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      SOMETIMES I STILL PUT MY HAND to my throat, my fingers expecting to find the locket there. Of course it isn’t. It’s been gone—how many years is it now? Could it be ten already? I’m turning one hundred and two this March, so it must be.

      A decade! Think of that. A decade since I relinquished my locket.

      I used to wear it often, until my fingers got too stiff to work the tiny clip on the chain. Achilles caught me with it a few times. He used to tease me.

      “Miss Kay, you’re rubbing that locket like it’s some kinda lucky charm.” He wasn’t altogether that far off, but of course I never told him so.

      “You should give it a break, or you’re gonna rub all its luck off.”

      It was lucky, in a way. I did a lot of thinking with that locket. It always made me feel closer to Dr. Reid.

      I guess it was fate that I had to give it up. We often say that, don’t we? When there’s no neat, logical explanation for how things turn out. Fate that Marged Brice came into my life, and I into hers. Fate that her nasty relatives left her high and dry, here at the Clarkson Home. They wanted her to be as far away as possible, and that was how she got them to agree to this Home, way up here on the Bruce Peninsula. Here on the third floor, just down the hall. Strange to think that she was once just a few steps away from me.

      When Marged showed up, I was ninety-two. But unlike her, I had family who wanted me to stay around. My niece Alison was absolutely insistent that I live to one hundred. “A centurion in the family! Think of it!” Of course it’s centenarian, not centurion, but I never had the heart to correct her. Dear girl! (Besides, it was sort of fun to think of myself as a Roman warrior.) Poor Alison was under the impression I would get some sort of medal from the government. Alas, there was no accolade when I finally turned one hundred. You can request a congratulatory certificate from the Prime Minister, but somehow we never got around to it.

      Oh dear. I’m digressing again! My thoughts do seem to wander these days. My mind “attend'st not” as the Bard says. Yet I do think that living a whole century is noteworthy. Come to think of it, if they ever do decide to hand out awards on the basis of longevity, Marged’s medal would have to be the equivalent of the Victoria Cross. Surely it should go to Marged Brice! She was well over one hundred when I met her. Well over. That is, if one believed her.

      In the end, I did believe her. And that historian who came to interview her, Professor Hellyer—I think he eventually believed her, too. But I don’t think anyone else did, not at first.

      Wait a minute, that’s not true.

      There was Achilles. He believed Marged right off. In fact, it was Achilles who first told me she was coming to join me on the third floor. I’m pretty sure, because I remember him trying to get a rise out of me.

      “I’ve got news for you, Miss Kay.”
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      “I’VE GOT NEWS for you, Miss Kay.”

      Achilles was lounging in my doorway, his custodian’s uniform spotless and wrinkle-free. As usual, I might add. The man was a stickler for cleanliness. Tonight he had a pair of yellow rubber gloves tucked into his belt.

      “Well,” I said, after a minute or so had elapsed, “Don’t just stand there. What’s your ‘news’?”

      Achilles grinned, evidently very pleased that he’d roused my curiosity. (This was all before COVID-19, and none of us wore masks.)

      “It’s bad news. Bad, bad news.” He shook his head, those dark eyes of his sparkling mischievously.

      “Bad news! Well? Out with it.”

      “You’ll have to give up your crown.” Then he paused, looking at me pointedly.

      “Crown?” I retorted icily. “What crown? What on earth are you talking about?”

      This time he rubbed his palms together. “We’ve a newcomer. She’s older than you, Miss Kay. She’s going to be the oldest woman at the Clarkson.”

      “Older than me!” The shock, the devastation, in my voice seemed to startle even him. For a few moments I was speechless. I know it sounds absurd, but the news truly flustered me. Needless to say, Achilles knew the mischief he was causing. He was well aware that I’d held the title of ‘oldest’ at the Clarkson for three years. And he was well aware of my silly but sincere pride in being the longest-lived among us. Longest-lasting is probably more accurate. There were actually two of us at the Clarkson who were ninety-two, but I was first in birth order, born at 6:00 a.m. I outranked Irene by a mere eleven hours. She was understandably a little sour about this, and even disputatious. But that’s another story.

      “Older than me!” I finally sputtered, very indignant.

      “That’s right.” His grin grew even wider. What an imp Achilles was! Shameless for a man of forty-three years.

      “Older by how much?” I demanded.

      “That’s a bit of a mystery.”

      “Then how do you know it’s true?”

      “Wait till you see her. One look and you’ll know she’s very, very old. Much older than you.”

      My face must have expressed extreme skepticism. He knew perfectly well you couldn’t tell someone’s age just by looking at them. I, myself, didn’t look a day over eighty, or so my niece told me.

      “She’s going to be your neighbour,” he continued. “She’s to have the room across the hall. Sleeping downstairs tonight, then we’re moving her up here tomorrow.”

      “Oh!”

      “It’ll be good for you to have some company, eh?”

      “Yes. That might be nice.”

      “And she’s a local, too. Grew up around here. You’ll have lots in common.”

      “You think so?”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      “Is she—you know. Very feeble? I mean, is she sickly?”

      “Seems fine.”

      “What’s she like?”

      “She’s like you. A nice lady.”

      “Can’t you be more specific? What does she look like?”

      He screwed up his face. “Not so easy to describe her.”

      “Try.”

      He stood cradling his cheek in one hand and stroking his chin contemplatively with the other. (Honestly, sometimes his theatrics drove me crazy!)

      “It’s her eyes, I guess.” This was followed by a deep sigh. “That’s what struck me most. She looked right at me. Just once. But it was something—that glance. She’s old, but her eyes are young.”

      “How can her eyes be young? That’s ridiculous.”

      He shrugged and adopted a bemused expression. Then he closed his eyes and I could tell he was working up to something dramatic. (I should explain that Achilles had a quirky, thespian side to him and, knowing that I was a retired high-school English teacher, he loved quoting Shakespeare at me. Testing my memory no doubt. Needless to say, he never caught me out—not once.)

      “Let every eye negotiate for itself,” he murmured softly.

      I’m pretty sure I snorted.

      He ignored me. “And trust no agent,” he continued solemnly, slowly opening his eyes.

      “Don’t forget the rest,” I sneered. “For beauty is a witch against whose charms faith melteth in blood.” The scorn in my tone was partly for him, partly for the play. Much Ado About Nothing was not a favourite of mine.

      He shrugged. “I guess you’ll have to see her eyes for yourself.”

      “So she has bright eyes. Big deal⁠—”

      “It’s more than that,” he interrupted. “They’re … lambent.”

      I paused, taken aback: a good word, lambent. Achilles sometimes did catch me off guard with his vocabulary.

      “Her eyes are almost ethereal,” he continued. “Yeah. That’s it. Ethereal.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You mean otherworldly?”

      “Not exactly. You meet people sometimes—their eyes are very … impressive.”

      “Impressive, eh? In what way exactly?”

      He shrugged. “Her eyes, they’ve seen a lot. She’s had a full life, I’ll bet. Her eyes … they seem to say … the wheel is come full circle: I am here.”

      “Ah, so now it’s King Lear.” I said this tartly, secretly gleeful that he hadn’t been able to trip me up. (I do know my Shakespeare!)

      “There’s an unusual quality to her eyes,” he continued; “it’s almost spiritual.”

      “Harrumph.”

      “She reminds me of my great-grandmother. She lived with us when I was a kid. My father always said her eyes were ‘the homes of silent prayer.’”

      That had a familiar ring—but definitely not Shakespeare. “Where’s that from?” I asked sharply.

      “In Memoriam A.A.H.”

      That left me almost speechless. With the Bard I was on solid ground, but if he were going to quote obscure poets⁠—

      “Tennyson,” he said softly. Then he continued, rather smugly I thought, “Her eyes are homes of silent prayer, nor other thought her mind admits.”

      I hardly knew how to respond. Who read Tennyson anymore—and where on earth had Achilles⁠—?

      “My dad loved Tennyson,” he murmured, as if reading my thoughts. “Would you like to hear the rest?”

      I shook my head. (I can be a bit of a sore loser.) “Maybe another time.”

      “Any time is good for me, Miss Kay. You just let me know.”

      I sat up straighter in my chair, fussing with my blanket. “Let us not digress,” I began.

      Achilles folded his arms, watching me smilingly.

      “Pardon my preoccupation with the prosaic—but her resplendent eyes aside, what does she look like? Is she corpulent? Scrawny? Frail?”

      “Slender,” he said.

      “Emaciated?”

      “No. Slender.”

      “On the ball?” (I admit the expression is plebeian, but nevertheless the state of one’s mental health is a crucial piece of intel in an old-age home.)

      “Absolutely lucid. She’s all here.” He tapped his temple. “Not like some of our friends downstairs, eh?” The tapping fingers became a circular motion and he began rolling his eyes. This was clearly in very bad taste, particularly as he was perfectly aware of how sensitive I was—we all were!—about even the slightest reference to senility. (The Clarkson didn’t accommodate patients with dementia.)

      “Coiffured or shorn?” I asked, frowning fiercely in an effort to make him stop his twirling.

      “She had a scarf on, so I couldn’t see her hair. And when I wheeled her in⁠—”

      “Ah! Confined to a wheelchair.” Unlike me, I thought proudly, eyeing my brand-new walker.

      “No. Don’t think so … she had a cane with her.”

      “Oh.” (I hadn’t been able to rely on a cane for over a decade!)

      “Her hearing is excellent. That I know. She told me not to ‘exert myself,’ that I ‘needn’t speak quite so loudly.’”

      “Sounds cranky.”

      “No. She spoke very politely.”

      “Sarcastic, then?” I kept on fishing. “Probably one of these fussy, anxious types?”

      He shook his head. “All I know is she had a good chat with Edna. She was in her office a long time, maybe an hour. But I believe it was an amiable conversation.”

      I nodded my approbation. (Good word, amiable.) “A talk with the Director, eh? What did they talk about?”

      “How should I know?”

      Of course I knew he’d listened. “Isn’t there anything else you can tell me? If she’s going to be my neighbour, it’s important I get a sense of what she’s like. Don’t you think?”

      “Sure. That’s fair. It’s none of my business, but⁠—”

      “Yes?”

      “There seems to be a problem.”

      “Oh?” This sounded promising.

      “Something about her age.”

      Now we were getting somewhere.

      “Edna said …” So I was right, he had listened! “Edna was going over the intake papers⁠—”

      “There’s nothing unusual about that.”

      “Hold on there, Miss Kay. Let me finish.”

      “I beg your pardon.”

      “Edna forgot to close the door. I heard her say something about a letter. Something about a date of birth. But the lady contradicted her. She said the date was wrong. She said she had her birth certificate with her. Edna showed her the letter, and then things started getting heated. The lady said something about it being a lie and she began raising her voice. Edna got up, trying to calm her down. That’s when she saw me standing out in the hall and came and closed the door.”

      For a minute we both remained silent.

      “Achilles?”

      “Yes, Miss Kay?”

      “Tell me the truth. For once, could you please be on the level.”

      He chuckled. “Okay. Okay. What’s on your mind?”

      “Do you think I’ll like her? That she’ll like me?”

      “You mean, do I think you’ll get along?”

      I leaned back against my pillows, folding my arms and staring hard at him.

      “Now, don’t you be gettin’ mad with me.” He said it in the funny drawl he always adopted when he saw me growing sulky. “Who wouldn’t be gettin’ along with Miss Kay? Not me. For sure, not me.”

      “You might as well go,” I retorted, “if you won’t tell me what you really think.”

      “They kept their voices low,” he said, relenting. “All I heard was her asking Edna for a quiet room. One with a window facing north. Which reminds me, I’m supposed to be getting that room ready.” He straightened up and began donning his plastic gloves. “Would you like to come sit by the window while I’m cleaning? Because once she’s here, you’ll need her permission, you know.”

      Oh my! He had a point there. The room had been unoccupied for so long that it had become a habit for me to sit by its wonderful window, my sketchbook in hand. It was one of my few but cherished pleasures to look out across the Clarkson’s rambling, unkempt grounds and draw whatever struck my fancy. On sunny days I was even able to see a sparkling wedge of blue, way off in the distance—Georgian Bay.

      My spirits sank for a moment. It would be very hard to have to give up my window privileges. But then—to have a neighbour! Someone I might talk to and visit with. Even just once in a while. And especially now that I was less and less inclined to go downstairs. (That awful, antiquated elevator always left me feeling nauseous.) Of course there was my niece. She came once a week—usually—but I was finding the nights long and increasingly lonely. Just knowing someone was across the hall ….

      By now I could hear Achilles crashing about in the storage closet. He began wheeling his heavy cart down the corridor.

      “Are you coming?” he called as he passed by my door. “Let me know if you need help.”

      I got up, using my walker to steady myself as I put on my cardigan; thinking about what I’d wear to a first meet-and-greet with my new neighbour.

      “You didn’t tell me her name,” I yelled, now slowly shuffling into the hallway.

      “I only know her last name. It’s Brice.”

      The name sounded vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

      “Up here on Floor Three, it’s going be Miss Kay and Miss Brice,” Achilles continued. “That has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “Miss.” I repeated it softly to myself as I reached the door. Miss. So, just like me. An old maid ….

      I edged into the room and then pushed on toward the window—now her window!

      “You did say ‘Miss,’ didn’t you? Achilles?”

      I could see his face reflected in the bathroom mirror as he bent over the sink, filling a bucket from the faucet and grinning from ear to ear. “That’s right—I said Miss Brice. But I always say ‘Miss’ if I don’t know for sure. Maybe I should be calling her ‘Mrs.’”

      I watched him as he stood up and balanced the bucket on the edge of the tub, his back still toward me.

      “But you do me a favour, Miss Kay.” I heard him chuckle. “You find out for me. Okay?”
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      I DIDN’T FIND OUT IF Marged Brice was truly a ‘Miss’ until much, much later.

      In fact, at first it was doubtful I was ever going to meet her. She moved up to the third floor on a Monday morning, and for several days her door remained closed. Naturally I was disappointed, but soon I grew disconcerted. Was she just going to keep to herself? I had so wanted a companion—but a closed door? It seemed like a rejection, and I began to feel resentful.

      In spite of this, I continued with my daily routine, including a morning and afternoon walk (more like a shuffle) in what was now our mutual hallway, whereby I plodded stoically along behind my walker, navigating a trip to the north window and then to the south window, exactly two hundred and twenty-three steps; listening to the steady patter of raindrops on the roof above (it rained almost constantly that first week, very unusual for the season); slowing down as I passed her door, making as much noise as was reasonably possible. But nothing. Not a peep. I even lugged myself downstairs once, using it as an excuse to talk loudly with the nurse as we waited for the elevator—but her door remained firmly shut.

      It was all I could do to prevent myself from knocking and barging in. I thought up all kinds of excuses. “I thought I heard you calling. No? Oh dear, my mistake.” Or pretending to be confused as I entered her room: “Dear me! This isn’t my room. I get confused sometimes.” (I’m very good at playing the dotty-old-lady when convenient.) But something—something very wise, I think—kept me from adopting such a rash course of action. The Home had strict rules about closed doors and respecting residents’ privacy. As a strong advocate of such measures, how could I justify contravening them?

      Each day, Achilles came by my room, but his reports were hardly what you would call satisfying. From what I could tell (assiduously observing the goings-on from my own room), he was in and out of Miss Brice’s room much more frequently than any of the other staff, apparently responding to requests to rearrange the furniture or to take her suitcases down to storage, or sundry other little chores. An inordinate number of plants in pots were among the things I saw transferred into her room, and I ill-naturedly complained to Achilles: just who was going to water them?

      But he only shrugged his shoulders and seemed to enjoy my aggravation. She was “settling in nicely,” he chirped. The doctor had been in to see her and given her ‘the okay’ (no special medications or instructions to the staff). She ate very little and had requested that her tea things—consisting of a kettle, four cups and saucers, a set of silver spoons, and a canister of orange pekoe (she drank it black)—be set on a small table she kept near the window where she sat (in my chair, from his description), seemingly in deep meditation, a book open on her lap but the pages left undisturbed for hours and hours on end.

      “Couldn’t you leave her door open … even just a little bit,” I begged, “when you go in or out?” That way I could at least sneak a peek.

      No dice. She’d specifically requested that her door be kept shut at all times. (It was only later that I understood the true nature of this request. At the time I judged her to be antisocial.)

      About mid-week, Achilles informed me that Edna had recruited ‘the Professor’ to look into the issue of Miss Brice’s age. I knew Edna must have been at her wits’ end, because Professor Hellyer was a war historian. How could he possibly help? His interest was in World War Two veterans. (We had a handful of those at the Clarkson, but they were ancient and falling fast.)

      “Miss Brice still insists she’s very, very old,” Achilles confided. “Edna calls it crazy old! She’s been on the phone with the family and the lawyer. Seems they’re extremely polite and all but won’t give her a straight answer about Miss Brice’s age.”

      “How very strange!”

      “O dissembling courtesy,” he replied, raising his eyebrows for dramatic effect. “From Cymbeline, if you’re wondering,” he added.

      I glared at him indignantly; of course I knew! But before I could upbraid him for his impertinence, Achilles returned to Professor Hellyer. Just that afternoon, he’d reluctantly agreed to speak with Miss Brice. “Edna practically had to beg him, though. He says he’s very busy.”

      “Can’t you tell me how old Miss Brice claims to be?”

      I asked this of Achilles over and over again, but all he’d do was stubbornly shake his head. “She’d tell you herself if she wanted to. But if Miss Brice is telling the truth, then she’ll break all the records, hands down.”

      The next day, Professor Hellyer came up to the third floor, but he mistook my room for hers. Of course I eventually set him straight, but at first I feigned confusion and, hoping to extract information about Miss Brice, said I was expecting him. My little subterfuge, however, didn’t work. He quickly discerned his mistake. Just as he was leaving, I revealed my status as the oldest person at the Home. Professor Hellyer expressed polite interest and hastily retraced his steps. (A nice-looking man, I remember thinking.) Then, after he’d exited, I shambled as quickly as I could to my door, opening it a crack and straining my ears, shamelessly eavesdropping, I admit. I could see Professor Hellyer standing silently across the hall, a few yards away. He was a tall, well-built man, but for all his good looks he had struck me as a bit forlorn; as if life had dealt him a blow and he hadn’t quite recovered from it. He was hesitating before he knocked, his hand uplifted in readiness and his head cocked to one side as if he were listening intently. I heard a voice coming from the other side of the door and presumed he did, too. A woman’s voice, not wavering or weak, but firm:

      “You mustn’t run downstairs like that!”

      There was a pause. Then she continued. “You’ll frighten people. Come now, promise me that you won’t.”

      Professor Hellyer waited a little longer. Then he knocked and gently pushed the door open. He stood there in the doorway for a few seconds, and then he stepped into the room. As the door closed behind him, a faint rush of air escaped into the hallway and I caught a whiff of cedar, of all things!

      Yes, I was sure of it—the draft was cool and forest-scented.
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      IT WAS RIGHT AFTER THIS—the very next day, in fact, that, well, there’s no way around it. It will sound ridiculous and implausible. But a fact is a fact, like it or not.

      It happened this way.

      When I woke up that morning, I felt a slight weight on my legs, just below the knees. At first I didn’t bother much about it, but this was because I always begin my day with a routine. To this day I follow it. First, I consciously acknowledge that I am alive. (A nice surprise, because I usually half-expect not to be.) Then I give myself several little tests to prove it—I won’t bore you with them—and then I say my prayers. I do all this with my eyes closed and then, after that, I raise myself up against the pillows and summon up all my available energy. I need it, because it’s a major feat for me to get out of bed and dress myself.

      It was at this point, as I positioned myself to get out of bed, that the slight weight on my legs registered. I reached for my glasses, and imagine my surprise when I spotted a small, leather-bound book with a dusky maroon cover quietly resting atop my blankets. It was slightly larger than a paperback, and when I picked it up it felt quite substantial. Of course I opened it. (Wouldn’t you?) The name on the overleaf stated that it was a diary belonging to a Marged Brice, born November 13, 1878.

      Now, in the interest of perfect honesty, I did pause. Because, of course, diaries are private things! Even so, I decided to take a quick peek at the date of the first entry: March 1, 1899. Wow, I thought, this is pretty old; maybe not an antique exactly, but getting up there. (My niece later corrected me: anything over one hundred years is officially ‘antique,’ and this journal certainly qualified.) Then I flipped through a few pages, not actually reading but noting that the handwriting was very legible. In other words, it was readable, even for my aged eyes.

      Then came a dilemma. What should I do? I’m naturally curious, but I pride myself on not being a snoop. How had the diary come to be on my bed? Was it some sort of a mistake? Clearly the name ‘Brice’ indicated it was the property of my new floormate. Had Miss Brice come in the middle of the night while I was sleeping, leaving it there? Why on earth would she do such a thing? Did she expect me to read it?

      I sat there on the edge of my bed, pondering such questions, gazing distractedly out my window and watching the sky grow gradually lighter. It was now 6:00 a.m., and I still had an hour to go before breakfast arrived. (Probably more like an hour and half: they are so slow at the Clarkson and almost always late with my meals!) In other words, I had a good chunk of time on my hands.

      I suppose I should get on with it, because everything which follows has everything to do with that diary—except I don’t want to give the impression of prying into her private affairs (and as it turned out I wasn’t)—I did think it over carefully—but the long and the short of it is⁠—

      I began reading.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        MARGED BRICE

        The Cullen Maternity Home

        Owen Sound—1899

      

      

      

      MARCH 1—How did I ever agree to coming here? And for ten months! It is Auntie’s fault, for she would not have me moping about the house and pining for George.

      Yet after only two months, I feel very ill-suited to this nursing work and am sorely tempted to resign my position and go home to the Cape. I don’t know how I shall last. I suppose I could get myself dismissed. Father would feel the family disgraced by it, but I am sure Mother would understand. Yet I suppose I must stay and do my best⁠—

      In my heart of hearts there is almost nothing I would not do for George, but I cannot hurt my parents. I cannot go to live with him in Montreal.

      Why doesn’t he write me?

      Should I write to him yet again?

      I am beginning to feel ashamed of myself. Do I not have any pride left at all?

      

      MARCH 2—My face is still burning from the reprimand I received from Marguerite today.

      I am twenty years old and yet have to bear being treated like a wayward child! Beth says I must learn to hold my tongue, particularly as obedience is indispensable to advancement. She says I must show I can obey without question or comment. If I’m to become a nurse, then I must first demonstrate that I can behave.

      Obey? Behave? I’m not meek enough!

      Worse still: I speak my mind. I cannot swallow blind obedience or unreasonable authority, as Beth and Evelyn do. Nor am I silent about the conditions under which we are expected to conduct our work. It is very wretched for us here, and unnecessarily so. We have to get up in the shivering cold and dress without a fire, though there is a large fireplace in our room. Then we must sit through interminable morning prayers on empty stomachs, only to be rewarded by a cheerless breakfast. Indeed, all our meals are meagre and bland. Each day seems the same: endless orders, sharp words, and constant fatigue. How could any person be expected to keep this up?

      Auntie Alis would say I’ve become a grumbler. It’s true that it is not like me to moan and groan like this. It must be that I am so tired. Beth has yet another piece of advice for me on this point: I must learn how to rest while on duty. Apparently a nurse must learn to keep her eyes half-open, especially if she is posted to a long ‘watch’, thus appearing to be awake while actually dozing. Both Beth and Evelyn claim to be able to do this and can fool even Matron’s—Mrs. Cullen’s—sharp eyes. I can hardly imagine ever mastering such a skill, although I remember Dr. McTavish once remarking that many birds sleep in this fashion, some birds even sleeping with one eye open and one closed. Perhaps I should have a mallard or blackbird teach me! Even so, I don’t think I could ever do it, not to mention how strange it would look. Besides, I should always be worried that I might overlook something important or neglect my duties. Beth says I am much too conscientious and will ruin my health by answering to every beck and call. We are to model ourselves after our estimable head nurse—whom I detest! Marguerite always warns her patients they will not be coddled.

      “You will not be caaaw-dled here,” she squawks at the boarders, just like a nasty old crow.

      Indeed she looks like a crow, with her great beak of a nose and fierce expressions. I think her severe and rather frightening. It is a very difficult thing to have a baby, and most of these women are not in the best of circumstances. I cannot help feeling sorry for them. Nor can I conceive of having my baby taken away from me. I don’t think my heart could ever grow hardened to their misery. Yet Mrs. Cullen never seems troubled by all their weeping.

      No, that’s not quite what I mean. She isn’t indifferent, just extremely matter-of-fact and efficient and⁠—

      Indeed my thoughts are wandering. What was it I wanted to write about?

      

      MARCH 3—Night duty yesterday.

      I shall never get used to it. It is dreadful. Yet another indication of my incompatibility with this profession.

      I’m still puzzled by why Mrs. Cullen assigned me to this patient. She was admitted very late yesterday evening and seems extremely ill. I hardy feel myself experienced enough to watch her. Fortunately, she remained in a deep slumber for most of the night, although just after midnight she made a feeble attempt to rise. I was able to hold her down, as she is so thin and frail, but she kept struggling to utter some words. I thought she might be saying a name—‘Nathan’—but she soon sank back into unconsciousness and then for hours and hours seemed to be barely breathing. This made me very apprehensive and is probably why I am now unable to settle myself.

      Indeed, if it were not for the commotion in the barn and Flash’s incessant barking, I might succumb to sleep this very minute.

      Alas for poor Della! The vet is still here and his report is inauspicious, for Della has discharged her uterus and keeps expelling it despite his efforts, and thus will likely bleed to death. I think I must somehow find a few minutes to slip out and see her, even if just to stroke her ears and wish her farewell. It seems a cruel fate for such a sweet creature, and I sense Mrs. Cullen will be heartbroken. She is extremely fond of her animals and most indulgent toward them. In this, at least, we have something in common.

      Della will be the second of her cows to die this winter. I do hope this is not interpreted as an ill omen, though no doubt Mrs. Adams will avow it. How angry she was to be moved from her private room to accommodate this new patient⁠—

      I dearly wish I could still my thoughts and get myself to bed! When the others are off and I’m left here all alone, the room seems so oppressively silent. Even the great oak outside seems sullen and withdrawn, as if hunkered down into its own winter-death. My only companion is a fitful wind rattling against the windowpanes and frosting up the glass. Even the horses are bothered by its sharp bites, for I can hear them whinnying in their stalls.

      

      MARCH 4—Today Mrs. Cullen announced that I am to remain as the girl’s night-attendant and that she expects me to be extra vigilant when I am on duty.

      This came as a very great surprise, for many of the other aides have passed their first exams and are far more experienced than I. Even more unusual, however, was Mrs. Cullen’s announcement that she—and not Marguerite—will take charge of the girl’s nursing during the daytime. I’ve been told by Beth that this is most irregular, and I am now under the distinct impression that Mrs. Cullen wishes to limit outside contact with this girl.

      I suppose I shouldn’t call her a ‘girl,’ for I think she must be at least eighteen. There is something about her which strongly suggests that she is accustomed to being treated with gentleness. I must always be extremely careful when I adjust the pillows and bedclothes, for she moans at the slightest of movements. At least Mrs. Cullen hasn’t spared her any comforts, and so I must assume her family is of means.

      Yet her kinsman, a very disagreeable man named Mr. Armitage, was hardly what I would call genteel. I cannot imagine anyone more unlike my patient! It was well after midnight when he clumped up the stairs and banged on the door, demanding entry in a very loud voice. Mrs. Cullen was in the room at the time, and she seemed greatly alarmed by his unexpected appearance. She instantly froze, placing a hand upon her great bosom as if she were stilling a sudden palpitation of her heart. She was a little dishabille this evening, and perhaps that was part of it. She kept nervously fingering her collar buttons and tucking up errant wisps of frizzy hair.

      I stood off in a corner soon after Mr. Armitage entered. Throughout his visit, he never once stopped scowling, reminding me of a wizened old monkey and causing me to shudder at his extreme ugliness. I so detest it when bald men comb a greasy lock of hair over the top of their skulls! The effect is always quite ghastly, and Mr. Armitage is no exception.

      When he finally noticed me, Mr. Armitage gave me the most hostile glare and requested a private conference with Mrs. Cullen, but she visibly cringed at this and would not let me leave the room. Thus I was made a reluctant audience to his display of very bad manners. I later learned he is the girl’s uncle and that he was very disrespectful toward Mrs. Cullen’s manservant, Frederick. Mr. Armitage swore fearfully at him for not opening the door quickly enough. Worst of all was Mr. Armitage’s manner toward his niece. I thought him most callous and what Auntie would call ‘tight-fisted.’ At first he went on and on about how much a private room was costing him, and then the expense of the medicines. Once he even turned and pointed angrily at me, announcing that he could not be expected to pay for a private attendant. What was the matter with a night-bell, he demanded? I could see Mrs. Cullen struggle to hold her temper in check as she explained that the case was serious and that the girl was unconscious most of the time, thus rendering a night-bell useless. It was very peculiar, but I sensed he was secretly pleased when he heard his niece’s life might be in peril. He even appeared almost gleeful at the news she had taken very little food, and he took no interest in how her unborn baby was faring, muttering over and over again that it was a “hopeless case.” Yet to my knowledge, no doctor has made any such pronouncement. I see no indication that the birth should be other than a normal one—though she is somewhat thin.

      But of course my opinion is of little consequence.

      Eventually Mrs. Cullen told him that he must go and instructed me to lead Mr. Armitage downstairs and direct Frederick to fetch his coat. I had to slow my steps on the stairs, for he followed me with a heavy limp and kept growling at me for “running ahead like a scared rabbit.” To be sure, his rudeness irked me, but he was wrong to think me afraid of him. Even so, I was most relieved when we finally heard the wheels of his carriage depart the driveway.

      

      MARCH 5—I’m increasingly mystified by Mrs. Cullen’s strange behaviour.

      She is normally so confident and assertive around her wards, yet my patient appears to deeply unsettle her. Perhaps it is because the girl remains in a stupor for much of the time. I have had some success in getting her to drink a few spoonfuls of broth, but she can barely keep her eyes open longer than a few seconds and does not respond to my gentle inquiries as to her comfort.

      Tonight I was most surprised to hear that a Dr. Greene is coming to attend her. I’ve never heard of him before, as he is not one of our regular physicians—it is Dr. Gibbs or lately Dr. Reid who is always in charge. My expression must have shown my consternation, for Mrs. Cullen frowned at me quite fiercely. Then she became very flustered and kept muttering, “Poor dear, poor dear,” as she bent over the girl.

      I asked what I was to call her. Mrs. Cullen silenced me with a glare, but at the same time seemed startled by my question.

      “The less you know, the better,” she grumbled, adding, “I’ve put you here because I can trust you to hold your tongue. I am depending upon you, Marged.”

      I took this as submissively as I could, for I dared not question her, particularly as Mrs. Cullen is always rebuking her nurses for their impertinence. But my curiosity was further aroused by Mrs. Cullen’s peculiar attentions to the girl. She kept pulling down the sleeves of her nightgown, somewhat furtively, tugging the cuffs down over the girl’s wrists. Why Mrs. Cullen should do such a thing struck me as very odd, but I remained silent.

      “I cannot possibly help them all,” I heard her whisper as she hovered over the girl, as if in argument with some inner voice. “It’s not fair to ask it of me.”

      I stood attentively at the foot of the bed, hoping my silence would encourage further confidence, but Mrs. Cullen suddenly sealed up her lips and gazed rapidly about the room, giving it and then me an anxious stare before she hurried off.

      I sat mulling over her words for a few minutes and then made a swift decision to inspect the girl’s arms myself. What I saw greatly disturbed me. There are angry bruises on her wrists and forearms, and the tips of her fingers are red and swollen; her nails, too, are broken, as if she has been scratching at something. I drew down the bedclothes and found similar bruises on her shins and ankles. I didn’t know what to make of it, for to my eyes the markings suggest she has been kept in some kind of restraint. The girl then grew very agitated, moaning and constantly pulling at the collar of her nightgown, as if she wished to remove something at her throat.

      Is she ill in her mind?

      Somehow I do not think so. Her actions reminded me of when I was terribly distressed and thought all the world was coming to an end and me with it; when I thought George might not remain true to his painting. Somehow I felt as if I recognized her anguish. Yet, what is it that frightens her? What is it that brings her to the brink of despair? All this is very disconcerting. As of today, there seems to be only one thing I can say for certain: she is definitely calling out a name. She keeps asking for someone named ‘Nathan.’

      

      MARCH 6—Now that I am alone and snug in my bed with my journal before me, my thoughts tell me that he was very startled to find me on duty.

      I suppose I was just as surprised as he was, for I had assumed a Dr. Greene was in charge. Yet Dr. Reid had more presence of mind than I did, for he quickly covered his confusion and briskly began to question me about the girl. Indeed I’d become quite flustered by the time Mrs. Cullen joined us, bringing the disagreeable uncle with her.

      It was then that the trouble started. At the sight of Dr. Reid, Mr. Armitage’s face turned red, and he began sputtering indignantly. Who was this man? He was clearly very angry to discover that his doctor—Dr. Greene—had not yet arrived, and Mrs. Cullen hastily explained that he could not be located; thus she had taken matters into her own hands and summoned Dr. Reid. A rather heated argument ensued, in which Mr. Armitage claimed that he was her guardian and had the right to choose the doctor in attendance. Dr. Reid then insisted that under no circumstances was Mrs. Cullen to allow Dr. Greene any involvement with the Home, for apparently Dr. Greene’s medical license was suspended some time ago.

      At this, Mr. Armitage became enraged and accused Dr. Reid of interference. Mrs. Cullen tried to reason with him, explaining that all the Home’s doctors must be properly qualified, but he kept interrupting her. The argument went on for some minutes, and throughout it I stood silently by the girl. The poor thing had been roused by all the noise and was half in a swoon, clearly terrified. I felt an instinctive protectiveness toward her and was very relieved when Mrs. Cullen finally persuaded Mr. Armitage to come away with her, promising him a ‘fortifying beverage’ if he would allow Dr. Reid to continue his examination.

      Once they had departed, however, I was left alone with Dr. Reid, and a dreadful awkwardness seized me. In all my weeks at the Home, I have never been alone with him, either in attending to a patient or speaking directly with him. He, too, seemed uneasy and began to prepare himself, taking off his coat and muttering for me to prepare the aseptic. I did so with dispatch, but my hands were trembling, for in my mind was the memory of our very last conversation at the Cape. Nevertheless, I was extremely scrupulous to follow his instructions. He rolled up his sleeves, and I helped him into a gown; then he carefully washed his hands in the solution and took the towel from me, never once speaking throughout his preparations.

      By now the girl was again in a stupor, and he quietly instructed me to hold the bedclothes above her. I did so, standing on the opposite side of the bed while he conducted an examination to discern the position of the baby.

      At first, Dr. Reid was careful not to look in my direction, and I, too, was careful to keep my eyes downcast. Yet suddenly the girl gave out a deep groan and we glanced up at the same time. Our eyes met, and he held my gaze for the first time since coming to the Home.

      “I’ll be staying downstairs in the doctor’s quarters,” he announced—rather gruffly, I thought. “I am to be fetched the instant she awakens.”

      All this he said in so low a voice that I had to lean across the bed to hear him.

      “I can trust you to fulfill this request, can I not—Marged?”

      I was taken aback at his use of my Christian name and hardly knew how to respond. He must have thought me quite stupid, standing there with only a narrow bed between us, struck dumb at the sound of my own name. I hastened to assure him that I would fetch him if she awakened, but my throat grew dry and the words would not come; so I only nodded and quickly looked down. He, however, was not satisfied with this.

      “Will you do so?” This time he asked it more gently, and his tone seemed to echo a tenderness I well remembered.

      I managed to raise my eyes and stammer out, “Yes, Dr. Reid.”

      He stood for a while, studying me and then, still in a low voice: “Can it be that you, too, are troubled, Marged?”

      At that I positively stared, at first startled, and then, without knowing fully why, I grew indignant. It must have been that I was over-tired, for I felt my face grow warm with anger. How could he ask such a question? Of course his coolness toward me was grievously troubling!

      But I was determined not to reveal my inner turmoil. I looked away toward the window, furious that he might catch my eyes tearing, all the while feeling it unfair for him to presume upon me in this way. Was he not the doctor and I his subordinate? In truth, what could I say to him?

      “Did you not instruct me to forget you?” he asked softly, and this time there was something in his voice that sent a shiver down my spine. “Was this not your cruel command? That I am to forget you?”

      Again we stood in silence, my face still averted from his, my eyes trained upon the hot embers glowing in the fireplace. I became aware of the wind growing suddenly quiet at the window, hovering as if waiting for my answer. The walls, too, seemed to be leaning forward and listening eagerly for my reply. Was he rebuking me, then, for refusing his offer of marriage? I don’t know why this irked me so, but the thought was as tinder to my temper, and a harsh reply rose to my lips⁠—

      But suddenly I felt the girl move beneath the sheets, almost imperceptibly, and I realized that she was awake and listening. Though her eyes were closed, I could tell she was alert and keen to the currents of our conversation. Yet I was positive Dr. Reid was unaware of it.

      “It was never my intention to be cruel,” I said quietly, placing my hand lightly upon the bedclothes to still her movements. “But you—you have been so cold and distant toward me!”

      One of her legs twitched, but Dr. Reid appeared not to notice. Instead he demanded, “Were those not your words: to forget you?”

      This time, her flesh quivered. The movement was weightless, like a shadow flickering across a pool of water. It was gone in an instant, but nevertheless communicated a terrible pain, a terrible fear.

      “Were those not your words?” he repeated harshly.

      Again the movement, again the terrible pain. It seemed to scorch my fingers, and I quickly drew away my hand. I took a deep breath and then, looking beseechingly at him, I replied, “Andrew, what else could I do? When you asked me to marry you, I was still engaged to George.”

      A short but peculiar silence followed, and I gazed at him as a sea of strange emotions washed over me. I can scarcely describe what happened next, except to say that a sudden dizziness seized me and I felt as if I were plummeting off a cliff toward an enormous gaping hole in the earth far below. The realization that I was falling and without any power to stop myself seemed to paralyze me. A terrible truth was descending upon me. Of course it must be over. It must be what George was telling me by staying away; angry with me for not going to live with him in Montreal.

      Dr. Reid was the first to speak.

      “Was engaged?” He echoed my words with a pressing eagerness. “Then you no longer consider yourself engaged to George Stewart?”

      At his words, I suddenly felt my body go limp, and I could barely hold myself upright. I looked down at my hand, foolishly staring at it. My fingers seemed to burn where they had touched the girl’s body, and then something inside me gave way. It must be that George wished to be free of me. His growing fame as a painter had sobered him to the prospect of a much more advantageous match. Of course he regretted our engagement! In that instant—as these thoughts swarmed and rent me—it was as if I were watching a wall crumbling, and the wall was my heart. A terrible, inexorable breech was occurring and all my blood was draining away, the current swelling and becoming a torrent. I became lightheaded, and the ends of my fingers started tingling, becoming numb.

      Before I knew it, Dr. Reid was at my side, catching me as my knees buckled. For a few brief seconds I felt his arms holding me and something made me look up into his face. It was then that I thought I saw it, saw it in those intense eyes of his⁠—

      I must stop. I cannot make any sense of this! My mind is in a tumult and I hardly know my own feelings.

      

      MARCH 7—My young charge was much better this evening.

      She said very little, timidly mumbling a few please-and-thank-yous—but at least she was able to drink a whole cup of broth. I believe the effects of a very strong sedative, administered to her before she came to the Home, are almost dissipated. I have also learned that she is nineteen years old and due to deliver her baby very soon. Her name while she is at the Home is to be ‘Ruth.’ Mrs. Cullen said this is all I need to know at present.

      I was able to report that her sleep was less fitful when I saw Dr. Reid—that is, when he came to check up on her. His demeanor was very kind and solicitous toward both patient and myself, and he inquired if I had slept well. I assured him that I was quite rested and even stole a few secret looks at him as he attended Ruth, thinking he looked very poised and handsome in his doctor’s attire—this despite being extremely busy and in high demand that day. He did not stay long, giving me instructions to keep a cool compress upon Ruth’s forehead, for yesterday she had developed a low fever. I half-hoped he might stay and talk privately with me, but Mrs. Cullen’s sudden appearance prevented this, and then she stayed on while he finished his examination. I admit to being disappointed, for I’m not entirely sure of how we stand with each other.

      

      MARCH 8—This morning I managed to snatch a tête-à-tête with Beth, and after a few minutes Evelyn joined us, too.

      Luckily Marguerite was dozing, and we gauged by the loudness of her snores that she wasn’t counterfeiting sleep in order to eavesdrop. She is such a sly creature and is always spying on us! I told them my suspicions about Ruth being kept in some sort of restraining device, but it was Beth who had procured the more disturbing news. Before breakfast, she had canvassed some of the servants and had learned from the cook that the girl’s “so-called husband” is a loafer and a drunkard, and perhaps worse things.

      At first I was taken aback—and then I reminded myself that the cook is a gossip. Beth, however, also had additional information. It appears that on the night of his first visit, Mrs. Adams was awakened by Mr. Armitage’s clumping up the stairs and recognized the voice of her former employer.

      Our curiosity was deeply aroused by this news, and so Evelyn proposed that the three of us pay Mrs. Adams a visit. The time indeed seemed opportune, for Mrs. Cullen had left instructions not to be disturbed and Marguerite was unlikely to bother us; so we tiptoed up the stairs, Evelyn all the while plotting some ruse to get Mrs. Adams to talk about Mr. Armitage.

      No ruse was necessary, however, for Mrs. Adams was not in the least averse to sharing her opinion about her former employer or conveying her indignation at being evicted from her room on his account. Luckily she was alone in the wardroom, for the other boarders were at their morning tasks, and so she gave free vent to her feelings.

      “Cheese and crust!!” she cried as soon as she saw us. “Kicked owt o’ me own room as I paid for. And me legs achin’ and me belly feelin’ to burst! These twins will be the death o’ me! When is Dr. Gibbs comin’? He’s gone and forgotten me!”

      This was by no means true, but indeed her swollen ankles were a dreadful sight. Evelyn soothed her, promising that Beth and I would give her legs a ‘nice rub.’ We both took our cue and immediately fell to, Beth massaging one calf and me working on the other. It soon became apparent that Mrs. Adams deeply resented being ‘removed’ from her private room. Her tirade against ‘hoity-toity people’ went on for some time, but at last Evelyn got her to tell us about her time as housekeeper to the Armitages.

      “Ee’s ah ’orrible man! Tight as ah duck’s arse.” Such was her summation of Mr. Armitage, adding that “ee kept his own person nice enough,” but not so her mistress. “Poor soul! Dressed ’er in rags, ee did.” She then gave us many details about his foul temper and bad language, as well as his fondness for liquor. Mrs. Adams left service when her mistress passed away, unwilling to work for such a harsh master, but she remained friends with his manservant, cousin to our cook, and thus she keeps up on all the “’orrors of the ’ousehold.”

      “Ee’s got ah wicked eye,” she concluded rather ominously. “Ah cruel man. Ah divil.”

      Then Evelyn introduced the topic of my patient⁠—

      “That’s as ’is niece,” Mrs. Adams declared, and we learned that Ruth is her real name and not an assigned one.

      “Rumour is she’s been gone and done it, but ’er uncle don’t allow for the marriage.”

      Evelyn pressed her on this. “Where is her husband?” she asked, but Mrs. Adams only shook her head and sealed her mouth in a tight line. At first she remained stubbornly silent, but then, as Beth and I left off her legs and hoisted her up so that she might recline more comfortably against the pillows, she muttered, “That’s ’im as is away.”

      Beth and Evelyn gasped, but I was entirely at sea until Beth whispered that it meant he is in jail.

      “Ee’s as one from the Croker,” Mrs. Adams continued, twisting her face up into an expression of disgust. “Ah good fer nothin’ dirty Saugeen.”

      At this I felt myself recoil at her words. Moreover, they were almost exactly those of the Indian Agent who came to the Cape last summer. Mr. Iverson had complained of “the dirty, drunken Saugeens.” This he had stated after consuming an entire bottle of Father’s best scotch. He had then fallen asleep in his chair! Tad was very annoyed indeed.

      Evelyn began to ask what the charges were against Ruth’s husband, but we were interrupted by Marguerite’s voice calling for us to “step lively” and sweep out the wardrooms.

      Beth has promised to try and learn more later tonight.

      

      MARCH 9—I am troubled by all the gossip concerning this young girl’s husband, and my instincts are not to put much faith in Mrs. Adams’s account. But I admit that I know almost next to nothing about Ruth.

      I wish I had been able to discuss her situation with Dr. Reid, but the opportunity did not arise. In truth there were other, more pressing things he wished to say during our constrained but not unfriendly conversation. He came to me while I was in the dispensary, and I sensed that he had gone out of his way to find me alone. He was very friendly and asked all about Tad and Mother, and it felt like being with the old, considerate Dr. Reid again. But he held himself in check when it came to renewing his inquiries about my engagement to George, and I am grateful to him for this.

      How quickly does my fondness for him return! Should I be glad for this? It must mean my heart is a forgiving one. Tad, too, has come to appreciate Andrew Reid, though it took him many weeks. Indeed there were many sparks between them the time we left the lighthouse and went to the city and lived with Dr. McTavish while Mother stayed at Dr. Reid’s sanitarium. I think Auntie Alis approves of him on the basis of Mother’s remarkable recovery. Uncle Gil—well, it is always hard to know what he thinks, he is so taciturn.

      At any rate, the mystery around the girl continues. I have a feeling it might be best for me to take matters into my own hands and seek a private conversation with her.

      

      MARCH 11—At last I’ve had a confidential talk with Ruth Armitage. Or Ruth Hawkins, I should say.

      I do hope it wasn’t imprudent, for I’m afraid I may have tired her with all my questions. The minute I left off, she dropped into a deep sleep, grasping my hand as her eyelids fluttered shut. She murmured that I’m the only friend she has in all the world. This would appear to be true, for her father is deceased and she is altogether without brothers or sisters.

      Tonight I’m left with many misgivings about Ruth’s situation. My mind goes to accounts of young women grossly ill-used by their guardians. But these tales have been the stuff of novels, not real life. Can I trust Ruth’s version of events, or does she exaggerate?
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
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