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I've been reading Sylvie Grayson - can't seem to put them down. How do you come up with these exciting mysteries? Very fun reading!!

Suspended Animation

Wow! This book is amazing, its very well written and the characters are very well developed. This is my first book by Sylvie Grayson and it won't be my last. I was hooked from the first page and this book was very hard to put down.

Interesting characters, family conflicts and divided loyalties make this a book that kept me up half the night

Legal Obstruction

I loved this book! I’ve found my new favorite author.
Emily is a fiercely professional woman who is on her own and determined to protect her little family. Joe is a solitary guy who often doesn’t deal with problems until they are front and center. But boy does Emily wake him up and does he take notice. Add in a wildcard assistant and a few unsavory characters and I was up all night finishing the book to find out what happens.

The Lies He Told Me

If you are a fan of the heartwarming craftiness and domesticity of a Debbie McComber romance, and the intense intrigues of Danielle Steele, you’ll enjoy the writing style of Sylvie Grayson; where the bad guys are not heartless, and the good guys are virtually flawless.

Just a quick note to let you know how much I enjoyed your book. You drew on your vast experience as a result of being a female, a wife, lover, mother, business woman, lawyer, friend, gardener, homeowner, compassionate and caring individual. It was an intriguing read which kept me guessing and very interested. Well done, Sylvie.

The Last War: Book One, Khandarken Rising

The General of Khandarken sends his son, Dante, to investigate the situation. When Dante meets the lovely Beth she eyes him with suspicion. But he won’t stop until he solves the tangle of motives, fueled by greed, which threaten Beth and her family. I enjoyed this book very much. The well-developed characters and sensuous love scenes make this a page turner. I look forward to reading Book Two and Book Three

... this story is one of a kind and couldn't be truly compared to anything but itself. It has so many unique characteristics to it. The personal relationships are intriguing and different from many other fictional relationships. The names are cool, the plot gets thicker with each page, and I loved the author's style. It became evident that I was addicted to reading the book once I was sad to be finished. I'm going to give this a strong recommendation. It's my kind of book.
The Last War: Book Two, Son of the Emperor

I am a big fan of The Last War series. I loved Book One, the story of Major Dante Regiment and Beth Farmer. The dystopian world Grayson has created, where women are scarce and Clones are used to replace them, where the Emperor has finally been defeated but his son takes up the fight,  just gets better in this second book. ...Thrills  abound on the race to freedom and home. I really enjoyed this book and can't wait for Book Three. Grayson has great imagination, the fantasy series is awesome.
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Part One - Intruders



Chapter 1 
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“Oh, Wagsy, please stop!” Julia stripped off her canvas gloves as she walked up the grassy path from the garden. The collie studiously ignored her, continuing to bark as he pawed at the entrance to the root cellar. He stopped and growled low in his throat, then threw himself at the door, attacking it ferociously with his claws.

“What is it? What’s got you so excited?” She paused to push her hair off her hot forehead. The animal wasn’t usually this excitable. “Is your ball in there?”

“I don’t think so, Mummy,” seven-year old Maggie contributed from the side yard. “He did that this morning, too, but his ball is over by the porch, I was throwing it for him before.”

As Julia drew near, Wagsy turned to swish his tail at her, but immediately went back to growling and digging at the ground in front of the root cellar door.

It was a beautiful clear sunny afternoon, in a string of beautiful days. End of summer weather with clear skies and less intense heat seemed to stretch ahead of them. The garden was producing well, and a lot of it was already at the stage to be gathered in, for storage or canning.

Julia had just finished digging the onions, piling them in baskets and dragging them into the shade to be braided and hung in the root cellar to air dry. Maggie liked to help with the braiding. She carefully pleated the onion tops and tied the ends with string, her tongue pushed to the side of her mouth in concentration. Years ago, when he’d first dug the cellar, Julia’s husband Stephen installed a rope that ran along the roof like a clothesline to hang them from.

Julia swallowed a lump in her throat at the thought of how she missed him, and pushed her hat up with the back of her hand. She looked at the dog, and sighed. “Well, there must be something in there, if he was barking this morning. Maybe we had better open it up and take a look.”

Dropping a basket of onions on the ground, she put her hands on her hips. “We should be airing it out anyway, before we have to start stocking it up for fall. And we have to clear whatever is left rotting in the bins. It’s probably a rat or something. It’s best to get it out or it’ll eat our winter food.”

Then she hesitated. “Oh, I see, the bar has been taken from across the door.” That certainly put a different light on things. It meant someone, not something, had meddled with the door. There could be someone in there even as she stood here in indecision. She turned to her young daughter. “Maggie, I want you to go in the house. Where is Jims?”

Maggie squinted at her against the glare of the sun. “He’s on the porch, right there.” She pointed to her brother who was on his knees dragging his wooden fire engine with its two red-painted cars across the boards of the verandah.

“Then get Jims and go in the house. Take him with you. Tell him this is our Plan, our Special Plan.” She gave Maggie a pointed look, and watched her young mouth fall open. Her fearful gaze darted to the door of the root cellar, and Julia put her finger to her lips. “Remember our Plan?”

Maggie nodded her head exaggeratedly.

“Well, tell Jims it’s our Special Plan and he’s to go into the house with you. Go now.”

Her daughter darted away, looking nervously back over her shoulder as she ran.

After Stephen died, Julia knew things had changed forever. No longer could she rely on the strength of her husband to handle events as they occurred. Now everything was up to her, whether it was decisions or actions.

One of the things she worried most about was their isolation, especially after so many men became unemployed and began wandering the roads looking for work or food.

By the end of 1930, she’d decided more vigilance was needed. The house was only a couple of miles from town, but a young woman and her two small children were pretty isolated by those miles. The few houses they passed on their way into Creston were set far apart along the North Road.

Old Jerome Hoskiss lived across from them, his house set well back amongst a stand of alders. Julia could just make it out from the verandah. He was a bachelor who spent a lot of time out in his fields or working with his herd of cattle. And if he was at home, he was a bit of a hermit and didn’t always answer the door when people called.

None of the houses had telephones. Their next nearest neighbours, the Morrises, were a mile past Hoskiss on the other side of the road. There was no way to get word quickly to anyone in case of an emergency.

Since Stephen’s death, she’d come up with the Special Plan. She trained the kids in the Plan often, reminding herself to go over it regularly to enforce it in their minds.

It became a game, but she knew that the more they played, the more likely her children would remember the important details. It had been as much for her own peace of mind as any thought of needing to protect them. But now, suddenly, it wasn’t a game any longer.

The first step of the Plan was for the children to go into the house and lock the door. Julia had hidden a couple of sharpened sticks outside in case they were needed, in places where she hoped they would be close at hand if she was caught unprepared.

There was the pitchfork in the barn, and a few other tools that she’d identified, items that could be used in self defense, or just to make her feel more empowered while confronting an intruder.

Most of her worries concerned the homeless wanderers. Ever since the economy crashed, lean, hard-looking men had begun to wander the byways, their skin a deep nut-brown on hands and face.

As the years went on, they were thinner, browner, their clothing more threadbare. They didn’t often come right into her yard, usually just walking by in an effort to get to the next town. But when they did stop at her gate, she fed them and sent them on their way. They were, as a group, generally very respectful and especially careful around the children. They were often fascinated by them, liking to sit and watch them play.

This both touched Julia’s heart, and scared her in equal measure. They were likely just lonely for their own families, but she didn’t want anyone to get too attached to her children.

There had been a few times when one would stay on at her invitation, working for food for a few days or even a week. She’d been glad of the help since Stephen died because there were plenty of jobs that she couldn’t manage on her own. She’d been equally glad when they moved off to carry on down the road, just because she was never sure.

Now they would use the Plan. She checked to make sure the kids were in the house, hopefully with the door locked. Then she found the sharpened stick that lay in the grass at the side of the root cellar, and heaved the first flat door up and open. Wagsy leaped past her and into the gloom, growling.

Julia pulled up the other door to let in more light and stood uncertainly on the top step, the staff in her hand pointed down into the dark. The dog barked louder, bouncing on his back legs. Julia could hear a voice, it sounded small and frightened.

“Who’s there?” she called. “Wagsy, hush. Who’s there?”

“It’s just us,” a little voice called. “Please don’t let the dog bite us.”

“Wagsy, here boy! Here, now!” The collie stopped barking, but held his ground, growling deep in his throat.

Julia slowly descended the stairs and peered into the gloom, the stick held carefully out in front of her. She saw a shape in the dark of the cellar, something that looked like a small bundle of clothing lying in the turnip bin. It was covered with a burlap bag.

As she got closer the bundle moved and two eyes appeared, glinting out of a bush of thick black hair. Then the bundle slowly stood.

It was a young boy, not more than eight or nine. His clothes hung in rags, and he must have been using the burlap sack as a blanket. The turnips in the bin were mostly withered, in the height of late summer, but she could see a few nibbled turnip tops scattered around. Food for the waif, no doubt.

“Wagsy,” she ordered. “Come here.” The dog backed up till he was by her side, still growling softly at the intruder. “Quiet, I say.” Wagsy calmed but didn’t sit, the hair stiff along the ruff on the back of his neck.

The waif motioned behind him, and a second face appeared over the low wall of the turnip bin. This one was just as dirty but surrounded by limp brown hair, and its appearance prompted more barking from Wagsy. She shushed the dog, gripping him by his collar to keep him by her side in order not to frighten the children any more than they already were.

“What’s your name?” She addressed the first child with the bush of dirty black hair.

He regarded her solemnly for many moments, then finally answered, “Ben.”

She huffed out a breath. “Well, Ben, how many of you are there? I see two, are there more?”

“No,” he said after a long moment.

This was a child slow of speech. She glanced at the other child. “And what is your name?”

The eyes blinked in the gloom. “Ollie,” it said.

“Stand up, Ollie.”

Ben stirred, and gripped Ollie’s arm. “He can’t.” The second boy struggled and flayed about but only succeeded in getting to his knees and leaning on the bin wall.

“How did you get down here, if Ollie can’t stand?”

Ben looked at her and then at Ollie. Finally he said, “He could walk when we come but he got sicker after we was here a while. I thought he’d get better if he ate, but the parsnips ain’t helped much.” He gazed unmoving down at the turnip tops scattered at his feet.

Julia looked around the root cellar. There didn’t seem to be any damage. It was a pretty small space, just room enough for bins for the root vegetables - potatoes, turnips, beets and carrots, ropes to hang the herbs and onions, and shelves for other things she wanted to hold over through the winter.

Right now it was almost empty, a thin layer of old and wizened potatoes hidden in the sawdust. In the house they were eating the new crop already.

She stared at the boys as a shiver of alarm eased down her spine. They stared back with vacant expressions. “Is there anyone else with you, your father perhaps, waiting for you outside?”

Ben looked at her for a long time, then shook his head.

“So there’s no one else in here and no one outside waiting for you. No one who might come to get you?” 

Ben looked at Ollie and the boy gazed back at him. They seemed to share their thoughts without speech. Ben finally glanced up and shook his head again.

Julia sighed. “I think you had better come up into the yard so I can talk to you,” she said. “If I get on one side of Ollie and you get on the other, perhaps we can help him up the stairs. After all, he walked down here.” As she stepped toward them, the boys cowered in the bin.

“Come on, Ben,” she encouraged. “Grab Ollie’s arm and let’s get him up.” She softened her voice as she drew closer. “I won’t hurt him, and between us we can help him up the steps. It’s much better in the sunlight.”

Ben straightened slowly from his crouch, watching her every move.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” she said again. “Let’s try, now.”

After a minute, Ben turned to Ollie and gently shook his arm. “Come on, Ollie,” he murmured. “Let’s go.” There was a touch of resignation in his voice.

With one of them on each side, Ollie moved his legs and managed to climb over the side of the bin and stumble up the stairs into the sunlight. He stood unsteadily at the top of the steps, supported on each side, then moved forward out of the doorway of the root cellar onto a patch of grass and gazed fearfully around.

Chapter 2 

Julia’s children peered anxiously out the side window. When she waved to reassure them, that was all the encouragement they needed. They came tumbling out the door and across the porch, then both slowed to a halt when they caught a glimpse of the two grubby figures standing on the top step of the root cellar.

Julia seated the boys on the grass. No wonder the sight of them halted Maggie and Jims in their tracks. They were a sorry sight, grimy from head to toe, with ragged and filthy clothes clinging to their thin frames. Their hair was long, matted in clumps around their heads. They wore no shoes, but she hadn’t noticed that at first. Their feet were the same colour as the dirt where they stood. Ben had a piece of twine keeping his pants up and Ollie’s seemed to be held closed with a length of wire. They were both still panting from the effort of climbing the steps, and Ollie looked pale under the filth. She could smell them, not an unpleasant smell but musty, sweaty and stale.

Julia squatted down in front of them. “Ben, are you the oldest?”

He nodded slowly.

“How old are you?”

He studied her a moment. “About ten,” he said. He didn’t take his eyes from hers.

He certainly didn’t look ten. He was lean and stooped, his chest thin, the cords of his neck standing out sharply. “And is Ollie related to you? Or are you friends?”

He nodded again, his head bobbing on the little stick of a neck. “Yup, and brothers too,” he said.

“I see.” She looked at Ollie a moment. “How old is Ollie?”

“About eight,” Ben said.

“About eight,” she repeated.

Julia glanced behind her at Maggie and Jims standing stock still on the porch, holding hands and staring at the two boys. What was she going to do with these waifs? They looked so hopeless standing there, their skinny bodies too small for their age. Their eyes too old.

She glanced back at Ben. “Would you like something to eat right now? I think I will get you some food, to start.”

Neither boy said anything. Ollie was reclining against his brother’s arm listlessly. Julia took his shoulders in her hands and gently pressed him down onto the grass. “Sit here, both of you, just rest for a few minutes.”

She stood and carefully examined her yard, scrutinizing the foundations of the house, then across to the chicken coop and over toward the barn. She squinted down the garden and beyond to the trees, searching for any sign that someone else was here, watching or waiting.

She didn’t see anything out of place. The goat was staked out in the back yard, grazing, and where she’d been working in the field her pony was still tied to the small plow, resting in the shade.

Wagsy would almost certainly have alerted her if there’d been anyone else on the property. She gazed up at her children on the porch. “Maggie, you and Jims stay there and keep an eye on these boys, make sure they’re okay until I come back. I’m just going to get them something to eat.”

Maggie nodded. Jims stood beside his sister holding onto her dress, his thumb in his mouth, not saying a word.

“Wagsy, you stay right beside Maggie and keep an eye out as well.”

By the time Julia returned, Maggie, with Jims trailing, had progressed down the porch steps and halfway across the yard. She was talking but the boys were silent. Maggie could talk the ear off a mule. If anyone could get these boys to say something, it might be her daughter.

She set a tray down in the grass and studied the small figures. They were listless, seeming to droop further the longer they sat there. Probably been a long time since they’d had anything much to eat other than wizened turnips.

She presented each with a glass of water. They sipped it and eyed the bowls of porridge, milk floating on the surface. Finally she took back the glasses, set them on the tray and handed a bowl to Ben.

He considered it carefully before taking it, as if she were going to poison him and he was doomed anyway, so might as well get it over with. She smiled inwardly, and waited while he picked up the spoon. It took him a moment, but he finally put a small spoonful into his mouth and rolled it around on his tongue. He swallowed, then carefully took a second bite.

Julia picked up the other bowl. Ollie showed little sign of life where he leaned against his brother. She dipped the spoon and held it to his lips. “Come on, Ollie. Time to eat something. No one ever gets feeling better when they’re hungry. Open your mouth, now.”

Ben watched guardedly, and then nodded at Ollie. So Ollie obediently opened his mouth. In this way, very slowly, all of the porridge was eaten and the empty bowls returned to the tray.

She sat back and regarded these two intruders who were staring miserably at the ground. Now what? These weren’t local children, she knew all the kids at the school at least by sight. They seemed to be alone. Getting information out of them was a bit daunting. Ben was so careful, his answers were non-answers, and Ollie was past being able to talk.

By this time, Maggie had wound down and fallen silent as she watched the small meal being consumed. But she quickly got her second wind. “Who are they, and where did they come from, and aren’t their mom and dad looking for them, and how come they were in the root cellar?”

Ben looked startled at this new stream of comments, so Julia made the introductions. “Maggie, Jims, this is Ben and his brother Ollie. And I think they were in the root cellar because they were hungry. They were looking for something to eat and a place to rest. They found the turnips.”

The children regarded each other. “Maybe they want a bath,” said Jims around his thumb. Julia laughed out loud.

“Not right yet,” she said. “We need to find out what’s wrong with Ollie. Has he been sick a long time?”

Ben shook his head, his gaze guarded. “It’s his back,” he said finally.

‘He hurt his back? Is that why he’s in pain?’ she asked.

Ben nodded.

She really didn’t know how to handle this. If Ollie had hurt his back, he probably needed to rest until it felt better. Maybe he even needed to see a doctor if he had wrenched it badly.

And they desperately needed a wash, as well as some clean clothes. She didn’t have anything that would fit, they were too big for the children’s clothes and too small for hers. And she was hesitant to touch them. There was a strong odour pouring off their little bodies, dirt and grime covered them from head to toe, literally. Well, there was nothing for it.

“Ollie, can you stand now?”

He moved slowly to his hands and knees. Ben leaned to grab his arm and heaved with what little strength he possessed. Ollie wavered unsteadily to his feet and Julia grabbed his other arm as he swayed.

Then she seized the hem of his sleeveless vest and lifted it carefully over his head. He made a belated grab for it, but she was too quick. Dropping it on the ground, she walked around the boy to take a look at his back. She gave a quick gasp at the sight.

Ollie hung his head. Ben held his brother’s arm and stared straight ahead in silence.



Chapter 3

Ollie’s back was a mass of dark red marks, criss-crossing his skinny frame. There were scabs, with dried blood flaking off in drifts. Festering wounds showed in a dozen places where the skin was gone and pink inflammation showed through. The dirty shirt had obviously been stuck to the mess, because fresh blood oozed from those spots. The wreckage continued on down past the waist of the wired-together pants. She slowly eased him back to the ground, and he crouched there in pain and humiliation.

“Ben, do you know how this happened?” Julia’s voice was low with repressed emotion as she struggled to control her anger.

Ben hesitated before he nodded.

“How? How did this happen?”

Ben looked at her in stony silence.

She eased Ollie to a sitting position in the grass and squinted against the sun’s rays. “Tell me, Ben. What happened to Ollie?”

Ben climbed to his feet and stood looking at her uncertainly. He moved his mouth but no sound came out. Finally he said, “They hit him.” He blinked rapidly, staring at her like a deer in the headlights. 

“Who, Ben? Who hit him?”

“They did. They hit him.”

He hung his head and stared at the ground.

Julia stood there for a moment in indecision. Then she knelt beside the smaller boy. “Listen, Ollie. I want you to lie down like this.” She motioned for him to move and shifted his legs for him. “Lay on your tummy, and I’ll get some medicine that will help make you feel better. Just lay down.” She turned to Ben, understanding in her eyes at his uncertain stance and obvious discomfort. “Sit by your brother, Ben. He’ll feel better with you close by.”

The compassion in her eyes seemed to touch the boy and he blushed a dull red under the layer of dirt on his skin. He knelt by Ollie and put his hand on his brother’s leg.

“That’s good,” Julia said. “I’ll be right back.” She hurried up to the house, her own children trailing in her wake.

As she lit the gas ring on the stove and put the kettle on to boil, she fielded questions from them both. “I don’t know, Maggie. His back looks terrible. Someone hurt him badly. But I think we can help him feel better. Go and get my bandage sack by the sewing machine upstairs on the landing. You know, the cloth bag that I put scraps of fabric in, it’s hanging on the nail by the window.”

She turned to her son. “Jims, you sit here where I can keep an eye on you.” Her four-year old climbed onto the bench by the kitchen table, and Julia grabbed her mixing bowl and spooned salt into it. Then she darted into the bathroom and came back with a bar of soap, the jar of salve and a couple of clean towels.

The kettle had boiled and she poured it over the salt in the bowl. Grabbing the wash basin from the kitchen sink, she cleaned it out carefully, added lukewarm water and headed back outside.

“Okay,’ she said briskly.

Ben and Ollie both startled.

She knelt in front of them. “I’m ready to get started. Ben, you sit up near Ollie’s head so he can see that you’re there. It’ll make him more comfortable to know you’re near him. Jims, give Ben the cookie, and one for Ollie. I’m going to begin by washing all around the area.”

She caught sight of Maggie running down the steps with the cloth bag. “Thank you, Maggie. Lay it right there. I’ll need it in a minute.”

Ollie said not a word as she gently washed his back. She reached around and undid the wire holding his pants together, and lowered them down his buttocks. The vicious marks continued down his back and right across his bottom. As she washed, she held her breath in case it was too tender, but he didn’t move. The cookie was clutched in his hand in a death grip. This boy is used to pain, she thought. My children would be crying pretty hard by now.

She got most of the dirt and dried blood off, then went back in the house for the bowl of salt water that had cooled slightly. She dug out cloths from the bag Maggie handed her, and began to lay warm salt compresses across Ollie’s back. She heard him take a deep breath each time the cloth hit his skin. When they cooled she returned them to the warm water and laid them across his back again.

“Ollie, you’re a very good boy,” she encouraged as she worked. “I can’t believe how you have just lain there and let me look after you. Jims,” she said, turning to her son, “I need the medical tape. It’s in the medicine cabinet in the bathroom, do you think you can get it for me?”

He nodded importantly and ran with his short chubby legs back into the house.

“Maggie, you go with him and bring my scissors, I’ll need them for the tape.”

“Now,” she said, “I’m almost finished. I’m sorry it hurt, Ollie, but it couldn’t be helped. It had to be cleaned. How does it feel now?”

“Okay,” Ollie mumbled sleepily.

“Well, it’s going to feel even better when I’m finished. You won’t be completely healed, but you’ll feel a lot better than you did.”

She peeled the last cloths off his lacerated back, and let the sun dry his skin. It already looked better, the swelling down in some spots and the raw flesh looking healthier.

Huffing and puffing, Jims arrived with the tape and Maggie with the scissors. She opened her salve jar and slathered it all over, making sure she covered every open wound. She didn’t want the scabs coming off with the bandage next time.

Then she laid a fresh piece of cloth over the entire area, and taped it in place. Ollie was sleeping by the time she finished, his cookie crushed in his hand. The sun had moved and their grassy spot was in shade.

Julia sat back and sighed. “You’re a good brother, Ben. You stuck right by him. I know he trusts you, and you deserve that trust, for sure.” She flexed her shoulders and stood to dump the water into the grass by the side of the house.

She turned back to the older boy. “Now let’s see your back.”

Ben stared back at her in alarm for a moment, then his shoulders slumped and he gingerly peeled off his filthy shirt. He stared at the ground.

“I can’t see anything that way, Ben. You have to turn around.” But she could see and what she saw made her ill. Old scars, burn marks all over his torso. Scars in stripes, like a prisoner might have after a lashing with ropes or whip. Ben turned and she saw the same injuries as Ollie, fresh scourging, raw chunks taken out of the swarthy skin. She gently laid her hand on his shoulder, and he flinched.

“Lay down, Ben, let me care for you.”

He sighed and slid to the ground, stretching out on his stomach.

Julia picked up her basins and cloths and headed back into the house for more supplies.



Chapter 4

The boys lay in the grass and slept most of the afternoon, covered with blankets from the house. Julia fed her children their lunch. They sat at the table on the verandah overlooking the yard, chewing sandwiches and sliced carrots and talking softly.

They watched the two sleeping figures in the side yard. Wagsy lay at Julia’s feet, thumping his tail occasionally. But as soon as she rose to clear the dishes, he bounded down the steps and sniffed cautiously around the sleeping boys.

Maggie and Jims stayed on the porch playing quietly with Cat sleeping contentedly against Maggie’s knee, while Julia went into the shed and checked the tick mattresses she kept there for the men passing on the road who sometimes spent the night. She’d discovered she didn’t have the heart to turn them away if they asked for work in exchange for a meal. So she set up the end of the shed as a place for the travelers to spend the night in some comfort, sheltered from the elements.

Untying the sacks of ticking, she took them into the chicken run to empty out the old straw. She and Maggie stuffed them with fresh straw, tied the tops shut and put them back in place on the floor of the shed. She pushed straw into a couple of flour sacks for pillows.

When supper was ready, Julia set the small table on the porch for the two boys, who were just beginning to stir. She gave them Stephen’s old shirts to put on over their bandages and they staggered unsteadily up the porch steps. She fed them small bowls of tomato soup. When that was finished and the bowls nearly licked clean, she served scrambled eggs with toast, afraid that anything heavier might come right back up from such untended little stomachs.

It certainly didn’t look like they were used to eating on a regular basis, given that she’d been able to count their ribs almost through their shirts.

She was also afraid of who might be coming down that road looking for them. For the moment they’d stay outside, for the safety of herself and her children.

There was no talk at the table. The boys sat where she pointed. They ate when she told them. When they were finished dinner, she showed them where the outhouse was across the yard behind the barn, and then escorted them to their beds in the shed and tucked them in, covering them over with the blankets they had slept under all afternoon.

Ben looked up at her dully from the makeshift mattress as she finished arranging his blanket. “You stay for the night, Ben,” she said. “We’ll talk tomorrow about what we need to do. But don’t think about leaving yet. I want to give you breakfast and see how you are. Now have a good sleep, and I’ll see you in the morning.”

He blinked but didn’t make a sound. Ollie was already asleep.

~~~ 
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The next day was Sunday, and Julia would normally have bundled her family into the wagon and headed to town for church. But she didn’t feel she could leave the boys alone, and she certainly couldn’t take them to church in the condition they were in. Nor could they see the doctor.

Their backs looked somewhat better under the cloths. She fired up the stove, placing pots of water on the burners, and set out the laundry washtub on the porch.

While the water heated, she took Ben into the yard and told him she was going to cut his hair. He didn’t say a word, but by now she didn’t expect him to.

She’d come to realize that Ben was a very wary child, and only talked when he was absolutely pressed. So she sat him on a stool, tied a tablecloth around his shoulders and assaulted his head with her sewing scissors. His hair was kinky and ink black. She’d never cut hair like it before, and given how dirty it was, she just did her best, trimming it short. When she was finished she couldn’t believe the difference.

Ben looked like a handsome young man, no matter the dirt. His eyebrows slanted across his forehead, and his eyes were large and dark, dominating the thin face. She showed him his image in the hand mirror, and he grabbed it to stare for the longest time. Julia wondered if he had ever even seen himself before.

Next came Ollie. His hair was different, straight and fine in texture, a dirty brown. She was more used to this type of hair and gave him a decent cut that allowed them to see his mischievous gray eyes and bold nose.

She put her scissors and comb aside to be sterilized. Lord knew what pests or infestations they had.

Then came the bath. Ben fought bravely. Julia had set out the washtub on the verandah and filled it with buckets of water from the stove. She added enough cold water to make it bearable and commanded Ben to climb in. His modesty was offended. She gave him a wash cloth to cover himself and ordered him into the tub. Then she went in the house. When she returned he was in the water, with his knees to his chest, looking totally miserable.

She came back with a jug, dipped some water and wet his hair. He squealed. She told him to close his eyes and vigorously soaped his head. He squealed louder. “Ben, this isn’t going to hurt, unless you get soap in your eyes. Or in your mouth. So keep your eyes closed and let me get you clean!”

After a great deal of activity, Julia had him washed from the top of his head to his waist, and his legs and feet were passably clean. Given how long he’d probably gone without shoes, it would take a while to completely scrub the soles of his feet. She was pretty wet herself.

Leaving him with the soap, and under threat that she’d wash the rest of him if he didn’t, she hung a towel on the railing and went into the house. When next she saw him, he was wrapped in the towel, seated on the bench by the washing machine, warming in the sun. Jims sat beside him, chatting about the dog and Ben was listening.

He smiled when he saw her.

“Not so bad, eh?” she laughed.

“No, not so bad,” he agreed.

Ben dressed in another of Stephen’s long shirts and a pair of makeshift shorts that Julia had run up on the sewing machine. He helped her dump the tub of water, and lift the buckets to fill it again for Ollie.

She prepared herself for the next battle. But there was no battle with Ollie. He climbed into the washtub without a qualm. He was careful of his back, which was still very tender, but he cooperated while Julia washed his hair and he let her  scrub him down, lifting his arms, poking his feet out of the tub. When the boys were both dry, Julia inspected their heads again, and discovered to her relief that neither of them had lice. In fact, Ollie’s hair was a lovely red-blond colour, and she saw freckles on his cheeks.

She brought out a pair of nail scissors and showed Ben how to cut his fingernails. “Don’t forget the toes,” she said. “And make sure Ollie does his.”

By the time they were finished with the scissors, Maggie had helped Julia bring lunch outside onto a blanket on the grass in the shade of the house. They sat down to ham sandwiches, sliced vegetables and cups of goat’s milk. The boys especially seemed taken with the milk, drinking three and four glasses each with the meal, until she stopped them from having any more.

“You’ll get sick if you have too much,” she said. “It’s good for you, but you aren’t used to so much food, I think.” When they finished, the boys sat around with full stomachs, little burps and belches arising.

Julia took a deep breath, knowing she was going to be treading on delicate territory. “Ollie, Ben, I need to ask you some questions.”

Ben immediately straightened and looked wary, the unguarded expression fading from his face.

“I’m not threatening you. But we need to know where you came from. Who are your parents? Where do you live? Is your home nearby?”

The boys stared at the ground.

“Do you know what town was near your home?” No answer, but the boys were looking at each other now instead of at the grass, engaged in their own form of silent communication.

“Do you know the name of the towns you came through on your way here from your home?”

Ben looked wary, but then said, “Donegal. Yahk. We didn’t come through them, but we walked around.”

Okay, this was a start. Good Lord, Donegal was a good fifty miles away, she wasn’t sure about Yahk. What a long way they had come. They must have been walking for days, poor little tikes.

“How many nights have you slept out since you left home?”

Ben and Ollie looked at each other, almost as if they could communicate without words. Finally Ben spoke for them both, “We think six nights.”

Julia nodded. That supported what she’d seen in the wounds on their backs, these weren’t recently inflicted, but had been festering and scabbing for some time.

“Where did you sleep each night?” Might as well get as much information as she could. 

The boys regarded each other again. “In a haystack one night, and once in a ditch that was dry,” said Ben.

“And in that old shed,” said Ollie.

Ben nodded. “Yeah, in the shed.”

“What shed?” she asked.

They looked at each other. Finally Ollie said, “Just an old shed, it was empty.”

Then she asked what she most wanted to know. “Who did the beatings? Who put the marks on you? Was it your Dad?”

Both boys shook their heads, and avoided her eyes. Ollie looked at Ben, Ben looked down at the blanket.

“Who then? Was it an older brother?”

Ben shook his head vehemently. “Not our older brother. He wouldn’t.” He glared at her.

Ollie whispered, “Our Ma.”

That shut her up. A mother who could beat her own children like that—it was totally out of her ability to comprehend. If their mother beat them like this, then she had probably inflicted the old scars as well.

“Where was your father? Did he know that she was beating you or was he away when she did it?” The father had probably left the boys in her care while he went to work.

Again they looked at each other. “He was drunk,” said Ben finally. It was just a statement, said in a matter of fact way as if that explained everything.

Julia was silent, her stomach in a knot. The whole situation sounded awful. The fact that they’d run away was not only not surprising, it was admirable. Until she remembered the sad shape they were in.

“Just one more question,” she said. “Did your older brother see what happened?”

“No,” shouted Ben. He stood. “He wasn’t there, else he never would have let her!” He turned and ran down the garden. Wagsy galloped after him and stood leaning against the boy’s leg. Julia could see Ben’s shoulders heaving.

“Ollie,” she said gently, “what’s your older brother’s name?”

“Charlie.”

“And where is he now?”

“I don’t know,” he whispered and subsided into sobs on the blanket.



Chapter 5

Now you’ve done it, Julia, she thought, as she rubbed his soft furry head. You’ve got them both crying. That has to be enough poking into their lives for one day.

She glanced at her own kids and realized they were regarding her as if she were the wicked witch of the west. Yeah, you’re right, she thought, I was way too heavy handed. These little guys don’t deserve to be beaten up with words after being beaten up with... what?

She wasn’t sure, and certainly couldn’t ask. But the marks on their little bodies looked like they were made with a whip, not that she knew what a whipping would look like.

It was definitely time to carry them off to the doctor. Old Doc Farley, who had been the town’s doctor for as long as Julia could remember, finally retired after he became too ill to continue with his practice. That had left the town of Creston without a doctor, a precarious position for any village. But she’d recently heard rumours someone else had come to take Doc Farley’s place.

Her own children needed a medical exam. School would start in a few weeks, and it was best to be on top of things. No point in waiting until the whole community was lined up to see him. Maybe luck would be with her, and they could get in and out without attracting too much attention. Maybe they’d catch him on a slow day.

She grinned to herself. Now she was thinking like a detective.

Early the next morning, she had everyone dressed and Prince backed in between the shafts of the town cart. The boys were still wearing the makeshift shorts she’d stitched for them, and Stephen’s oversized shirts, but that couldn’t be helped.

As Julia escorted the children out the front door, closing it behind them, a vagrant walked down the road and stopped at the gate. He looked hopefully up at the house. She paused, then tied Prince’s reins to the verandah railing and went down the path to the gate to talk with him.

He was a decent-looking man, tanned dark brown by the sun, but fairly clean. He said he was headed to Cranbrook, hoping for work cutting timber. He’d heard there might be jobs there.

When she came back up the path, she seated the children on the step. “Wait here, I need to get some food for this man.”

The children sat and watched him, taking in his faded clothing, the mends in the pants, the knotted laces in the beat-up boots on his feet. Julia arrived back with a sandwich, a handful of cut up carrot and a jar of water. She asked Ben to take it out to the vagrant, who thanked him and headed on north.

Then she loaded the children into the cart, stopped at the gate for Ben to climb aboard, and sent Prince trotting along the road that led south to town. Dust flew up under the pony’s hooves. There had been no rain in so long that it hung like a haze over the gravel and dirt track.

Thankfully, Doc’s shingle was still hanging where it always had, attached to the gatepost of the first house on the north edge of town. Julia only hesitated a moment, sure she had heard that a new doctor had arrived.

She tied the reins to the gatepost and hustled the children down the walk. Banging on the door, she looked carefully around. No other vehicles, that was good. Maybe she’d beaten the rush. She giggled. Not that there was usually a rush to see the doctor. She knocked again, just as the door opened.

“Oh,” she gasped in surprise. The largest man she’d ever seen filled the doorway.

He had one hand on the doorknob and the other held a small towel as if he’d been drying his hands. He looked at the group and raised his brows at Julia. “Are you all here to see the doctor?” he asked.

Julia straightened her shoulders in determination. “Yes, we are,” she said, and made to step inside. He backed up as they crowded into the waiting room. She looked around. Nothing much had changed. The same faded magazines on the side table, maybe with a few newer issues. The same slightly sagging couch
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