the way his breath on my neck had made me shiver inside.

      I tried to imagine his life in the forest. The darkness, the stony ground, the oozing mud. Creeping insects, snakes, bears, wolves and other wild predators. Rustling leaves, and all the time listening for animals and hunters, savage tribesmen and even ghosts. Always alert for anything that might hurt him. Did he sleep high up in trees to keep safe? Or had he found a cave or a tunnel from the old mining works that had been abandoned fifty years ago and nearly forgotten?

      Charlotte appeared at the door. The father of a sick child had arrived and wished to see my mother. ‘Shall I take over here?’ asked Charlotte, but Mother said, ‘No, Emmy can manage.’ I was silently triumphant. Luckily there was no more blood to be seen; all I had to do was watch over the patient, covered up again now, and dispose of the old dressings.

      Several times his eyes flickered, his mouth moving as though he were about to speak.

      His foot poked out from under the bedcover. The dirt of the forest was still embedded in his skin, among the mass of cuts and scars. I looked closer. Were these truly the feet of a wild boy? Weren’t the cuts too new, the skin too soft? I considered living barefoot. I thought of how the skin would turn tough and black, calloused and scarred.

      It was so unusual to be looking at someone else’s feet like this. It felt almost more intimate, more private than when he was fully naked. I could easily imagine the pain of walking barefoot on stones and through brambles, as the boy must have done.

      Mother came back into the room and stood over the boy, appraising his state. ‘He’s stable now, Emmy. You can go home; run along before it gets too late. Hannah will have your supper waiting. Thank you for your help.’

      I wanted to stay, but thought better of asking. I had remembered there was urgent business to attend to elsewhere; and I had no desire to give Mother any impression that I wanted to train as a nurse or doctor – not this close to my leaving school.

      I made a bundle of my muddy clothes and changed back into my boots to walk home. I put my coat back on, because of the cold, but it was bloody and muddy, stained and smelly, and I felt strange wearing it, as though it were a pelt torn from an animal’s back. I half ran along North Road until I reached the spot where we’d seen him earlier – I knew it by the trampled grass where he’d flung himself down. I tried to remember where he had thrown the pistol. I thought it would be easy to spot, even though the light was fading.

      But although I searched until my hands were covered with cuts from the blades of grass, it was nowhere to be found.
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      ‘Home at last,’ says Dad as we drive along the highway towards Astor. ‘It’s good to see you, pumpkin, I’ve been so worried.’

      I know he wants reassurance, to talk about it, but I honestly can’t be bothered. Talking about stuff doesn’t help, I’ve decided; and anyway, I’m hyper-exhausted from the flight. While everyone around me put on eye masks and inserted ear plugs and covered themselves with flimsy blankets to catch a peaceful night’s sleep, I resigned myself to the in-flight entertainment. I started Four Weddings and a Funeral – my friends had all raved about it – but ten minutes of British fluff and charm was enough. I couldn’t hack it and ended up watching Jurassic Park instead, which was kind of dull but contained nothing likely to cause distress, such as people kissing or falling in love or making plans for their future.

      I accept I can’t hide from everything that causes me pain, not for ever anyway; but no one needs another tragic, melancholy girl who can’t cope with the consequences of her own actions, so right now I intend to do what I can: close my eyes, turn my face away, say nothing, switch the channel. And, right now, stare out of the window at all the green nothingness. It’s so unlike London. The sky is bigger, somehow.

      Dad interprets my silence correctly, well done, Dad, and changes the subject. ‘Everyone’s so excited to see you,’ he says. ‘Your grandma especially. And Grammy.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ I say, realising immediately that I sound like a sulky brat. ‘I mean, yeah, I’m excited too.’ And I am. Sort of.

      I asked Mom and Dad not to tell anyone what happened. It’s not that I feel ashamed, it’s just that it’s no one’s business except mine, and maybe Ryo’s. Secrets didn’t matter so much in London – thousands of miles away, a big anonymous city. But now we’re driving towards Astor – the closest thing to ‘home’ I’ve ever really known, to Grandma and Bee and Great-aunt Betsy and Grammy – and I sort of wish they knew the truth without my having to say the words.

      ‘You could tell them,’ says Dad, as if he’s reading my mind. ‘They all love you so much.’

      ‘Maybe,’ I say, meaning no. Nothing has changed, and I was very clear then that this was not something for the annual Christmas round robin. ‘It’s over, Dad. I want to move on.’

      We drive in silence for a while. I guess there are things Dad would rather not talk about, too. Mom, for one. We pass another road sign for Astor.

      ‘Wait till you see the house,’ says Dad. ‘You won’t believe it.’

      My parents met in Astor. In high school, of all the clichés. Mom was new to town but Dad was Astor born and bred – as were pretty much his entire family back through the generations. Dad’s great-grandmother, Elizabeth, was the town’s first doctor, one of the first women in the world to receive a proper medical training. I remember when I was a little kid, sitting on Grammy’s knee, hearing about her mother’s work in the hospital and thinking even then that if she could do it back in the nineteenth century, then I could do it now. I would, too.

      For most of my life I’ve felt certain I was meant to be a doctor.

      Now, just when I’ve finished school, I’ve started to doubt everything. I still want to be a doctor in theory. I’m just not sure about spending my life in a hospital, or even a GP’s practice.

      ‘I’ve pretty much finished the downstairs,’ says Dad. ‘The bathroom’s still a bit basic, but I’m getting there.’

      ‘Cool,’ I say. ‘But I’m staying at Grandma’s, aren’t I? Like usual?’

      ‘Well, we thought you’d like the choice…’ His voice trails off.

      When my parents bought the house in Astor it was a shared project, a dream of a joint future. No more globe-trotting, no more short lets, no more international schools. Rob and I would go to high school, grow up with our cousins, have somewhere to call home.

      But the move never happened. As soon as they tried to put down roots, the further away we travelled. New York, Hong Kong, London… And all the while Mom and Dad growing further and further apart.

      Then a year ago, when Rob started at Harvard, Dad gave the tenants notice and came back to Astor to work on the house. Mom stayed in London; I had a year more in school and she had her job. And at Christmas – Christmas! – they broke the news that this was a permanent thing. That they were splitting up. Dad’s been back and forth, staying at a hotel when he’s in London, which is weird. And Mom moved on pretty quickly. Right now, she’s at some conference in Switzerland with her new ‘friend’, Fernando. Our family has simply dissolved, as though it never existed.

      So here I am: in a car with my dad, stuck between a past I want to forget and a future I’m not sure I believe in anymore, heading towards a place full of history to see a half-built house that should have been a home for a family that has fallen apart.

      I wonder how long they stayed together just because of me. I wonder why they couldn’t keep it together for one more year to see me through school. A lot of things might have been different if they had.

      Not that I’m blaming anyone or anything. My stupid mistakes are all down to me.

      ‘I’ve been over at Grandma’s a lot,’ says Dad. ‘I’ve been sorting out my dad’s things. I’m finding a ton of stuff for the anthology.’

      My grandpa Jesse died last year, leaving about a million books behind him. He was a reporter, way back, a war-reporter working for one of Canada’s biggest newspapers. Dad is supposedly trying to put together a collection of his work. It’s a dusty, difficult job because Grandpa never let anyone touch a thing in his study, and he wasn’t the tidiest of men. My grandma Vera kept the rest of their house sparkling clean, but not his room. ‘It’s my belief that he actually likes dust and cobwebs,’ she told me once, ‘because if I even sweep one away he sulks for a whole week.’

      ‘There’s a load of family papers, as well as Dad’s own work,’ he tells me. ‘I’m trying to sort it out. The local history library is interested – I’ve been chatting to the archivist there. Eleanor. You’d like her.’

      Dad went on about Astor’s history – first came the miners, with the Native Canadians over to the west; but it was the Harkness family who settled and founded the town. I’m not sure if all this roots stuff is nostalgia or a way of dealing with his sadness about Grandpa Jesse, or if he’s got a thing for this Eleanor, or he’s trying to blot out the whole of his and Mom’s marriage.

      I can understand that sentiment.

      We reach the outskirts of town, the surrounding forest stretching away into the hills.

      ‘It’s so good that you’re here for Grammy’s birthday,’ says Dad. ‘Did you manage to buy her a present? Or do we need to go shopping tomorrow?’

      My great-grandmother is turning 105 in one day’s time. She’s one of the oldest women in Ontario, and definitely the oldest in Astor, and we’re throwing her a party. Harknesses from all over the world are coming together to celebrate.

      I tell Dad not to worry. I bought her a gift in London. It’s a silk scarf, grey and red. Grammy might be old but she still cares about style – or she did last year, anyway. You never know with really old people, when they’re going to slip into a world of their own.

      Grammy has countless grandchildren and even more great-grandchildren, yet she seems to take a special interest in me. She always said that I reminded her of when she was a girl, loved telling me stories about when she was younger and used to run around the town with her best friend, Sadie.

      She would never have allowed herself to get into a mess like I have, when she was my age.

      She would have known how to cope.

      She was so proud of her strong, sensible, clever great-granddaughter, doctor in the making.

      I’ve let her down.

      I don’t think I can ever tell her the truth.
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MEGAN


      ‘Happy birthday to you 

      Happy birthday to you 

      Happy birthday, dear Grammy 

      Happy birthday to you!’ 

      My great-aunt Betsy leads the chorus. She’s a loud laugh of a woman who spent her whole life as a farmer’s wife and treats everyone like a stray sheep that needs rounding up. No sooner have we hip-hip-hoorayed than she’s trying to spoon cake into Grammy’s mouth like she’s five, not 105.

      Grammy accepts one mouthful and then pushes the plate away. She catches my eye. ‘No need to look at me like that,’ she tells me. ‘It’s my hands that are crocked, not my intellect.’

      She’s right. Her hands are well and truly crocked. Little gnarled claws, with knuckles like a bag of sharp rocks. Her hair is wispy and barely covers her skull, but her eyes are bright and sparkly and she’s wearing a bright blue dress, with a yellow scarf tied jauntily at her neck. Grammy is better dressed than all of us put together, I think, glancing over at my second cousin, Bee. I mean, I’m no fashion icon but she looks particularly underdressed for the occasion – in a pale pink polyester uniform which is too tight and clashes with her hennaed hair. Fair enough. She works here at the care home and happened to be on duty today.

      ‘Where’ve you been, Megan?’ says Grammy, as if I should’ve been popping in daily for tea and biscuits.

      ‘I only got here yesterday, Grammy,’ I point out.

      Aunt Betsy roars with laughter. ‘She’s just teasing you, Megan. Grammy’s wicked that way. She knows very well who lives in Astor and who’s visiting special.’

      ‘You should come home more often,’ says Grammy. ‘I’m starting to forget who you are.’

      ‘I had exams,’ I say.

      She nods. ‘That’s very good. Education. Qualifications. Make something of yourself.’

      ‘I’m trying.’

      She looks around at the crowd of people. ‘All I ever did was have children.’

      Twenty-seven of Grammy’s direct descendants are here, packed into the dining room at her nursing home. It’s a nice, light space and they’ve made it pretty with flowers, but there’s still an institutional smell of bleach.

      The smell of hospitals in general.

      One in particular. But I push that memory away.

      ‘You did more than just have children. You worked for the local paper.’

      She sniffs. ‘My mother wanted me to be a doctor.’

      ‘Oh. Well. Never mind,’ I say, limply. I’m grateful when Dad comes over.

      ‘Grammy, can we go through some more family history this week?’ he asks. ‘I want to get it all recorded.’

      ‘Oh, I’ve done all that,’ Grammy says airily, waving her hand as if to dismiss Dad and his plans. ‘Jesse’s got all the tapes somewhere. But no one’s going to listen to them. Not till I’m gone. Who wants to hear an old lady blabbing on, eh, Megan?’

      ‘It’s Wilf, Ma, not Jesse,’ prompts Great-aunt Betsy. ‘Jesse’s passed away now. You remember.’

      ‘Jesse will never leave me,’ says Grammy fiercely. Her eyes sparkle with tears.

      Aunt Betsy pats her hand. ‘I know, Ma, I know,’ she says.

      Grandpa Jesse was clearly her favourite child – her oldest son. She outlived him – as she did her other children, apart from Betsy, and her husband – yet believes he’s still alive. Despite her claims to the contrary, Grammy’s memory fades in and out like a radio signal on a long drive. I guess once you’re as old as Grammy you’ve got more friends in the cemetery than you have in the world. It’s unbelievably sad. Now, after everything I’ve been through, I wonder if this is her mind’s way of shielding her from the pain of it all. If she ever remembered, she’d be devastated.

      I remember Grandpa Jesse as a quiet, gruff man, not keen on talking about himself. When he was a war correspondent, he travelled far and wide. Then he came back to Astor, married Grandma Vera, and disappeared into his study to write books on the state of a world he’d seen through the lens of violence and destruction. They only had one son, my dad, but there were so many Harkness cousins at hand that it was like he had a million siblings.

      Children are running around the room, and there’s a jazz tape playing in the background. It’s noisy and stiflingly hot and that smell of disinfectant is getting to me. I feel too weary and sad for all of it. For a moment I even miss Mom, though if she were here she’d be polished and shiny in a designer suit, trying to hide her discomfort.

      Dad’s over the other side of the room with some cousins. My dad is tall and dark, with bright, blue eyes and he must have been kind of good-looking back in the day. Now he’s stubbly and paunchy, there are white hairs mixed in the black and he looks like the world’s punched him in the face.

      I don’t much take after my dad, or my mom, come to that. My hair is dark and my eyes are grey, and my mouth is a bit big, under a long, thin nose. I’m short and skinny with sharp elbows and knobbly knees. I never used to mind the way I looked. I wasn’t one of those girls who obsess over their hair or skin or body. But now that’s changed. Now I wonder if people just see ‘rejection’ when they look at me.

      A photographer from the local paper arrives and starts getting everyone to line up around Grammy. My cousin Jenna steps forward with her tiny little baby daughter, Emily, asleep in a car seat dressed in pale pink. Her head is covered with blonde hair, wispy as dandelion fluff. Her impossibly delicate fingers curl into harmless fists. Jenna lifts her from her seat and settles her into Grammy’s arms. Everyone starts cooing and whispering, praying the baby doesn’t wake up and spoil the picture.

      Suddenly my face feels too hot. My eyes well up. I quickly mutter something about the ladies’ room, push past Bee’s mum and Grandma Vera, run along the corridor and through a door into what turns out to be a little garden. There are benches and flowers and a shady tree. I slump down on to a bench and burst into good old-fashioned tears, which take quite a while to stop. Annoyingly, I don’t have a tissue, so I have to do my best with the end of my sleeve. Not a good look, believe me.

      ‘Are you all right?’ I don’t recognise the voice (male, gruff, local) but I do grab the tissue that’s appeared under my nose, although not very gratefully. I blow my nose and wipe my eyes. He doesn’t do the decent thing and leave, but sits down next to me. Huh.

      ‘Thanks. I’m fine.’ Who the hell is this guy, invading my privacy?

      Eventually I recover enough to glance at him. I don’t think he’s a cousin. The general Harkness template for men is blue eyes and blond hair, big muscles and a general solid, reliable, salt-of-the-earth kind of air, but this guy has messy dark brown hair and he’s only a few inches taller than me, although he’s stocky. His eyes are dark too, and he looks as awkward and embarrassed as I feel. I feel like we might have met, but it’s hard to keep track of all the kids I’ve met in Astor over the years.

      ‘Thanks for the tissue,’ I add, willing him to go away and leave me alone.

      ‘That’s okay,’ he says. ‘You probably don’t remember —’

      ‘Oi!’ There’s a shout from across the lawn. ‘Sam! Get back in there.’

      He sighs. ‘Bummer. He noticed. See you around.’ He picks up a camera bag and trudges back towards the party. He stops to chat to the guy who summoned him over, who then strides towards me. He is tall, well-dressed and I suppose I’d think he was attractive if my default setting wasn’t currently fixed to Japanese indie boys. I can’t imagine wanting to be with anyone but Ryo, ever again. So that’s going to be fun.



OEBPS/imagedata/9780349003047.jpg
STR NGER
KEREN DAVID





