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About the Book

An e-short story.

If you loved The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry and The Shock of the Fall, this is for you…

There’s someone you should meet. But, before you do…

She’s just turned one hundred. She doesn’t want a birthday party. Or a TV interview. She’s too busy practising for her driving test. And hoodwinking church visitors with magic tricks. She’s Miss Ona Vitkus. And she’s one in a million.

Warm, funny and heartbreaking, this short-story prequel to THE ONE IN A MILLION BOY – the book destined to be on everyone’s lips this summer – will make you laugh and cry with the turn of a page.
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Monica Wood is an award-winning, bestselling novelist and memoirist. Born in Maine, New England, to an Irish Catholic family, she worked as a guidance counsellor and in a nursing home before becoming a full-time writer. She is also a singer, and travelled the New England circuit singing jazz, country, pop and gospel for many years. She lives in Maine with her husband.
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Praise for THE ONE IN A MILLION BOY

‘The boy is one of my favourite literary characters ever! I thought it was a gem of a novel, heartbreaking and heartwarming. Beautifully written, with characters that you want to keep by your side’ Adele Parks

‘Loved it! Oh, that ending . . . Ona is such a brilliant heroine and Quinn surpasses all expectations. Such a life-affirming read’ Hannah Beckerman

‘What a beautiful book! Powerful characters and a finely wrought story’ A Goodreads Member

A joy . . . just be sure to keep the tissues handy!’ A Goodreads Member


 

The church woman stood at Ona’s door, her large, kind face afire with glee. Thick clods of January snow fell from porch gutters still gluey with autumn leaves. Yesterday, a solemn, sugary snow had fallen all day. Today, a thaw: forty-five degrees and overbright sunshine.

‘But you’ll have so much fun,’ the woman said. ‘We’ll have cake and everything. A big huge cake with candles.’

In her capacious red coat and sturdy boots, the woman carried herself with a jollity verging on distress. Or defiance, perhaps, daring Ona to refuse ‘fun’ and ‘cake’.

‘You might find somebody else having a birthday,’ Ona told her. ‘Somebody more suitable. A child, for example.’

‘But children have birthday parties all the time.’

‘Not all children.’ Of the few skeletal memories she retained from childhood, Ona recalled only one that involved a gift.

‘But this birthday is special,’ the woman bubbled on. ‘Your age is momentous.’

‘Not to me. It’s just a number.’

‘It’s a heck of a number, though, Mrs Vitkus.’ Her gaiety – or high blood pressure – bloomed in her cheeks. ‘You have to admit.’

‘It’s “Miss”,’ Ona said.

‘Ona, then,’ the woman chirped. ‘It’s one heck of a number, Ona.’

The gift, a leather-bound copy of Bleak House by Mr Charles Dickens, presented to fourteen-year-old Ona by her parents’ upstairs neighbor, a single lady with a piano and two calico cats. Maud-Lucy, her name was: Maud-Lucy from the State of Vermont, which she described as an idyll of apple trees, the opposite of the sulfurous Maine town where Ona’s parents worked rotating shifts at the pulp mills.

Ona said, ‘I don’t mean to sound ungrateful.’

But she did, in a way. Now that she’d reached this preposterous milestone – one hundred years – she resented the presumption that she play the role of a zippy old gal just dying to don a party hat. She had never been zippy, not even as a child. She’d been serious, observant, full of plans. Her parents had fled Lithuania with nothing but their four-year-old daughter, a Bible printed in the forbidden Latin alphabet, and a stash of money sewn into her mother’s heavy skirts. Of the trip, Ona retained nothing but a sense memory of the ocean’s salty breath.

‘I have it on good authority,’ said the church woman, ‘that your cake will have three layers.’

Ever since the notice in the daily paper – how had they found her out? – Ona’s front porch had become the unlikely shore for a tide of do-gooders. In they came, out they went: Boy Scouts; Meals on Wheels ladies; home health aides sent by well-meaning neighbors; volunteer house-winterizer people; and now this, a doll-eyed enthusiast from a church called Pentecost. Bible-thumpers and tongue-twirlers, no doubt. Ona disliked ostentation, especially in religion.

‘I’m not convertible,’ Ona said, ‘if you had any notion.’

‘Oh, goodness, no, you don’t have to convert,’ the woman insisted. ‘This is something we do for our friends and neighbors. It’s part of our mission.’

Ona had never set eyes on this ‘friend and neighbor’, and didn’t care to participate in a mission of any stripe. She guessed the woman’s age at thirty-five, though it was hard to tell in the squinting brightness of this winter afternoon. She seemed older, probably always had. Some people were born forty and this plump, pink package of civic duty filled the bill.

‘I’m a Catholic,’ Ona said, which wasn’t the same as announcing that she was a believer. ‘I attend mass at St Joe’s.’

‘Do the ladies from your parish pick you up?’

‘I drive my own car, thank you very much.’ Though not for long, she feared. Her renewal test – she’d picked the last possible date – was tomorrow.

The woman glanced doubtfully at the snow-dripping car, the driveway still unplowed. The plow man always saved Ona for last, since she rarely went anyplace. She had few places to go, and didn’t mind. Not really.

‘Our church is just over there, across Brighton Avenue. You could throw a stone from here and break our window.’

‘I just might.’

‘We have a beautiful congregation, lots of people who do unto others.’

‘Do what?’

‘What?’

‘What do they do unto others?’

‘Why, as they would have others do unto them.’

Were some people born speaking in italics, or was this something the woman had learned, a technique for storming the fortress of other people’s solitude? In any case, it worked: ‘You might as well come in,’ Ona said.

The woman smiled lavishly, stamping her boots on the mat. ‘Lovely home, Ona. Just lovely!’

‘You expected fourteen cats and a surfeit of doilies?’

‘I expected exactly this,’ the woman said, her poise apparently inviolable. ‘A beautifully kept home.’

‘Your name?’ Ona asked.

‘Candace Kimball. Call me Candy.’

‘Sit down, Candace.’

‘Don’t mind if I do!’ She took a chair – Ona’s chair – at the kitchen table. ‘Now, I was thinking. We could invite Rob Simmons from Channel 13. This kind of story will be right up his alley.’

‘And what kind of story is that?’ Ona asked, taking the other chair, which put her ever so slightly off-kilter.

‘Why, a one-hundred-year old woman, living right under our noses, and nobody thinks to visit, or help, or inquire, until somebody from the Pentecost charity auxiliary gets wind of her age, and—’

‘How exactly did you get wind?’

‘My nephew married a Catholic’ – she said ‘Catholic’ as if translating an ancient language –’and his wife knows you from St Joe’s. Very nice girl. Pretty girl, long red hair.’

One of the many young people who offered an arm, unnecessarily, every Sunday when Ona appeared in the vestibule. A nice, well-brought-up girl. But nobody Ona would actually ‘know’.

Ona plucked her deck of cards from where they reposed in a slant of sun. Candy gave them a brief, wary once-over.

‘So,’ Ona
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