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PRAISE FOR GIRL RUNNER



‘Girl Runner fuses history and personality to create an inspiring record of the need for speed … a well-paced book that weaves together the past and present narratives of an uncompromising woman’s life. We are sped through an accessible read that deftly touches on the difficult subjects of gender equality, abortion, and the obstacles women face in professional sports. Throughout the novel, Snyder, a distance runner herself, manages to capture the essence of the need to run, that marrow-deep desire … At its core, Girl Runner manages to remind us of the challenges often set before women attempting to achieve something once thought to be dangerous or out of reach, or even quite simply attempting to achieve the life they desire’


Globe and Mail


‘What defines the novel is the depth and breadth of Aggie herself; she’s a rare heroine whose rich internal life is matched only by the abundance of her external living. Her complexities, her desires and failures and her deep relationships are the book’s heart; her connections to her family and friends, her mentors and antagonists, are authentic and beautifully wrought’


National Post


‘Carrie Snyder strikes gold with her debut novel … Girl Runner is a marvellously complex novel that never loses its way … Taken in their totality, you end up with a powerful novel that chronicles the struggle of woman in the 20th century to take control of their bodies - a struggle that continues into the new millennium’


Waterloo Record 


‘A beautiful, thoughtful homage to those forgotten women who stepped outside the boundaries of what was allotted to them, and a testament to the struggles and sacrifices that paved the way for the female athletes who followed’


Quill & Quire


‘In Girl Runner, an exquisitely crafted, deeply imagined novel, former Olympic athlete Aganetha Smart comes to vibrant, often aching life. As she pursues her dream, negotiates the travails of achieving much early in life and navigates the complexities of family and friendship, her captivating story unfolds with the sure-footedness of an elite runner’


Cathy Marie Buchanan, bestselling author of The Painted Girls 
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[ PROLOGUE ]


LOVE SONG


THIS IS NOT THE love song of Aganetha Smart.


No, and don’t talk to me of being weary and claiming one’s well-earned rest.


All my life I’ve been going somewhere, aimed toward a fixed point on the horizon that seems never to draw nearer. In the beginning, I chased it with abandon, with confidence, and somewhat later with frustration, and then with grief, and later yet with the clarity of an escape artist. It is far too late to stop, even if I run in my mind only, out of habit.


You do what you do until you’re done. You are who you are until you’re not.


My name is Aganetha Smart, and I am 104 years old.


Do not imagine this is an advantage.


I have outlived everyone I’ve ever loved, and everyone who ever loved me. Nor have I aged well. Just look at me.


I am surrounded by strangers. By day, I am propped in a wheeled chair in a room that smells of chicken fat and diapers. By night, I am lifted into a rigid bed and tamped down with a blanket that stinks of bleach. This pattern has held for much longer than I care to estimate. I am a bit deaf—though not so deaf as they think—and not-quite blind, so I’ll admit that my descriptive capacity may be lacking. It is entirely possible that I am living in a cathedral of light and sleeping in a vast canopied bed, and cannot appreciate it. But I suspect otherwise: my sense of smell is perfectly intact.


As for speech, the words do not exit my mouth entirely at my command. It is only at great cost that I make myself clear. So much easier to loop lazily, mumbling a string of disconnected yet familiar phrases, the ones that wait poised at the front of the tongue in case of emergency, or occasion for social nicety: “Well, now, I don’t know, but why …”


It’s a barrier, I won’t pretend.


I’m in a state that appears simple. Pared down. Reduced. Boiled clean away.


What astonishes me is how little remains. What proof? A rattling shoe box of scorched medals and no one to claim them. My name at rest in a column in a forgotten record book. Daily blasts of words, produced on deadline, inked onto newsprint, out-of-date by dinnertime.


My achievement is to have lived long enough to see my life vanish. Who will write my obituary? This is not something I fret overly about, mind you. But there it is.


It is too late to change tactics, to go wide around trouble, to save my best burst of speed for the final stretch. There’s no starting this race over again. And still I run. I run and I run, without rest, as if even now there is time and purpose and I will gain, at last—before my spool of silence unwinds—what I’ve yet to know.
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VISITORS


“COMING, AGGIE?” FANNIE SQUEEZES my fingers.


We walk the dusty lane, her hand around mine. Fannie is not like anyone else. She moves like water in a muddy creek. We stop to gather wildflowers, ripping their tough stems free, the delicate flowers expiring in our hands. Tall grasses vibrate with heat. We cut a path through the raspberry brambles and along the edge of the front field, planted with corn, the corn taller than my head, taller than Fannie’s too.


Fannie’s hair is falling out of her bun. Wisps halo her. I look up into her face, like the face of the moon, looking down into mine.


We are going to the graveyard. We are always going to the graveyard.


“Here we are,” Fannie says in a comfortable way. I climb the mossy split rails. Dark and grooved, the wood is cool and damp against my knees. Fannie enters at the gate. “Hello, everyone,” she says. “Hello, boys. Good morning, Mother.”


I leap from the fence and drop the dying wildflowers. My job is to clear away the crabapples that fall from the overhanging trees. Fannie hitches her skirt, swings it out of the way, and kneels on a grave to pick it clean of weeds. That is her job.


I throw handfuls of crabapples, making noises like guns firing, like grenades exploding, like I imagine war to sound. Our brother Robbie is at war—my half-brother, Fannie’s full.


Fannie pats the grass to call me closer. I chew open a crabapple, spit it out.


“Born too early,” Fannie begins. I know her stories by heart. “Born too early,” she repeats, waiting for me, sitting now on her bottom, arms gathering her legs into her bosom. “Their skin was thinner than crepe, blue as baby birds.”


She’s got me. I kneel and brush the grass over the twins, buried together in a tiny square coffin. I can almost see its outlines under the ground, of thin dark wood pressed on all sides by the weight of the earth.


“Were they boys or girls?” I ask. Fannie is waiting for me to ask.


“Boys, of course.”


I already know, but her answer still gives me a shiver. This is a graveyard of dead children, all boys, my half-brothers. I am relieved to have been born a girl.


The twins: the first and second babies born to our father Robert Smart and his first wife, who was Fannie’s mother—not mine—and whose name I know was Tilda. The twins lived for a few minutes each, not even an hour, let alone a day.


Next born came Robbie, who is alive and well and fighting in the mud fields of France. His letters home are scant on details, but for the mud. He writes that his feet are always wet, and that the boys suffer from foot rot. Some of their toes turn black.


I would like to know more about this. I am thinking about it now.


“Do their toes fall off?” I ask Fannie.


“Whose toes?”


“The boys in the war, in the mud.”


“Robbie doesn’t say.”


“Can you write to him and ask?” (I don’t yet know how to write.)


“I think we have nicer things to say in our letters, don’t we? Robbie doesn’t want to think about his toes falling off.”


“Maybe they’ve already fallen off.”


“He would tell us.”


But I wonder: would he? I look forward to inspecting his feet, surreptitiously, when he’s home again, whenever that may be. The newspaper says our boys will be home by Christmas, but Christmas is a long way off.


After Robbie was born, along came Fannie, and then Edith, a string of good luck.


Fannie is older than Edith, but Edith is no longer at home with us. Last fall, she married a man named Carson Miller, and they live across the cornfield, on the next farm over. I like to close my eyes and see Edith standing under the arbour built by our father for the wedding—I think she looks beautiful and I don’t understand why my mother grieved over the bareness of the arbour. In my mind, Edith stands alone holding fresh-cut late-blooming flowers, her newly sewn dress tight at the wrists and close at the neck, a raven blue hue.


Fannie moves to the next grave, pulling me along with her. I poke at the initials in the flat stone, scraping away flecks of moss with my fingernails.


Here is another boy. After Edith was born, the string of good luck came to an end.


“Fever,” says Fannie, her fingers plucking at minuscule weeds. “Only six months old.”


But six months isn’t only, and I know it.


Edith’s baby is already six months. I get to haul around his squirming protesting self as often as I please. I might go whenever I want, so long as I tell Mother—she likes to send along a basket of something: fresh salt buns, or a ball of butter, or beans and tomatoes from our garden. At home, I am the youngest and I like the novelty of being in charge of “Little Robbie,” named so as to tell him apart from Robbie, my brother, and Robert, my father.


I feel torn, on visiting Edith’s. There is something unfinished about the house and yard, and it feels different from home. Strange.


Edith’s vegetable garden is half the size of ours, and weedy. The flowers grow scanty in their beds, as if they’ve given up trying. The house is cramped and smells of damp and dirty laundry and soup.


Edith greets my surprise arrivals with an irritated “Oh, Aggie,” flushed and hurrying, her hairline damp with sweat. She never sits down, and she never offers me a cookie. (Maybe she doesn’t bake any?) She hands off the baby and rushes to other business—not baking cookies—muttering to herself.


Little Robbie and I go a long time without seeing her—it is like she’s disappeared—until he is howling and I am hot and cannot soothe him and my arms ache and I feel like howling too. This is when Edith pops into the scene: “There you are!” Annoyed, as if she’s been looking and looking everywhere for us.


So I might go as often as I like, but I don’t go very often.


Fannie is shifting her weight slowly from the baby who died of fever to the next grave, the grave that grieves her most of all, the one we’ve both been moving toward: little James.


“It was haying time,” says Fannie, drawing out each word slow and plain. “Maybe he was hot and wanted cooling down. Maybe he was lost. He was only two years old—how did he find his way across the back field to the pond? Drowned before we even knew he was missing, that’s how fast it happened. That’s how fast it can.”


Neighbour boys fishing at the pond discovered James floating facedown in the water, and they pulled him out and ran screaming to the farmhouse, carrying him between them.


When they set him down in the yard, little James was not yet stiff, the life fresh out of him.


“I was seven years old,” says Fannie. “Older than you. The neighbour boys—they’re in the war now, but they were just boys then—Jerry and Jack—I can hear them hollering. They laid him on the patch of grass by the summer kitchen door. Everyone came running, my mother falling down over him, trying to lift him, telling him to breathe, please, breathe. And then I knew he must be dead. So I ran and hid in the barn, in the mow, under the straw. The shock of it. It broke my mother’s heart.”


For a moment I forget that when Fannie says “my mother,” she means the first mother, not mine, and it jolts me to think, even for a breath, even mistakenly, that my own mother’s heart might be broken by anything.


None of my mother’s babies are dead; none of the graves are hers to mourn. I believe this is because my mother gave birth only to girls, three of us: Olive, then Cora, and me, Aganetha, last of all.


I have decided that my mother is nothing like the first mother. The first mother—Tilda, I mouth her name—is fuzzy around the edges, shrouded in black netting from all her years of mourning. The stories about Tilda are not really about her. She is in the background, weeping for her dead babies, and then, suddenly, she’s buried too.


“Puerperal fever,” says Fannie, but that is not what I hear, and so I imagine the first mother purple from scalp to toenail when she died.


All of this happened almost at once: little James drowned, our brother George came early—“So tiny we kept him in a drawer”—and the first mother died.


I imagine Fannie hiding under the straw past dusk, refusing to come out, like a kitten in a nest. Who pulls her out? Fannie doesn’t say.


The neighbour men came to finish the haying. Father sat in silence at the table and ate whatever the neighbour women laid before him. Fannie and Edith, aged seven and six, spooned milk into the tiny new baby’s mouth—my half-brother George. Everyone watched Father eat and eat and eat, like he had a hole in his stomach through which the food was falling, and they wondered whether he would ever speak again. (He must have; he married my mother before the next spring.)


Nothing so sad has ever happened to me.


“It was James drowning that killed my mother,” says Fannie. “I don’t think it was George at all. George wasn’t to blame.”


I know what she’s going to say next, and I wait for it.


“I was supposed to be watching him, Aggie. Watching him was my job. What was I doing instead?”


We are nearly done. In another moment, I’ll go back to gathering and throwing crab apples. There is just one more thing Fannie needs to say as we kneel here beside each other.


Thin yellow hair lifts from my scalp. I can’t see my own face, looking up at my sister’s, and don’t know that it is wildly freckled, and in my silence looks long and carven. Fannie is both smiling and serious.


“I’ll never stop watching you, Aggie. I promise.”


There.


It is the clearest air. The quietest sky. The hummingest bugs. The sun shines.


“FRIENDS HERE TO SEE you, Mrs. Smart!”


The nurse has woken me. I’ve been lying in a shallow drift of sleep, not an unpleasant place to linger, and it is with irritation that I’m wrenched back into this room, surfacing into a pattern that has the sensation of being chronic.


“Wakey, wakey, Mrs. Smart!”


My mouth is dry, lips peeling off each other as I open them to say again the obvious: I never married!


I keep telling them, but they do insist on Missus, as if I’ve cause to be shamed by my spinster state. Do they practice their chirping in the mirror, these nurses? This one is arranging my sweater like I am her plaything, a dried-apple-head doll she’s crafted herself and would like to show off to someone who’s come to play.


I hear myself looping, “Goodness, why now …”


“Mrs. Smart, we have a lovely surprise for you this morning! Friends come to see you! Isn’t that something!”


She’s got me there—I would have to agree. I would have to call that something. Who would come to see me? I don’t know anyone, anymore. Everyone’s dead.


I am trying to explain that I am very thirsty. I’ve got her by the wrist, but she’s stronger. She evades me and goes around behind to unlock the brake—I hear its click releasing—and she begins pushing the chair out of the corner where they’ve arranged it beside the window that is never opened and that steams opaque with moisture on chilly days. The radiator mumbles. I don’t mind the spot. I’ll know I’m a goner when they park me in front of the blithering television.


“I’m thirsty,” I croak.


No, she doesn’t hear. She bends with hushed excitement and breathes into my hair, what’s left of it, tufted like the threads of root on an old red radish.


“It’s a young man and a young woman come to visit, Mrs. Smart. They’d like to take you for a stroll. And what a lovely day for it. We’ll bundle you up with blankets and tuck you right in. I’ve forgotten their names. But here they are. Smile, Mrs. Smart. Say hello to your friends.”


I refuse to do as I’m told, on principle.


The scent of scrubbed skin rushes toward me. I feel a hand alight awkwardly on mine, as if it’s afraid of elderly bones and tendons and veins, as if its owner might break me. Hair swings loose and shiny, a flash of red, between our faces. The girl is saying a name, and it isn’t mine, though it might be hers. It means nothing to me. No bells. No symphony of recognition.


“Louder, dear, she’s nearly deaf. Aren’t you, Mrs. Smart?” Voice raised. “But we know she can hear us. Can’t you, Mrs. Smart? She’s not completely lost in there.”


“Hello, again,” the girl says, to me, and then to the nurse, “it’s been awhile. She might not remember us.”


I don’t reply.


“And you know Mrs. Smart from …?” The nurse’s question trails off.


I could tell her, because I’m quite sure—this girl doesn’t know me from a stranger off the street. She couldn’t possibly, young as she is. Everyone known to me is dead, buried, departed, gone, x-ed from my life, ties severed, bridges burnt, lost, misplaced.


“It’s a long story,” I hear the girl say. She adds that she’s a distant relative, but her laugh is nervous, a kid’s laugh. The girl is lying, I decide, trying to parse a rumbling under my breastbone that might just be excitement. I’ve been sitting in this chair for years, day in, day out, as the light outside the window fades and lengthens and fades again, and the seasons trail, and the sky grows dark with snowflakes and flat with summer’s glare. Every change here is incremental. Which makes this girl’s arrival monumental.


She is speaking—not to the nurse, but to me.


“Coming?” she asks, as if in my wheeled chair I have some choice, some agency. She touches my hand again, her fingers sliding under mine, around mine, so lightly I only just register the pressure of her hold on me.


I say to her, You remind me of someone. Come closer, I’ll whisper it.


Fannie.


Fannie is still so young. She’s stayed the same and I have not. But when she visits, her face always turned away from mine, hidden behind her hair, behind a shadow, I feel the girl in me, the years dissolving. I feel the comfort of her, my big sister, offering her hand.


Coming, Aggie?


She has been dead nearly a century, but she walks effortlessly across the undulations of my mind, hair loose, hips broad, apron bleached white.


“Coming?” The girl’s touch brushes the skin on my wrist, like an offer, waiting for me.


I slip my hand into hers.
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SISTERS AND BROTHERS


WE’RE ON THE MOVE, from stuffy room to antiseptic hall.


A confiding tone from the nurse: “Do you know, you’re the first visitors she’s had since I started working here. It’s nice of you to come!” I register this tone often, spoken over my head. She pulled the bowl of soup down on her lap. She soiled the sheets. We found her wandering the hall, she could have fallen and broken something. Who knew she could still walk!


Keep on talking. Just so long as I’m going somewhere, squeaking on rubber wheels away from the nagging television, the muffled room, the whistles and cackles, belches and groans. For a moment the chair is caught on the lip of the threshold, but a professional shove with the wrists has us over and out.


I hear from my throat a chortle of excitement that comes out quite strangled. Quiet, old woman, I think. They’ve forgotten you’re here.


We stall in the hall, lit by fluorescent tubes and smelling of disinfectant. The nurse won’t let me go just yet. She’s worried about that chortle.


She’s saying, “If you sign your name here, and today’s date, and the time.”


I could do with that information. What if I’ve had a birthday and I’m already 105? What if it’s past breakfast and no one’s spooned me my tea? What is the girl’s name? That might come in handy. I might be able to use that.


“‘Kaley,’” says the nurse, reading it off the page. “That’s an unusual name.”


“Not really,” the girl says.


“I guess nothing’s unusual these days, ha-ha!” The nurse wants a person to like her, which, I could tell her, generally guarantees a person won’t.


“Kaley,” says the girl. “It’s Celtic,” and we’re back to the name.


Kaley. I hum the word inside my head. Kaley, like the leafy vegetable, bitter until the first frost and then virtually indestructible. Kaley, and the other one—there’s a second visitor, a boy—says he’s called Max. It’s the first he’s opened his mouth. The nurse doesn’t ask Max to sign the form. She doesn’t ask me either.


We begin an elaborate exit ritual, not of my choosing. The tucking of the flannel blanket. The fixing of the belt around my midsection to prevent me from slipping out of the wheeled chair. More patting, more fixing, more fussing, more lifting and shifting of the sweater and of my hands. The nurse pulls a woollen hat down over my ears, bound to be unflattering. It already itches.


The girl says, “Are we ready?”


She adjusts the woollen hat, an unnecessary action that is nevertheless reassuring. Excellent. I feel the nurse relaxing. The woman will let us go, soon. She will let us go, together.


As the girl leans into my line of sight, her face sharpens suddenly from dull blur to distinct blur. I would guess her hair to be coloured and not a natural shade of red. No one in my family had red hair, although Edith married a boy with red hair. Carson, that was his name. But their son came out dark, like most of us—all but me. Their daughter was fair, as I suspect this girl is, but I am getting confused. She’s too young to be Edith’s, much too young, if I am as old as I think I am.


“When should we expect Mrs. Smart back?” the nurse asks.


The girl looks to the quiet one, the one called Max, as if asking a question, and she says, “I don’t know. An hour, maybe two?”


“Perfect! A little stroll, a little sunshine, a cup of tea, maybe? She loves her cups of tea, don’t you, Mrs. Smart?” She is very gullible, this one, busy with her bossing, her certainty about a person’s likes and dislikes.


But I’ve heard it in the girl’s voice: the catch, the sweet spot in which to hide the lie. I hardly dare believe it. They’ve no intention of bringing me back.


LIES. LET ME COUNT the ways.


There is the lie of omission, the lie of avoidance, the lie outright, the boast, the tiny indulgence or fudging, the sly miscalculation, the rounding up or down, there is flattery, and the little white lie, and there is the bold sweep, the lie of epic proportions with a million smaller lies to underpin it, there are the muddling lies that confuse or confound, the lie of distraction, the lie that knows it will be caught out, the cold-blooded lie and the quick-witted lie and the lie made in terror and haste, the lie that must lie and lie again to cover its tracks, and, of course, there is the lie that fools even the liar, who knows not what he or she propagates.


That last one is the most dangerous of all, for it can trick almost everyone. It can come to look like the truth.


And so I think of another lie. The lie of my own choosing, that lives with me yet, and without me. The lie that protects. That shelters. That builds its fragile hiding place of love.


FANNIE IS SHOOING ME away.


“But where are you going?” I say. “Can’t I come too? Why not?”


She walks down the lane in no kind of hurry even as she brushes me away. Calm.


“Is it Robbie? Are you sad? Are you mad?” I pursue her through the raspberry canes. This summer our front field is planted with wheat, and it waves and bends, thick and green.


Fannie doesn’t stop at the graveyard. She goes on by. Edith’s husband, Carson, has planted their field in corn, again, and that is where Fannie seems headed.


“Why won’t you say anything? Why can’t I come?”


She is well beyond the split rail fence when she turns: “Aggie, I’m going on now. You must not follow me.”


“But why?” My face crumples. I blink wildly against tears. Fannie is the only person in the whole world who never refuses me, never pushes me away, never fails to enjoy the whirl I cannot help but make.


She calls me to her, and I run, thinking she has changed her mind. She hugs me warmly against her soft front. I am gaining on her in height, the top of my head past her chin. I am eight years old and growing, and she is twenty-one, long since done. She holds me at arm’s length and gazes into my eyes, and I see, as if through a window freshly cleaned with vinegar and brown paper, that she is hiding something.


Fannie is hiding something—Fannie, who shares with me everything she knows, clear as glass. She has not changed her mind.


I feel something turn in me, tighten, all in one sharp click. The chatter of bugs in the grasses rises and falls around us. Fannie smoothes my flyaway hair under her hands. I like her face so much.


She says, “Do not follow me.”


She waits for me to leave her. I walk to the graveyard and enter at the gate, stand with arms pinned at my sides, mute, betrayed. Does she see? Doesn’t she?


There is a new stone this summer, marking another Smart son gone. The grass over his grave isn’t new, as it hasn’t been dug up, there being no remains to bury. The stone is flat, like the others, carved with his initials and the years of his birth and his death: R.S. 1893–1916. I look at his initials and I think: Robbie Smart. I will never know whether his toes turned black or fell off.


I gather a handful of crab apples and throw them rapid-fire at a bird hiding in the branches of one of the trees. When I check, Fannie is gone.


She is out of sight, but I can see clearly the path beaten down by her steps, the weeds parting to show where she’s passed, and so I do as she has asked me not to, and I follow. I crouch low, pretending to be a soldier in battle, a spy. Behind the lines. Or in no man’s land, where Robbie was marooned when he got shot. The telegram said little of interest. It didn’t say, for instance, where on Robbie’s body the fatal shot caught him.


I think it must have been his head or his heart. I think it must have looked like a hole blown clean, like a pipe through which daylight could shine, one end to the other, and there he was fallen to the ground, one drop of blood sliding down his forehead, his eyes staring at the sky.


I’ve caught up.


I see Fannie, not so very far from me, and she is not alone. She’s almost as tall as the corn in the field next door, and the man is taller.


I freeze like a rabbit hiding in the open.


He isn’t one of the young men spit out of the war, missing a leg or an eye or wheezy from the gas. But he’s not so old either. He’s dressed like the farmer he is—and I know him, very well. I see he’s got Fannie’s hand in his. Her face is inclined, hidden from me, her bunched hair brushes his shoulder, and they walk together into the corn. They’re gone, like that, the tall stalks shifting, the tassels of brown gold thread drooping, heads hung low.


I rise like I’m going to follow. But I know that the field of corn is enchanted, its secrets held in tidy rows, and I do not follow.


I think that Fannie was right, after all: she is going on ahead without me, and I should have let her go. I shouldn’t have seen her walk into the corn with a man who is family, our brother by law, if not by blood.


I can’t name him, even inside my head.


All I can think to do is to run—away.


I AM RUNNING OVER the crushed weeds.


I am running past the graves.


Tangling and scratching through the berry bushes. Choking in the dust raised on the lane. Our big black dog circling me in the barnyard, barking, confused. My breath comes harsh, my heart bangs, hair whips my face. But my feet scarcely graze the ground.


I had not known that I could run so fast—I can fly, that’s how fast. Now I know. I know that shock can spin itself into something near exhilaration, by mere application of speed.


The brain is a primitive instrument. It plays its oldest, wildest songs best.


I fly into the barn—sweet with manure—and dart up the stable’s ladder to the great wide mow.


Breathe. Climb. Breathe. Sneeze, sneeze.


I scramble through loosely packed straw, piled like a mountainside nearly to the eaves, where I know there is a fresh nest of kittens. Sharp straw, not soft, cutting fine red lines across exposed skin. My nose streams, and my eyes, and I’m almost blind with sneezing, but I stagger to the nest, rubbing my wet face hard with my wrists. The kittens are not even a week old, eyes like slits, little ears flat to their heads, a tumble of searching hungry fur. Without apology to the mother cat, I crouch and pull from the mass an orange striped creature, and I press its living body under my chin. It is mewling and blind, and I nuzzle its dusty fur until my heart quiets. Its ribs under my fingers feel like the bones of a tiny vessel, fragile as a boat made of sticks. Its darting heart. Its piercing cry and open mouth stills me, and I am myself again.


I press the kitten’s soft skull into the soft spot under my chin. I coo to it. But I can’t sit still for long. My legs are restless, always, my muscles twitch, my feet kick of their own accord. I’ve been known to kick my sister Cora under the table, not because I’m angry at her, simply because my foot leaps out and does it, can’t be stopped.


“Ow! Aggie kicked me!”


“Not on purpose!”


“Off you go, Aggie. We’ll have none of that.” It’s Mother who puts me to rights; Father is slow to punishment, slow to tune in to the turnings around him. With Robbie dead, Father moves even more like a man living inside a dream. Only one subject captures his interest: a machine of his own invention, powered by a windmill, that he is building in the barn, even now.


“Off you go, and muck the chicken pen as you were meant to do this afternoon.”


“But—!”


“Not a word. Go.”


But Mother’s punishment is gentle: she sets aside a plate of food for me. She won’t let any of us go without a meal. She went hungry as a child, she has told us, and we are never to know that particular pain.


Mother is not one for stories, and does not tell more, even if I’d like to know, even if I ask: how hungry, and why, and when, and what did it feel like? She speaks rarely of her family, though her father and brothers are alive, and their homestead lies in the county west of ours. They might as well live in another country for all we see of them.


The kitten purrs against my neck.


Father is working nearby, somewhere overhead. I can hear him. It’s likely that he’s heard me too, clambering into the mow all in a scramble. He won’t think anything of it. It is a broiling hot July afternoon, and Father should be busy with the haying, but he’s hired men for the summer work now that Robbie is gone. Last summer and the summer before it seemed like Robbie would come home, eventually, if not quite soon. Edith’s husband, Carson, helped, and Fannie too, and Mother, and even George was called on to drive the team of horses, while Olive and Cora and I made sandwiches and iced tea and carried them out to the field, three little girls in dusty dresses, our hair pulled off our faces under bonnets.


We managed without Robbie.


But not this summer.


Last summer and the summer before, we knew Robbie would be back soon enough. And now we know he won’t be. There is absence, and there is vanishing, and these are not the same thing at all.


The kitten pricks my thumb with one sharp claw, like a pin piercing the skin. “Ow!” It’s small as pain goes, but I return the kitten to its mother, and stick my thumb into my mouth. I feel oddly recovered, and stride with wide leaps down to the swept barn floor.


“Hallo!” I call up to my father.


Father shakes his head in acknowledgement. He is erecting a staircase that circles to the top of the barn. When he has built the stairs, he will cut a hole in the roof and make a small house above, like a steeple, to shelter the windmill’s gears. The stairs will climb right inside the little house, so he can mind the mechanics within.


Outside, on top, the blades of the mill will turn, powering Father’s machine.


At mealtimes, Father drifts away from the ends of sentences. He goes on ahead in his thoughts and leaves us behind. But here in the barn, his purpose is visible. I am comforted by it, even though his plan lies in pieces—stacks of board—around which I carefully step.


“Can I help?” I call up.


“Don’t try the steps,” he warns, even as he climbs down them to the skeletal platform standing twelve feet above me. This is where his invention will rest: a machine powered by the wind that can be used as a lathe, or a spinning saw, or a grain grinder. The platform will double as a ceiling for a grain storage bin. I am quite sure that my father has thought of everything.


I’ve examined his plans, sketched in pencil onto the backs of flyers that come advertising cures for bloat or canker or colic. His measurements are mysterious and meticulous. I am sure of my father.


I watch him step silently up the circular staircase carrying an armload of roughly cut boards.


I love the smell of cut wood. I’ve forgotten about Fannie, here, amidst the ragged ends and sawdust and debris. I don’t think of her at all. Working atop a table made out of two sawhorses and an old door, I hammer bent nails straight, the one job Father lets me do without question.


I ignore Cora, who has climbed up from the stable below to stand at my elbow, her breathing laborious.


“What are you doing?” she says.


“What does it look like?”


“You’re not getting them straight.” She examines the nail I’ve just finished.


“Am too.” I snatch the nail out of her hand. The metal is still hot to the touch. I hammer it some more. Cora crosses her arms and observes. I can feel her judgement and the hammer lands wrong, bounces up.


“Stop watching me.”


“You’ve had your chance, now it’s my turn. It’s only fair.”


“Find something else to do.”


“I won’t.”


Now that the hammer is silent, we can hear Mother calling our names. Father hears too.


“Go on,” he says, just that, no more. We must obey.


I RUN TO THE ladder ahead of Cora. She makes no appearance of trying to beat me, but steps on my fingers coming down. I’ve underestimated her.


We burst out of the stable door at the same moment, Cora calling sweetly, “Here we are, Mother. We were helping Father.”


“Does he want help?” Mother frowns. “You’re meant to be working in the garden, Aggie. And Cora, there’s laundry to pull off the line and ironing.”


“I finished in the garden,” I say, knowing that it is quite impossible ever to be finished in the garden.


“Olive’s doing the ironing,” says Cora. We’re the same height, though I’m younger by two years. I can see eye to eye with her. We’ve been told that we look the same, like twins, which neither of us takes as a compliment.


“I’m looking for Fannie,” says Mother, “have you seen her?”


“No,” I say quickly.


“I saw her going down the lane with you.” Cora stares at me hard, and I say, “That was ages ago,” and Cora says, “Well that’s the last I seen her,” and Mother says, “Saw her, Cora, saw her. That’s the last you saw her.”


“Yes,” says Cora. “That’s the last I saw her.”


Mother waits. “Well?” she asks me, and I shake my head to erase trouble from my face, a trick accomplished more easily than expected.


“You two can run an errand for me, in Fannie’s stead. Take this on over to Edith’s. Tell her: two teaspoons in a glass of water three times a day, starting now.” Mother hands Cora a small jar made of brown glass and stopped with a cork. Cora agitates the liquid like Mother’s just done. “Can you remember that?”


“Two teaspoons in a glass of water three times a day,” Cora says as I chime in a fraction too late on every word. I know Cora would like to kick me.


“If Edith looks poorly you must tell me,” says Mother. “And stay and do her washing up.”


“She said to run,” I tell Cora as soon as we’re out of Mother’s sight, and I take off flying down the lane. I run past the graveyard, and past the place where Fannie walked into the corn, and I make myself not look at it. I make myself keep running.


Cora doesn’t even try to keep up. It isn’t much fun to best her when she isn’t even trying. Maybe that’s what makes me do it. Maybe. I don’t know what makes me, but as I get farther and farther on, with Cora lagging behind, not even trying, I decide to hide in the corn by the side of the road. I’ll surprise Cora. In a flash, I’m standing in the corn, listening to my own ragged breath and thumping heart and the whoosh of stalks swaying.


I’m excited, impatient. I try to hold my breath. I mark Cora’s slow approach, measure her strides. Here she comes, proudly carrying the bottle of Mother’s tincture, marching with her chin in the air—and why should Mother trust Cora with the bottle just because she’s older? Here she comes, nearer and nearer, looking as if she’s forgotten we are meant to do this together.


My exit could not be more perfectly timed.


Cora is opposite my hiding spot when I rush out with a thrilling whoop.


Cora shrieks. Into the air shoots the bottle.


“It’s just me!” I laugh.


But she isn’t laughing, and neither am I when we see where Mother’s bottle has landed. It’s struck a stone, and broken. We stare at the dark liquid leaking into the dusty roadway. We are each weighing our blame. Cora can say it’s all my fault for frightening her, but she was the one holding the tincture, and we both know our mother assigns consequences evenly. If our mother is anything, it’s fair.


Cora’s eyes meet mine. We arrive at the same conclusion, at the same moment: we won’t tell. No one will ever know. Together, we kick the glass into the ditch with our tough-soled feet, and sprinkle dirt over the damp spot in the road, as if we expect someone to come looking for evidence.


In silence, we continue to Edith’s. This time, I don’t run ahead.


As we’re walking up the lane, Cora says, “You play with Little Robbie and I’ll do the washing up.”


I say, “Little Robbie can help sweep. He’s handy with the dustpan.”


It is rare for us to agree. I’m not certain I like it. I feel uneasy.


Edith and Carson’s lane is bare, no trees, and there are no trees planted in the yard around the house either, not even young saplings. The grass is burnt away by the sun. I shoot a quick scanning glance, but I don’t spy Carson anywhere, and I hope I won’t; then I think, with horror, what about Fannie? I’m terrified of seeing them here, together, their presence like a haunting, like their languid selves might part the corn and float toward us, hand in hand. I’m shaky, almost glad for Cora’s presence. Everywhere I look, I see what’s been hidden, and there is doubleness layered behind what is, making a blur of the outlines, sickening me.


Little Robbie is playing by himself in the shade on the porch. He runs across the hard dirt when he sees us, straight into my arms, and he steadies me like the kitten did.


“Fetch your dustpan,” I boss him. “We’ve come to play house. You can be the big brother and I’m the mum!”


He wriggles down, looks at Cora and tries to say something. He’s only got a few words, and he sucks his thumb every waking minute. But I understand what he’s asking even if Cora can’t.


“Cora will be the wee granny,” I say, answering his question.


Cora doesn’t like that one bit, and I’m relieved, like I’ve put something back where it belongs.


“Hello, Edith!” Cora calls brightly, going into the house ahead of us. “Me and Aggie have come to visit!”


Edith says hello, but she doesn’t get up to greet us. The kitchen door smacks shut behind us. There is no screen in it, and the house is stifling, the counter swarming with flies and no wonder: it’s a jumble of dirty dishes and pots.


Cora and I work together to set things straight. Edith rocks in a chair in the corner, in her lap a little handiwork. She shows it to us: she is embroidering tiny flowers and vines around the hem of a white nightgown such as a newborn baby might wear. She looks the same as always, tall like Fannie, who is her full sister, but gaunt at the extremities, thick in the middle. She and Fannie don’t look much like sisters, aside from their height, although both are very pretty, much prettier than Olive or Cora or I will ever be. Their mother must have been prettier than ours, that’s the plain truth of it. But Edith’s prettiness is faded, like it’s been left outside to curl and shrivel in the sun. She is younger than Fannie, but you’d never guess it.


Cora and I stay as long as we can stand it.


Little Robbie doesn’t want to let go of my hand. He follows me into the lane and I turn and walk him back to the porch again, and then again, and then I’m grown tired of it, and I speak sternly: “Little Robbie, I’m going on now! You can’t come!” I have to leave him crying and kicking his heels on the porch. I want to run to get away, but I’m suddenly weary. I keep checking over my shoulder to see whether Little Robbie is going to follow me again. When he doesn’t, I feel next thing to crying myself. He’s given up.


Cora stays silent until we pass the faint traces on the road where the bottle broke, and then she says, “Did you see the loaf of bread? Mouldy. I should have thrown it out, but I don’t know if Edith has more.”


“I think Edith looks poorly,” I say.


Cora disagrees. “Edith always looks poorly.”


I say, “She didn’t even get up from the rocker.”


“She’s like that now,” says Cora, and she looks at me and frowns.


I’m about to argue, but Cora repeats herself: “Edith is like that now, anytime we visit. You know that. There’s nothing new to tell Mother.”


“I guess not,” I say slowly. I don’t want Mother discovering what we’ve done—or neglected to do—any more than Cora does.


It seems Fannie’s returned because we’ve hardly arrived when she calls us in to set the table for supper. I argue that I still have to do the chickens. That’s a safe bet for me. I pretty much always have to do the chickens. I don’t want to see Fannie just now anyway, not at all.


Cora says that’s okay, she will set the table. We glance at each other and I think, like twins.


HERE IS THE EVIDENCE against Cora and me: we do not deliver the tincture. We do not tell our mother what happened to the bottle. We do not say that Edith is looking poorly (more poorly than usual?).


But Edith is poorly, and she wakes the next morning in a worse state, a fact we learn when Carson arrives before breakfast and pounds on our door, like husbands do, shouting for Mother.


There’s blood! We hear him say that, Cora and I.


Cora and I are making eggs and biscuits for the hired men’s morning meal, and we don’t stop in our work. Olive has been churning cream for butter, and she runs to the door that opens out of the dining room, the first to get to Carson. I’m hardly breathing. Is this my doing? Cora rolls and cuts the biscuit dough into squares, her head bent, eyes wide, and I know that she is thinking the same.


Fannie is not yet awake, but this isn’t unusual. Fannie is the last to rise. She’s not like the rest of us, but I don’t know why, exactly. Maybe it’s only that she’s never hurrying to get somewhere.


My mother is a blur of hurry. She fastens her boots. She keeps a sturdy canvas bag with handles in the cloak closet by the dining room door, prepared for any sudden need. In her work, needs almost always arrive suddenly. She checks the kitchen: “Good girls. Get the breakfast on for the men, and send Fannie to me when she comes down.” Her tone is serious, but unafraid.


I let Cora tell Fannie. I don’t hear Fannie’s reply, just her feet on the steps and the door slamming behind her as she rushes off—as Fannie, who never hurries, runs now to help Mother, and Edith, and maybe too Carson, I think, and then I tell myself, For shame.


Father seems not to hear the uproar; only he doesn’t touch his biscuits and eggs.


“You put too much salt in,” Cora tells me, of the eggs.


“You burnt the biscuits!”


Father retreats in silence to the barn.


After we feed the salty eggs and burnt biscuits to the hired men, who don’t complain, and after we clean up, Olive says we should get going on the beans today, even with Mother and Fannie away. Cora says, “Who put you in charge?” And Olive says, “Fine. Aggie and I will do it. Aggie’s a good worker, aren’t you, Aggie?” None of us mention George. He is being deliberately slow over his tea. But he hears us arguing in the kitchen and comes in with his cup and saucer, and says, “I’ll help you, Aggie,” and I’m pleased, even though I expect little from George’s help, and little is what I get. But companionship counts for something. After Olive and I have picked a mass of beans, George and I tail and snap them in the shade on the long porch that runs the length of three sides of the house.


Olive prepares the jars, and the hot water bath. George and I don’t talk about what might be happening at Edith’s. George tells me instead that he knows a boy who got into the army at fifteen.


“What’d he want to do that for?”


George says, “It’s better’n snapping beans.”


“You want black toes?”


“I’ll keep my feet dry.”


“I’ll tell Mother.”


“You won’t.”


“You wouldn’t do it,” I say.


George says nothing for a while. Then he coughs. His cough is ever present, a patient wheeze that worsens when there is chaff or dust around, or grass, or buds, or trees, or weeds, or hay, or animals, or smoke. He looks at me and says, “Why wouldn’t I, Aggie? Why’d you think I wouldn’t?”


It will hurt him to say it. I hesitate.


“Why, Aggie?”


Because you’re snapping beans with me. Because of that cough. Because you’re skinny as a scarecrow. Because you like napping in the shade in the middle of the afternoon. Because they won’t have you.


“Because you’re not allowed to be killed,” I growl with an angry force that hurts my throat.


Mother says little when she returns, without Fannie, late in the afternoon. Mother is only stopping to gather fresh linens, and to prepare a tea from the dried herbs she stores, hanging, in the cellar. If she’s noticed the absence of the tincture she sent with us yesterday, she doesn’t mention it. In Edith’s house items might be lost or misplaced quite easily; a person would not expect to find anything where it ought to be found.


But my hands start shaking at the thought.


Mother sends me to the cellar with a candle to fetch up some herbs. I close my eyes and select them by scent: calendula, blue and black cohosh, anise, chamomile, red raspberry leaf. When I bring the herbs to Mother, she reads the fear on my face, if not the guilt, and she thanks me, her hand gentle along my cheek.


“Your sister will recover.”


I can’t ask about the baby that might have been.


I burst into tears.






[ 3 ]


CONSPIRATORS


WE’VE REACHED THE ELEVATOR doors.


Keep the nurse talking, distract her, there’s a girl. This is the slowest damn elevator you’re likely to encounter. I ride up and down on occasion. They push us outside to “catch the breeze,” as they call it, arranging us all in a row like sale items outside a discount store. Who would want us? The young and healthy march past, determined not to be depressed by the sight of us, warning them of things to come—if they’re lucky, I say, trying to pass the joke along to the crumpled crone in the chair beside mine, but as we’ve lost the ability to toss words through the air, I aim for psychic means, wondering whether she might hear me. Stranger things have happened. When she chuckles, I am certain she has. And then we are wheeled back inside to ride the slowest damn elevator in existence back upstairs again.


This happens daily in fine weather, and never for the rest of the year.


It hasn’t happened in recent memory, if recent memory is to be trusted, which I am not so certain it is. If you were to ask me to name the month, I couldn’t tell you. I could tell you the colour of the sky outside the window under which I was planted before the nurse woke me to say you were here: It was white. That could mean anything.


The elevator doors open.


“Keep her blanket tucked, and if she seems chilled, bring her home right away.” Is she really going to let me go? “Have fun, Mrs. Smart!” The nurse presses in to kiss my head, or more precisely, the woollen hat that is itching my nearly naked scalp.


I hear what she’s said, what she’s called this place: home. I’m enraged, though I can’t think why. I’ve called worse places home.


The girl has taken over the pushing and we bump too quickly into the sighing elevator, my knees squashed against the back wall.


She doesn’t think to turn me.


I can hear her hitting the buttons rather wildly, but now is not the time to panic. What’s her hurry? A certainty sits happily with me as we descend in slow motion, that the pair of them are attempting a breakout. A heist. I smile to my dull reflection on the silver wall.


Am I conspirator or stolen object? How can I tell the difference?


She is whispering—to herself, I think, and not to him or to me—but I nod anyway, to reassure her as she pulls me backward out of the elevator. The wheels catch on an edge of carpet, and in her struggle she nearly manages to dump me out, prevented only by the belt.
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