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NAOMI’S SAFE PLACE

There was a lot Keith had to be grateful for in his life. He knew this, because people kept pointing it out to him. He appreciated their efforts, but most of the time could only wish that he were not the sort of person whom others felt the need to constantly cheer up.

“Things could be worse, think of your blessings!” And so on.

Then again, sometimes he was genuinely grateful for what he had. Friends like Dr Griffin, for example.

Keith had been taken by surprise when he heard a strange voice outside the door of the study. He had frozen,  as he so often did.

Not safe.

The feeling had not lasted, but Keith hadn't had time to look around for his crutches by the time the door opened and Dr Griffin showed the visitor, a young lady,  in.

Before Keith could begin to feel embarrassed, Dr Griffin quickly made his introductions –

“Miss Naomi Hale, Mr Keith Green. Do excuse Keith's not being able to rise, Naomi.”

The woman nodded, and Keith was able to make a small bow from his seated position. He let his eyes trail from hers, not wanting to see the all too familiar expression as she took in the scars on his face, then looked down to the space where his left leg should have been.

He also wanted to keep looking away until his breath slowed and he stopped perspiring. He could already see Dr Griffin throwing him an apologetic glance for the surprise – he had not known Keith was in here. If he had, he would have knocked, knowing his young friend quickly became nervous when he was interrupted unexpectedly.

Keith tried to act as though nothing was amiss, wanting to reassure Dr Griffin, and also to avoid any curious looks from their visitor.

“I'll just be a moment,”  said Dr Griffin, apparently having decided that Keith was indeed fine.

The doctor gestured for Miss Hale to sit on the ottoman, as he started rummaging through his drawers. She did so, drawing her hands together in her lap. Keith noticed they were bandaged.

“There was a fire,” she said quietly, seeing him staring.

Keith swallowed, feeling ashamed at being caught out when he always hated people staring at his own scars. 

“Those houses down by the mill,” Dr Griffin called out, with his head in a cupboard. “Terrible thing it was. Naomi was lucky to escape.”

“That's one way to think about it,” said Naomi quietly.

“Oh, I didn't mean – ”

“It's all right,” said Naomi. She looked down at her hands. “I hadn't told you, doctor, but Mrs Allen had let me go the day before it happened.”

Dr Griffin paused in his actions and looked over at the girl.

“You lost your job?”

“Too many seamstresses for such a small town,” said Naomi dryly. “But I wouldn't have been able to work with my hands like this anyway.”

Keith admired the way she was able to keep her voice steady.

The doctor returned with a few packets and bottles, and set about making some concoction at the table at  the other side of the room.

“By the way, Naomi, my wife said to mention that if you don't hear back from your sister in time to take the coach, you're welcome to stay here for a few days.”

Naomi demurred quickly, but Dr Griffin insisted it would be no trouble, citing the fact that Keith, and a number of other patients, were staying at his large house. He and Mrs Griffin often made a habit of opening their home in this way, since their sons had grown and married.

“It's mostly ex-soldiers in recuperation at the moment, but you'll have Hannah for company,” said Dr Griffin.

Naomi eventually agreed, and Keith shifted uncomfortably. He hoped the girl would indeed spend her time with Mrs Griffin; the last thing he needed was a distraction. And – even as tired as he could now see she was, even with bandaged hands and smoke-scented hair – she was a distraction.

He looked down at the papers spread over his lap and on the low table in front of him, which he had already been neglecting.

The doctor noticed, and perhaps in an effort to explain why he such an odd mix of military men under his roof, months after the fighting had ended, he started to explain to Naomi what he and Keith had been planning.

Keith felt a little awkward every time he or Griffin had to describe the project to anyone. So far they had been telling people it would be a place of recovery, with cottages built close to the Griffins' place, designed to house soldiers who had been wounded in the war. Ideally, they would heal while also training for jobs and preparing to resume their lives. 

Neither he nor Griffin had mentioned the more personal aspects of the project. The fact that Keith had learned what it was to have a mind injured as well as a body, and to come back to a life that was no longer your own – and how that needed healing as much as anything else.

Keith had kept these kinds of observations to himself, during the war, despite seeing so many men around him struggling. He was already getting in trouble for a number of other reasons, and knew that if he was suspected of having a weak mind then it would be the end of him.

But then he had returned. Then he had tried and failed to find a place in his family again, and tried and failed to convince his fiancee that he was the same man who had left – lying through his teeth, of course.

With nothing else to do, he had come to help Dr Griffin treat those who were still coming home, those from both sides who, like Keith, seemed to have been injured in ways that were not physical.

Once the two of them had come up with the idea of making a sanctuary for these men, they had been very careful to stay away from words like “asylum”. Instead, they had tried to present the plan as the start of a small settlement. 

This had worked well, and Keith was in the middle of having the Griffins' extensive land zoned as a new residential area. 

“This all sounds wonderful,” said the girl, who had been listening with rapt attention.

Keith had been looking down at his work, but glanced up as she spoke. 

He had been afraid to look at her as the doctor had been talking. Dr Griffin had been a little too open about some of the problems he had witnessed in the men who returned. Nightmares, irrational behavior, moments when they seemed to think they were back on battlefield. The doctor had not mentioned Keith, but the girl could easily have guessed that he suffered from one or more of these problems.

She did not look afraid. But maybe she hadn't understood.

Doctor Griffin had already moved on, and was outlining their plans to build a small hospital wing onto the main house, when he saw Naomi staring at some of the papers on the table.

“You look concerned,” he commented, ever-perceptive.

Naomi glanced at the two men before reaching over and pulling out a map that lay below some of the papers on the table, moving her damaged hands carefully.

“I was just thinking – have you made sure that you're in line with the Household Law?

“The what now?” frowned Dr Griffin.

“It's a law affecting the way settlements are established in the area between Allumdale and Hillsborough. Don't you remember those houses that were built up on the ridge a few years ago?”

The doctor's eyes widened, and he appeared aghast.

“Oh, no, you don't think that – ”

“They might not enforce it,” said Naomi. “But there was an awful fuss last time.”

“Enforce what?” asked Keith.

“The Household Law,” said Dr Griffin. “When they built those houses on the ridge, they wanted to establish a new village. But then it was discovered that in order to claim a new settlement, all of the homes need to be occupied by families.”

Keith couldn't quite understand, but the look on Dr Griffin's face was making him very nervous.

“All of the single men who had built homes were forced to marry in order to keep them.”

“But...” Keith looked down at the papers in front of him, the list of names of the soldiers who were already staying at the house, and letters from others who had heard of the project and were desperate for a place. “We're all – all of the homes here would be occupied by single men.”

“Not any more,” said Dr Griffin. He looked at the door of the office. “Maybe I should pop down to the men and inform them that they're all going to have to get hitched in the next two months.”

Keith could feel his heart starting to speed up.

“And so are you,” added Dr Griffin.

***

When Naomi saw Keith walk out of the house and onto the porch, she stayed quiet and kept working, waiting for him to see her.

The first night she met him, she had observe that he looked a little jumpy when she entered the room. Since then, she had seen this happen with several of the soldiers who were staying with Dr Griffin. It seemed all too easy for them to become uneasy when they were surprised; then they would be embarrassed and irritable afterward.

She saw two of the men walking across a pasture adjacent to the house, enjoying themselves despite the low clouds. As she returned their waves, Keith noticed her. She smiled in greeting, gesturing to indicate that he could stay.

It seemed odd, to give permission – but in such a crowded house, there was nowhere for Naomi to call her own save the tiny guest room she had been given. Once she had settled on the porch as the ideal place to sit and work or read, however, the men had started treating it as though it was her private sitting room.

Keith dropped down onto a wicker chair nearby, landing heavily as he let go of his crutches. Naomi saw him wince and wondered whether he needed to see Dr Griffin.

“Two more of the men have had responses from those mail-order bride agencies,” he said, looking out at the damp greenness of the pasture. “And another has heard back from his hometown. Seems his childhood sweetheart is still unmarried.”

Each of the prospective brides had also received a letter from Dr Griffin, explaining the health of the gentleman in question. Some would need extra care. But many of the women had seemed eager to help, even with the more challenging problems –  it had been heartening to see.

Naomi smiled. “So that's ten altogether?”

“We're nearly there,” said Keith. “Thank you again for all the help.”

The men had taken a while to adjust after receiving the odd news that they had to marry in order to stay, but they had all been game to find new wives in the time allowed. Naomi had enjoyed helping them write to old loves back home, or respond to mail-order offers.

“It's something to pass the time,” she smiled. “I miss having work to do every day.”

“Did you hear back from your sister?”  asked Keith.

Naomi was surprised. She hadn't realized Keith had been paying attention to her little family crisis; she had written to ask her sister if she might come and stay, after losing her home. 

“Bad news there,” she said. “Her husband also lost his job, and they've had to move in with his parents. There's no space for me.”

“Oh, I'm sorry.”

Naomi shrugged. “It doesn't matter.” When she saw Keith looking at her sceptically, she amended, “well, not really. Things could be worse.”

Keith leaned back in his chair and sighed.

“People always say that,” he said. 

His voice was low, and rasped slightly. Naomi wondered whether this was how had always sounded, or if the scars that ran down his throat had done something to his voice. They looked a little like lightning, she thought, spreading from a point on his shoulder, up across his neck and past his jawline, shining against his pale skin. Adjoining scars formed a knot on one cheek, not quite reaching his eyes. Naomi shuddered to think of the injuries that had caused the marks.

“When I got back, people kept reminding me that I could have lost both legs instead of one, or a hand. They said I was lucky.” Keith flicked his long fingers expressively.

“You must have found that helpful,” muttered Naomi.

Keith laughed. Naomi wondered at the sound, and realized that she could not remember the two of them being alone like this, together, before.

“So where will you go?” he asked.

“I wish I knew,” said Naomi. “I can't stay here forever.”

“Have you...” Keith paused. “Excuse me for being so blunt, but have you considered marrying?”

Naomi almost laughed – as though she would make a match for anyone, without a stitch to her name. But then she realized what he meant.

“Oh, you mean – one of the men here?”

“You hadn't thought about it,” surmised Keith.

“No, I hadn't. Well, none of them mentioned it either,” said Naomi, although there had been a few jokes from the men she had helped with their letters. “Most of them are matched up by now.”

“I'm not.”

Naomi felt the weight of the words before she truly understood what they meant. When she looked at Keith, he was still staring out at the green hedgerows and calmly waving trees.

“It's not as though I have much to offer, of course,” he said, still speaking quietly. “But you know the plans here.”

The plans for the new, small town meant that each of the couples would have a home, and an income – Keith had many ideas for how the men to earn their keep while they healed, Naomi knew.

She  scrutinize him carefully. He still hadn't looked at her, but when she turned he glanced over quickly and smiled. Just a friendly smile, from someone offering a convenient arrangement.

“You haven't asked anybody else?” she said. “Your family hasn't suggested anyone?”

His eyes flickered with some strange emotion, and Naomi saw his hands tighten on the arms of his chair.

“I'm not in contact with my family,” he said.

“Oh, I see.”

She could sense his relief when she did not ask any questions about this, instead saying,

“May I have some time to think about it?”

“Of course,” said Keith, as though they were making a business deal.

Knowing he didn't like it when people watched him trying to rise with his crutches, Naomi looked away as Keith got up and made his way back into the house.

***

Just take it back, Keith's mind insisted, as Naomi continued to gaze at him.

Take the offer back. You should never have made it in the first place.

He had no idea what he had been thinking, asking Naomi to marry him. He had been intending to write in to one of the agencies, but had not felt up to it yet. Then the two of them had been talking, and it had just come out.

She was still looking at him.

Run away. 

Not safe.

He should have known. This was the problem with asking Naomi, of all people. He had seen the care she took with the men who were staying here. It had only taken a few days before she had started to learn what put each man at ease.

She had learned his needs more quickly than anyone's. He had seen how she gave him space, and looked away when he didn't want to be watched. 

That must have been what prompted him to ask her – knowing she would be able to take care of him. 

But, of course, as she was seriously considering whether to marry him, she wanted to talk about what it would mean.

Now she had cornered him in the office for an interrogation... Keith stopped the thought in its tracks. That was unfair to her.

Naomi had asked permission to enter, and had made sure he was free for a conversation. Her request had been gently made, and she had explained quite rationally that she felt they should know each other a little better before making a decision.

And she was very practical. Her first questions had been about his health, which made sense if she was going to take responsibility for some of his care.

Keith had been touched by the delicacy with which she had asked about his injuries, knowing that there were some men here who could not speak of what had happened to them without imagining it happening all over again. He had no trouble, however, giving a brief and sanitized explanation.

But then she had asked about his family.

“You said you don't talk to them,” she said. 

And just like that – not safe, not safe, not safe.

Keith wanted to take his mind and beat some sense into it. How was it that he could speak of his scars with no trouble, but this brought icy sweat to the back of his neck?

But his family would be Naomi's family too, technically, if they married. She had a right to ask.

“You don't have to answer this right now,” said Naomi, clearly sensing his discomfort.

She was sitting on a low sofa in front of the window, and the light catching on her hair. Her eyes were wide with concern.

“No, I... I guess I should explain,” he said. His voice sounded even worse than usual, hoarse and dry.

“Did they disapprove of you going to fight?” asked Naomi.

Keith gave a quiet bark of laughter, aware of how unpleasant it must sound.

“They disapproved of me coming home.”

Naomi looked shocked at this, and Keith guessed he could have phrased it better. He tried to explain – wishing he understood it better himself.

He and his four brothers had never even considered staying home once the fighting started. With so many other men leaving, and all the speeches that were being made, and everyone so sure that this was the right thing to do...

And then getting there, and seeing it all.

Keith halted here, knowing that he needed to move around this topic carefully. Even if he could talk about the bullet that shattered his leg, there was no way he could talk about the days and weeks that led up to it.

The stories he had grown up listening to, about heroism and honor, had had no place on a field crawling with men in various stages of death. It had had no place in untrained boys being sent to die just to make up numbers. It had no place in homes and fields being set alight.

And Keith, being the fool that he was, had shared this with the other men. He had started asking whether any of them had any place here.

If he had started asking sooner, no doubt he would have been punished for his questions. But the war had ended before any serious comeuppance, and he had been sent home with three of his brothers and a coffin. 

If he had chosen that moment to just shut up about how he felt, maybe his family wouldn't have minded that he had changed so much.

If he had been able to walk into a crowded room without immediately looking for a corner to hide in, maybe they could have put up with his odd new ideas about how the world worked, how people's minds worked.

If his fiancee, Beth, had not had to look at a scarred face whenever they spoke, maybe she would have been able to stay with him. Or if he had kept both of his legs.

If he hadn't tried to convince everyone he knew that they needed to move on and learn to live in their new world after their surrender, maybe his family wouldn't have started to wonder if he wasn't worth the trouble any more.

If he hadn't started to make friends with the freedmen who had moved into their town, his family might have let him stay at home.

That was a lot of ifs. But then, if he hadn't found a place with Dr Griffin, who knows what else might have happened.

“So it could have been worse,” he said, smiling at the irony of the statement.

Naomi also smiled at the effort, but her eyes were swimming.

“I'm so sorry.”

Keith nodded. And, even though she was still looking at him, he heaved himself up onto his crutches. Normally this was his space to retreat to, when the doctor wasn't using it, but he felt like Naomi needed the privacy more.

“I'm sorry to upset you,” he said, pausing by the sofa.

“It's not your fault,” she said, face pale. “I just – ”

“You need to think, I know.” Keith sighed inwardly. Who would want to marry someone with a story like his? “You should make this decision for yourself.”

“It's not just for me, though,” said Naomi. “It's about you, too.”

She was looking up at him. Like it was important, like it mattered, that she looked at him. Her eyes were bright.

Safe.

Stay.

Keith took a small step back, almost stumbling against the edge of the rug.

“It shouldn't be,” he said. 

He ignored the way her expression became downcast, and ignored the imploring desire to stay, stay, as he made his way out of the room.

***

When she had first arrived, Naomi had been fascinated by the plans for the house and its cottages. She spent most of her time with Mrs Griffin, who was helping her husband and Keith with the more practical schemes for the cottages, such as giving them vegetable gardens. Naomi had been able to join in with some of the planning.

She had wished, more than a few times, that she could stay and see how everything turned out.

But not like this – she had never imagined even for a second that she would be one of the wives called upon to fill a legal quota.

Then again, was there anything wrong with that? All the women whose letters she had read in these past weeks, they were all excited to be part of something important, and to have their own homes and families. Naomi could join them and be a part of it as well.

It should be exciting. And it was a better opportunity for a home than she had any right to hope for.

And Keith was –

Naomi felt herself unable to look away as she watched him approach the house. In these last few days, he had finally stopped looking so uncomfortable when he saw her watching him. She had taken this as allowance to observe a little more.

He was walking with a friend – Noah, a freedman who was working on the cottages. Noah was laughing about something, and Keith's mouth was turned up in half a smile. His movements were steady as he walked with his crutches, his arms strong. 

But even in such an unguarded moment, his eyes appeared serious, and he did not laugh out loud as his companion did. When he reached the steps, peeling off from Noah, he looked up for a second.

Naomi smiled at him, trying to look calm and reassuring, but also unwilling to look away.

Keith brought his head down with a sharp nod, then mounted the steps as quickly as he could. He paused at the top, and Naomi hoped he was not angry with her for watching.

He glanced over. A quick smile, almost shy. He was comfortable with her being there, he didn't mind, Naomi saw.

Keith was –

Naomi swallowed.

Keith was someone she cared about.

She couldn't not care about him. She had been watching him, and listening to him, for weeks now. She knew him, and she wanted to know him more. She cared.

But did he?

***

“He's fine. He's safe.” Keith took a deep breath. “You're safe.”

It was ridiculous, speaking to himself out loud like this. It would have been ridiculous even if he had been able to say the words with strength and confidence. Speaking as he was, in a broken, pitchy gasp, he sounded like a child.

Keith was glad the doctor was away, leaving the office unoccupied. No-one else had been around to see him rushing up here to hide away.

“Noah's fine, it's nothing like before” he tried, but this made it worse. He shouldn't think about it.

He knew it always made things worse. Every time he had talked about his experiences to Naomi, even though he had stayed away from specifics, he had felt ill afterward. Then his mood would sour as he anticipated the possibility of his memories resurfacing as he slept.

There was a noise outside the door.

Not safe not safe not safe.

A quiet knock.

“Keith? Can I come in?”

Naomi, Naomi's safe.

“Yes,” he panted.

Naomi's expression was carefully controlled as she opened the door and stepped inside.

Keith watched the door behind her, waiting for it to be pushed open further, for someone else to force themselves into the room – not safe –

Naomi closed the door firmly.

She walked quietly over to the sofa and perched at the end closest to where Keith was sitting, hunched, on his usual chair.

“I passed by the cottage next to the brook,” she said. “Noah was there, getting bandaged up.”

Keith nodded.

“He said you were working together, then he cut himself – he turned around and you were gone.”

“He – he shouted,” said Keith, still staring at the door. “There was blood, it was just – ”

“Was it anything like Matthew?” asked Naomi.

Matthew was one of the other men, an ex-Union soldier who had come down on invitation from Dr Griffin. More nights than not, he awoke from nightmares of artillery fire. One evening someone had dropped a metal ash bucket down a flight of stairs, and he had flown into a panic, convinced he was back on the battlefield.

“A little,” said Keith.

He kept looking at the door. Then at the window.

Safe.

He was feeling calmer, now Naomi had interrupted his rioting thoughts, but in the wake of his receding fear was embarrassment. 

She was looking at him, as though waiting for him to say something that would make sense of everything. Or maybe she was just being polite, doing her duty,

And he was
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