My mother did not tell me they were coming. Afterwards she said she did not
want me to appear nervous. I was surprised, for I thought she knew me well.
Strangers would think I was calm. I did not cry as a baby. Only my mother would note
the tightness along my jaw, the widening of my already wide eyes.
I was chopping vegetables in the kitchen when I heard voices outside our front
door – a woman’s, bright as polished brass, and a man’s, low and dark like the wood
of the table I was working on. They were the kind of voices we heard rarely in our
house. I could hear rich carpets in their voices, books and pearls and fur.
I was glad that earlier I had scrubbed the front step so hard. My mother’s voice
– a cooking pot, a flagon – approached from the front room. They were coming to the
kitchen. I pushed the leeks I had been chopping into place, then set the knife on the
table, wiped my hands on my apron, and pressed my lips together to smooth them.
My mother appeared in the doorway, her eyes two warnings. Behind her the
woman had to duck her head because she was so tall, taller than the man following
her.
All of our family, even my father and brother, were small. The woman looked
as if she had been blown about by the wind, although it was a calm day. Her cap was
askew so that tiny blonde curls escaped and hung about her forehead like bees
which she swatted at impatiently several times. Her collar needed straightening and
was not as crisp as it could be. She pushed her grey mantle back from her shoulders,
and I saw then that under her dark blue dress a baby was growing. It would arrive by
the year’s end, or before.
The woman’s face was like an oval serving plate, flashing at times, dull at
others. Her eyes were two light brown buttons, a colour I had rarely seen coupled
with blond hair.
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