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ASTRID

Orkneyjar, Norway, 1066

I returned to the Goddess Temple on the Brough of Birsay 
just as the winter storms began brewing out to sea and 
the sky started darkening, throwing itself over the many 
islands of Orkneyjar like a heavy blanket. I had been cast 
upon the small holy island of Eyin Helga, which sat like a 
whale’s back in the middle of the tidal storms, with only 
myself for company for a full turn of seasons for my Trial 
of Silence. Yet in my solitude I had never been lonely as I 
had puffins and seals, the song of the Goddess on the wind, 
and the moody ocean for company; we had all looked after 
one another well enough. The holy island was the burial 
place of the Sisters.

In the purple glooming light of noon, The Holy Mother 
Thorberg summoned me to her chamber in the highest 
room of the temple, with a view out over Birsay’s causeway 
to the larger island of the mainland.

‘My goodness, Astrid.’ She gave me a tired smile. ‘Your 
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silence has grown you. You left me as a girl and have come 
back a woman.’

I looked at the old woman sitting by the fire. Mother 
Thorberg was ancient. Her wispy white hair framed  
her face and the lines of her bones were visible under her 
robes, making her look as angular as a baby fawn. 

‘Come close and speak to me of what the stillness has 
taught you.’ She beckoned.

As I got closer I saw that her right eye was milky with 
blindness. I kneeled before her and kissed her gnarled 
hands. 

‘Oh, Holy Mother,’ I began. My voice was still unfamiliar 
to me. Silence becomes so much a part of a novice during 
her full year of silence that after only a short time it seems 
natural to forego words and sounds. 

‘Speech seems ungainly as it slips from my lips.  
I measure every word carefully for I have learned that 
people speak too much and listen too little.’ My unfamiliar 
voice scratched the inside of my throat.

‘Wise little bird.’ Mother Thorberg yawned, showing 
a mouth half full of teeth. ‘Your cheeks are pink and you 
look well and strong. And your hair has grown so long, 
your shoulders broad. I see your spirit still burns bright 
behind those dark eyes.’

It was forbidden for one given to the Goddess to cut 
her hair. My ebony locks reached my waist, restrained by 
leather binding. But still wild tendrils refused to be kept 
in check.

‘I feel older too. Wiser. Calmer.’
‘That is a good thing.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘You 
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have always been a live spark, Astrid. A bit flighty and 
mischievous, yes?’

‘I think the weight of silence stills the blood. That, and 
solitude.’

‘You were well due for some silence and solitude, 
Astrid.’ She gave me a smile that made her look young.  
‘It was certainly quiet in the temple without you.’

I reached out, taking an iron poker and pressing it into 
the fire to break up the peat as pungent smoke was filling 
the room. All of my senses were heightened. I noticed 
everything. Even the sound of the wings of a moth. 

‘Today the king returns from over the sea,’ the old 
woman whispered.

I was startled. I had heard no news of this from the 
other sisters in the temple house. 

‘I saw it in the vision-waters yesterday.’ Her gaze drifted 
to the large iron pot that sat in the middle of the room 
on a low bench. ‘Last night I dreamt of the approaching 
longships.’

‘We must go and offer our blessing and welcome them 
back. The womenfolk will need to stoke the fires in the 
jarl’s house on the mainland and then prepare some meat 
for feasting. Are they for shore-fall during light or in the 
darker hours?’

The thought of revelry with music, dancing, food and 
laughter almost overwhelmed me with excitement. Since 
I had become a novitiate eight years ago I missed the 
company of people outside the temple. I remembered my 
carefree childhood playing with all the other fosterlings 
on the mainland – sneaking about between the grown ups’ 
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legs in the longhouses of the lords and ladies as well as the 
boisterous celebrations in smaller thatched cottages. All 
of the noble, orphaned and peasant youngsters tumbled 
about together. Only later, as our legs grew taller, were 
we separated for our destined paths. I loved my sisters and 
the serenity of the temple, but part of me longed for the 
lightness and silliness and fun that came with mixing with 
boys and farmers’ children and all those on the mainland 
whose lives did not include service and dedication to 
the Goddess. They seemed so carefree and mischievous 
compared to most of the sisters, who spent so much time 
in quiet meditation.

‘They approach and are within view of the Brough. 
The king’s dragon longboat looms out of the mist and will 
soon drop anchor. With the storms approaching the men 
will beach their vessels but will not mound them until the 
morrow. First, this evening, there will be a ceremony of 
the dead, a passing ritual and a funerary meal.’

‘The dead?’ I gasped. ‘For whom?’
I knew the ceremony was reserved only for those of 

the highest ranking. It was given that we would lose many 
men in battle with the British but that was an honour to 
be celebrated. 

‘The king. Hardrada.’
‘But I thought …’ I was confused. ‘You told me that the 

king approaches.’
‘No, the king does approach,’ Mother Thorberg said 

sadly. ‘The boy-king Olav approaches. He brings his 
father’s body with him. Slain in battle. They were bitterly 
defeated.’
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My heart thudded and my face felt clammy. Harald 
Hardrada was dead? A man of such inhuman strength 
and valour that he was almost considered a god. The sort 
of warrior that only appeared once in many generations, 
whose sagas and songs would be chanted and sung for 
eternity. He had seemed immortal, more Thor than man. 

‘Have you told Queen Elisiv?’ I was trying not to cry. 
‘The Princess Gerdie?’

‘No.’ She looked down to her knotted hands. ‘I will 
leave young Olav to tell them the news. But you must go to 
the beach to greet the boats.’

‘Me? Why me?’
Mother Thorberg levelled me with her stern gaze and I 

looked down at my leather-banded boots. One of the first 
lessons a novice learns when fostered to the Goddess is to 
not question the Holy Mother.

‘I beg your forgiveness, Holy Mother.’
‘Be more careful,’ she reprimanded. ‘That tongue of 

yours is still a runaway mare. Hold tight to the silence you 
embraced on the holy island. Speak less and listen more. 
You will greet the returning men, who are far fewer than 
left us, sadly. And for the next full circle of seasons you 
will learn to be the skáldmær to the new king. This is how 
you will spend your final trial. You will be schooled in the 
art of poetry. You will master memory and become a vessel 
of wisdom as you return to Norway with the royal party 
in summer to create verses that tell of the passing of the 
old king and the brand new glorious reign of Olav and his 
brother Magnus. To be made wise to all the True Things 
you must also understand the ways of the gods and the new 

Draft manuscript. 
© UQP 2019 Not for sale or distribution



6

Christ-King. To know the past and the present you must 
be able to detect the currents of the future. Like a Viking 
seafarer reading the stars and the tides. This is your final 
ordeal, Astrid. You must take this very seriously.’

I felt my face flush and hoped she thought it was from 
the crackle and sparks from the fire in the hearth and 
not because I was awash with disappointment and anger.  
I had been born to an unknown family in Orkneyjar and 
left at the temple as a babe, dedicated to the Goddess.  
I had grown and played and learned with a peasant family 
on the wide hills and stony beaches of the mainland and 
her surrounding skerries and smaller isles. When I was 
eight I was returned to the temple to begin my novitiate 
to the Goddess Nerthus. Upon my first moon-blood I had 
been inked, then progressed through the lessons towards 
full understanding of the True Things. The Mother set 
different trials for everyone, designing them carefully 
so that each girl worked on her weaknesses. My term of 
silence on the holy island had been set to calm my runaway 
tongue and teach me patience and serenity. 

I reflected on all I had learned on the islands and 
the waterways winding between them over the past eight 
years. Lessons that tethered me to the ground, to Mother 
Earth, my awareness expanding like the roots of a grand 
tree. Lessons of dirt and rain and seawater and friendship 
and loyalty and love. The Sisterhood was my family. The 
thought of travelling so very far away was daunting, but I 
had only one more trial. After this I would become a full 
Priestess of the Sisterhood.

Courts and kings and the bustle of Norway were a 
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world away from the islands. Life was gentle and slow, 
with the sky so wide and the ocean so open, on the Brough 
of Birsay, a tidal island attached by the causeway to the 
mainland. I felt a flutter of fear at the thought of busy city 
streets and castles.

‘I have no understanding of the sagas, my Lady,’ I 
whispered. ‘I have only been schooled in the wisdom of the 
Things of the Earth. I know not the rhythm and cadence 
of men’s poetry. I know the songs of the birds, the gossip of 
the trees, the whisper of water but nothing of battles and 
swordplay and … men.’

I thought back to my gentle wrestling with my sisters, 
and my hit and miss aim with a bow and arrow. It had been 
a far cry from the clashing of Viking swords.

‘You will be trained by Arnórr jarlaskáld and appren-
ticed to him here in Orkneyjar and then, when warmer, in 
Norway at court. Words have great power, Astrid. To bear 
the gift of stories is to bear priceless treasure.’

Winter was almost upon us and I was to travel to Norway 
in summer. At least the entire time would not be spent in 
Norway. I knew Arnórr jarlaskáld. He was a mysterious, 
smooth-faced older man who swanned about in long robes 
and a cape of feathers. He came and went from the islands 
on the merchant ships and was highly regarded by Jarl 
Paul Thorfinnson, the lord of the whole archipelago who 
was only one rung down from the king. I had heard the 
old skáld recite many times in his loud voice and theatrical 
manner, which sometimes made the younger children 
laugh. Yet I dreaded the thought of standing up to recite 
to an audience.
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‘Astrid.’ Mother Thorberg explained patiently, ‘Mother 
Nerthus remembers everything. She is our Earth and 
recalls all that has been done to her. It is from the stories 
of old that we make sense of the new. As a storyteller you 
become the guardian of her memories.’ 

‘As you wish, Holy Mother.’ I bowed my head and took 
her hands in mine, kissing them again. My earlier warmth 
towards the old woman had cooled.

Mother Thorberg, the ancient woman who embodied 
the spirit of Nerthus, picked up a knob of burnt dung 
that had leapt from the hearth onto the stone floor and 
crushed it between her fingers. She stood slowly, though 
still stooped and bent sideways, and touched her blackened 
finger to my face, tracing lines over my cheeks and down 
my chin, placing a cross on my forehead, right above the 
blue-inked crescent moon.

‘You will take my place one day, Astrid,’ she said, her 
voice wavering with age or emotion, I could not tell. ‘You 
will be the Holy Mother after I fly away, for you have the gift 
of the Word. You will become, like me, the keeper of the 
True Things. The Truth will be woven into your very being 
to carry into eternity. We are more alike than you know. We 
are the same here.’ She rested a hand over her heart.

I felt a shiver of cold run over my skin as a child howled 
outside, but I breathed deeply telling myself it was only the 
wind. The ring of the infant’s wailing churned my belly 
and I was sickened by it. The fire crackled and flared, dark 
shadows moved within the flames. 

‘Go now, girl,’ she said, breaking the moment. ‘And greet 
the new king. Remember everything you observe with all 
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your sharpened senses and craft them into words that sound 
like birdsong, be it the haunting shriek of the short-eared 
owl or the screech of a sea bird. Record it all. For these are 
the last days that the Truth will see sunlight for a very, very 
long time. Go with the men to the jarl’s house on the hill in 
my stead and give orders to the servants to begin tonight’s 
mourning meal. You will farewell Hardrada to Valhalla. 
And you will live among kings and warriors learning their 
ways. You will weave the story of the world that slips away, 
the story of your ancestors, the hidden people.’

I bent low and touched my forehead to hers.
‘Nerthus be with you, my child,’ she whispered.
‘And also with you, Holy Mother.’ 
I left the old woman, confused by the things she had 

told me. After so long in silence words now jarred in my 
skull like rattling coins. I was afraid that I had forgotten so 
many of them. It was a world where words had power and 
the trick was to wield them as skilfully as swords. The life 
of an apprentice skáld filled me with dread. I feared that 
Mother Thorberg was wrong to put her faith in me. I was 
too flighty and impulsive to wear the mantle of Mother. 

Outside, the day was angry and dark. On the horizon 
a streak of violet spread a dull light over the bare hill that 
was the Brough of Birsay. It was low tide but would not be 
for long so I hurried across the muddy causeway. As my 
boots squelched over the boggy sands and seaweed, over 
the slabs of stone that had been laid to make the crossing 
easier, I looked through the gloom and saw the shape of 
a sea monster growing bigger as it neared the beach of 
the mainland. The dragon boat, the king’s leading battle 
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vessel. Shadowy boats dappled the mist behind it. Mother 
Thorberg had been right, not that I had doubted her vision 
for a moment. I took each step carefully as the sludge was 
slippery. The smells of the sea filled my lungs and blood. 
My senses were like glass, magnifying everything. In 
puddles I saw the flash of fish scales and eel skin.

I walked up the grassy incline that reached gently from 
the broad, flat, rocky beach. When I reached the top, I 
waited, like a standing stone, my hair plait blowing in 
the wind, my cloak pulled tight around me. Salt stung 
my cheeks as I watched the smaller boats take the ropes 
and slap their way to shore. The hull of the first boat 
looked like a beaching whale, the head of a dragon staring 
towards the inner reaches of the mainland. I waited, with 
the sound of crashing waves and whining wind and the 
broken rasps from buffeted birds, as men disembarked 
and began to haul the ships’ carcasses up onto the sand 
towards the green banks, beaching them. The next day the 
men would dig grooves into the beach and strong arms 
would heave and haul the fleet of ships onto the grassy 
slopes and wedge each into a safe earthen bed to see out 
the bleak, dark winter.

The king’s body was wrapped in the finest cloth and 
carried on a flat board by his attendants, winding their 
way up the rise heading towards the crest that led to the 
grand longhouses that made up the jarl’s compound. 
Behind them, with head down and his hair like dancing 
gull’s feathers, was Olav. The new boy-king. He trod up the 
stony beach towards me and I watched, moisture clinging 
to my brow, my heart beating hard. 
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I’d known Olav since he was a boy. He had been fostered 
for a time on the island when we were small children. 
We had been playmates, equals, with only our destinies 
separating us, though we knew nothing of that at the time. 
Such happy days.

I was foolishly startled to see how he had grown. We were 
young adults of the same age. He was broad of shoulder, 
his chest thick, but his face was fine-boned and his nose 
aquiline. He moved with grace, walking gently rather 
than marching as some of those around him appeared to 
be doing. The small, scrawny boy with gapped teeth had 
gone. The soon-to-be-crowned co-ruler of Norway was a 
fair and handsome man. 

As the men climbed the rise and passed by me, Olav 
came close enough so that I could see the soft beard about 
his cheeks and chin. His head was bowed sombrely, but 
when he glanced up he gave me a smile that no one else 
saw.

‘Astrid,’ he said, with what might have been a wink 
or simply a fleck of sea froth on his eyelashes. ‘I barely 
recognised you.’

‘Nor you, my Lord,’ I whispered, my words tripping 
over each other.

I felt my pulse beat fast in my throat and was startled 
to find that I was embarrassed and shy before him. There 
were surprising and alarming feelings skittering along my 
skin, in my legs and in my chest. Olav continued past me 
and I turned to watch him follow his father’s body up to 
the road, feeling vaguely feverish. He turned, giving me 
another look and a small smile.
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‘Astrid,’ another voice boomed. Startled, I looked 
behind me.

Standing before me, two heads taller, with eyes like 
a hawk and brows as dark as soot, was the poet, Arnórr 
jarlaskáld.

‘By the markings on your face I see you are my new 
apprentice.’ He gave a sigh of what seemed like disappoint-
ment, reaching out to touch the ash cross on my forehead. 
‘I wonder at Mother Thorberg sometimes. You will learn 
hard. This is not a calling for a woman so prepare to fail. 
Words belong to men.’

Every drop of blood in my body believed I would fail, 
but the man’s words stoked a fire in me, fanning my pride.

‘I think not, Sir,’ I said, bowing my head slightly, then 
looking up and meeting his glare of annoyance. ‘I am quick 
to learn and will be your humble and dedicated student.’

He rubbed his bare chin. ‘Tell me, girl, how would you 
describe a storm in two words? Ken it for me.’ 

‘A storm in two words?’ I asked and looked out at the 
black clouds bunched over the sea. ‘Sky-anger?’

‘And how might you make the failure of a king sound 
more victorious? Again, two words.’

‘Vanquished sacrifice?’
‘And air? Two words to describe air,’ he snapped. 

‘Quick, girl.’
‘A shadow’s breath?’
‘Hmmm.’ Arnórr the royal skáld nodded, turned, 

and began walking up the hill with me trailing him like 
a puppy. He spoke without looking back, ‘You might make 
do, Astrid. I’ve taught worse.’
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MERCY

Glasgow, Scotland, 1813

I had never known any home but the poorhouse on the 
bank of the River Clyde in Glasgow, with the smell of 
sludge and brine drifting through the windows. The 
screams of the deranged echoed up from the bowels of the 
building, the clatter and cries of children in my dormitory 
and the sound of hammers and irons in the factory were 
a constant. It was a cold, harsh place, more prison than 
house. My story begins the day that I became so reckless 
that I did something that was to change the very course 
of my life. If there’s a lesson, it is to take a risk, no matter 
how dangerous, to improve your situation. 

I was sixteen years of age when, emboldened by starva-
tion, with little to lose but my grimy pauper clothes that 
hung and fluttered on my skinny bones, I stood up in the 
cavernous, cold dining hall. I took my metal porringer and 
walked up the centre aisle like a pirate walking the plank. 
Having lost two friends to starvation, I was too angered to 
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care what punishment might befall me. All the hollowed 
eyes were on me and I felt the inhalation of breath from 
the other famished children as I approached the copper 
pot where Mrs Montgomery, squeezed like a sausage into 
her apron, was ladling out the watery slop. She glared at 
me, a frown carved deeply into her brow.

‘What the devil do you want, Mercy November?’
I took a deep breath of courage and spoke loud and 

firm. ‘I need a second serve and some bread to mop it up 
with.’ 

A hum of horror swept through the hall as the children 
waited for Cook’s response.

‘I’m begging your pardon, Miss,’ she said in a sing-song 
voice. ‘What was that again? I don’t think I heard you 
right.’

‘I said, Mrs Montgomery, that my stomach is still 
groaning and I need a second serve of your delicious gruel 
and an ounce of bread because the consistency is so thin 
and watery that I shall be needing something to mop it up 
with. Otherwise it’s best you call this meal a drink.’

She stared back at me, open-mouthed, rage reddening 
her face. I feared I might be sent to the gallows. 

‘Mr Riggs!’ she roared and her chins wobbled like 
the scum on the surface of the copper. ‘Mr Riggs! Come 
quick!’

I shut my eyes and listened for the heavy footsteps 
marching in from the outer hall. Boots on the wooden 
floorboards that my hands were raw from polishing. 
Thump. Thump. Thump. The squeal of a door opening 
and then the unmistakeable voice that sounded like thunder.
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‘How dare you call me in here! You know I hate the 
smell.’

I could feel the movement of a hundred frightened 
children.

In his starched uniform and boots, the Beadle of the 
Glasgow Poorhouse, Mr Riggs, strode purposefully down 
the same path I had come, not turning his head to look 
at his wards. His heavy eyebrows bristled over a face 
quivering with barely repressed anger.

‘What. Do. You. Want. Woman?’ Each word was a cold, 
hard shout.

Cook was flustered and she dropped the ladle into the 
mess of gruel. I watched it keel and sink like a scuppered 
ship.

‘I’m sorry, Sir, but this girl has said that we do not feed 
her enough.’

The man stopped beside me and stared. I did not smile 
back but began to cower, regretting my behaviour.

‘Do we not, from the Christian graciousness of our 
good hearts, clothe you, take care of you and feed you 
because you have no other person to do so, Orphan?’

‘Yes, Sir,’ I stammered, looking into my licked-clean 
bowl.

‘Would you not have died like an alley rat had we not 
opened our generous doors to you?’

‘Yes, Sir.’
‘What is her name, Mrs Montgomery?’ Mr Riggs 

demanded. ‘The name of this wild and tempestuous 
creature?’

‘Mercy November, Sir. Mercy on account of that was 
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the last word her mother said before falling silent. And 
November because that was the month we took her in.’

‘Well, Mercy November,’ the man pointed a fat finger 
into my face, ‘you shall receive no mercy from me. How 
old are you? Do you know?’

‘About sixteen, Sir.’
‘Too old. You’ll be sold off into a trade as soon as we 

find someone who will take you. Your appetite is far too 
greedy for us to give you care and sustenance any further, 
you ungrateful wench.’

‘Yes, Sir.’
‘Pack your things and I shall put a notice on the door 

that we have a girl for sale into service.’
‘I have no things to pack, Sir.’
‘Silence!’ Mr Riggs roared, his breath smelled like raw 

meat. ‘No one will take a girl who speaks back so wilfully. 
Hold your tongue.’ He then lifted my chin and examined 
my face.

‘Open your mouth, girl.’
I gaped wide for him and stuck out my tongue.
‘Teeth good,’ he murmured as he looked me up and 

down.
‘Plain and skinny but not too emaciated. What skills do 

you have, girl? Other than outspokenness and a gluttonous 
disposition?’

‘I can read and write a little, Sir,’ I said in my smallest 
voice.

‘Where did you learn that?’ He looked shocked.
I couldn’t tell him or Jimmy would be flogged.
‘I taught myself, Sir,’ I lied.
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‘Well that’s a foolish and pointless skill for a girl. What 
else? Can you sew? Cook?’

‘Quite well, Sir.’
He nodded and looked at Cook.
‘You are letting the children go wild. Put less substance 

in their gruel. More broth to water down their selfish 
spirits. Wash this creature up and lock her in solitary until 
we find a new place for her.’

It was three days before someone responded to Mr Riggs’ 
notice. I had barely slept, kept awake with the excite-
ment of knowing that I would be leaving the poorhouse. 
Wherever I was headed it could only be better than the 
isolation room. Mrs Montgomery made me wash and I 
turned the tub grey with my dirt, and my neck creases, 
free of caked-in grime, were left red raw and itching. My 
hair had gone from feeling like burnt grass to a softer pelt 
much like that on the marmalade cat that slinked about 
the back door of the kitchen. I was given a clean grey smock 
and made ready for any callers looking for a housemaid or 
apprenticed cook or some such. I lay in my hard bed in 
the tiny cell just up the stairs from the dungeons where 
they kept the people who had lost their minds or were too 
incapacitated to work for their keep. I listened to them 
crying and shouting, day and night.

‘I don’t know how you stand it,’ I said to Jimmy when he 
opened the heavy iron door and gave me my scrap of bread 
each evening. 

‘I love my work,’ he said. ‘I love all my wards. Each one 
is special and teaches me something.’
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Jimmy was tall and thin. Everyone in that poorhouse 
but Mrs Montgomery and Mr Riggs was pencil thin. He 
had protruding ears and eyes as round and blue as buttons 
and a thatch of rusty hair.

‘Can you bring me a book or some pamphlet to read, 
Jimmy? I am bored of these four mouldy walls. Not even 
the rats will keep me company as they find the place too 
boring.’

‘I’d be flogged and turned out on the street if I did that, 
Mercy.’ He shook his head. 

‘Well, hopefully some nice family will take me in to 
service soon.’ I sighed and stared up at the tiny metal grill 
high in the wall that let in a patch of grey light. ‘It’s so dark 
in here when that door is shut.’

‘Soon,’ Jimmy consoled me. ‘Someone will take you 
soon.’

‘I cannot survive in here much longer or I’ll go mad 
and you’ll have to take me downstairs.’

‘I cannot give you a book, Mercy, but perhaps you could 
think up some stories of your own.’

He left and I stared up at the window and wondered 
where I would end up. I was wrapped in knots of expecta-
tion. I dreamed of living in a fine house with soft white 
sheets and feather quilts. I would eat quail and colourful 
vegetables. I’d served the board of the poorhouse in the 
fancy dining room many times and had, on occasion, 
sneaked myself a cherry or knob of roasted pumpkin. 
Those flavours had been like pearls on a necklace of 
plain glass. I was looking forward to a life where I ate 
better than dogs in the alleys scrounging from scrap bins. 
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And I looked forward to being outside of the poorhouse, 
breathing fresh air and letting sunlight touch my face. 

It was Mr Norbert Lester who finally came looking for 
a girl to work for him. The five pound price to take me 
away from the poorhouse was the right price for him. He 
briefly tried to haggle it down and said five was too much 
for a girl but when he heard I could read and write he was 
settled on it.

Lester had a grim and threatening countenance. He 
was dressed in a black threadbare suit. His dark shoes were 
highly polished. As was his hair, slicked across his head like 
a wet otter’s pelt. I had seen him before. I was surprised and 
quite concerned that he was enquiring after me as I knew 
that he was more used to taking inmates from the poorhouse 
in burial shrouds. Norbert Lester was an undertaker. 

‘She’s one of the older orphans,’ Mr Riggs told him. 
Mrs Montgomery stood beside him smiling, her cheeks as 
red as if they had been washed with beetroot juice.

‘Yes,’ she added. ‘Most girls her age have gone into 
service by now.’

‘So why is she still here? Is she troublesome? Or is it 
because she is so plain of face?’ 

My blood boiled and my cheeks stung.
‘She’s good with the little ones and tells them 

stories. That’s why we kept her on. She’s not wild.’ Mrs 
Montgomery chuckled. ‘Well, not as wild as them lunatics 
in the basement!’

‘My God! That’s right.’ Mr Lester coughed, pulling a 
face. ‘You have a madhouse here too. Must keep you awake 
at night worrying about being murdered in your sleep!’
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‘We keep the poor souls locked up tight.’ Mr Riggs 
smirked and slipped closer to the man in the fine clothes. 
‘All God’s children, though some of them, bless their 
sorry souls, would be better off dead. Ah, but most of them 
are harmless enough.’

‘Mr McNair of the board is building them a special 
hospital of their own with paddocks and farms out past 
Dobbie’s Loan,’ Mrs Montgomery said. 

‘Quite a ridiculous idea.’ Mr Lester waved a dismissive 
hand. His fingers were the longest I’d ever seen. ‘Waste 
of time and money if you ask me. None can be rehabili-
tated or saved. They are no better than cattle. Should be 
drowned in the Clyde.’

‘At least you can eat cattle.’ Mr Riggs laughed and I 
watched his jowls ripple.

‘Hmmm.’ Lester ran a skeletal finger over his gaunt 
and hollow cheek and eyed me as if I was a ripe apple. I felt 
a shiver run through my bones.

‘Well, I need an orphan. I’d thought a boy but no 
matter. Someone with no physical ailments. This one 
looks healthy enough. I want a miserable-looking orphan 
who can walk behind the hearse as a mourner. This girl 
looks sour enough. But I also need her to be obedient. 
And lacking in curiosity.’

‘She’s well behaved, mostly.’ Mr Riggs tried to make me 
sound like a good purchase. ‘Can sew well too.’

Lester glared at me and I gave a nod of agreement. 
‘Good for sewing shrouds. No sickness?’

‘Healthy as a horse!’
They discussed me as if I was livestock at the market.
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‘The writing could come in handy actually,’ Lester said 
slowly. ‘Sewing too.’

I remembered Mr Lester coming with an assistant to 
take my friend Frances away after she’d died of the cold. 
That’s what they told us but she was as thin as twigs and we 
all knew it was starvation. Thin gruel three times a day, 
one onion a week and a handful of oats on a Sunday is not 
enough to sustain a growing child. I’d seen Mr Lester at 
the back door with his cart more than was proper. If I had 
to be leaving with the nasty-looking undertaker at least it 
would not be in a timber box. 

The five pounds was exchanged along with a stern 
handshake and the deal was done. I was to be an assistant 
to the undertaker. My dreams of living in a mansion, 
polishing silverware and crystal, were smashed. I’d be 
sewing shrouds for corpses and walking through the 
city streets behind a horse-drawn hearse on route to the 
graveyard. It sounded miserable but it would surely be 
better than the poorhouse and Mrs Montgomery’s gruel. 

I was told to go and turn over my flock mattress, smack 
the lice out of my pillow and ready myself to leave with Mr 
Lester.

‘Say your goodbyes if you have anyone you’ve a mind to 
farewell,’ Mrs Montgomery said curtly.

‘Isn’t it customary, Mrs Montgomery, for orphans or 
the poor or infirm to be given their box of belongings 
upon leave-taking?’ I asked. ‘I do remember from many 
years ago someone telling me that my mother had arrived 
with a small bag.’

‘Yes, but there’s never anything worth taking in those 
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boxes. Few ever bother. Your mother arrived with the 
clothes torn and bloodied on her back and you were half 
dead. The rags and small shoes you were wearing were 
burned. But she did have a bag as I recall. Nothing in it 
but a few nightdresses and a book.’

‘A book?’
‘Yes. I thought it strange. It’s why I remember it. I don’t 

read myself, but it appeared to contain pages just of names 
and numbers. Lists. Probably of all the people she owed 
money to.’

‘I’d like it nonetheless.’
‘Hmmm, I don’t know because your mother …’ Mrs 

Montgomery went to say something else but looked at me 
with an uncharacteristically gentle expression on her face. 
‘Oh nothing. I’m sure she won’t be needing it where she 
is, poor soul. Ask one of the keepers. The boxes are all in 
the storage room, end of the corridor on the third floor.’

‘How will they know which is mine?’
‘I don’t know. You two had no names so it might just 

have November, the month you arrived here, and how old 
are you? Sixteen? Whatever year it was sixteen ago. I’m not 
good with numbers.’

I watched Mr Riggs pocket the five pounds as I left 
the room. So that, I thought sadly, was what I was worth. 
I went off to say farewell to the cold dormitory and my 
uncomfortable, mite-ridden bed.

I found the only person I wanted to say goodbye to 
stepping out of the pulley lift near the main staircase 
in the foyer. He was coming back up from the lunatics’ 
basement with an empty wheelbarrow. Jimmy Friday.
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‘I’ve been bought into service,’ I told him. ‘I’m to be an 
apprentice for Mr Lester, the undertaker.’

‘That’s a grim profession.’ He tried to joke, ‘Could be 
dead boring.’

‘That’s not funny, Jimmy,’ I replied, fighting back a 
smile. ‘I’ll miss you though.’

‘You too,’ he sighed. ‘You’re the smartest orphan I can 
remember. You come back and say hello sometime and tell 
me how you’re getting on. I’m sure you’ll have some stories 
to tell.’

‘I will,’ I promised. ‘You’ve been a good friend to me, 
Jimmy. You taught me to read and without you I wouldn’t 
know who Shakespeare was. I will never forget you reading 
me Hamlet with all the voices when I was sick near dead 
that time. I think you cured me with your portrayal of 
Gertrude. And then there was that time you walloped 
Richard Ryan when he tried to kiss me. You’re the only 
one in this place who treated me like a person.’

‘I liked looking out for you, Mercy.’ He shrugged away 
my compliments. ‘And I really will miss you. You’re as 
bright as a button and I know you’ll do well. I’m staying 
put here, but soon they’re making me the superinten-
dent at the new asylum. When they finish building it. The 
patients will do much better there in the sunlight and I’ll 
make sure they’re treated better than now.’

‘You’re a good man,’ I said and we shook hands firmly. 
‘Also, Jimmy, Cook said I could get the box of my mother’s 
belongings from the storage room.’

‘Oh.’
‘What do you mean, “oh”?’
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‘Well, come with me and I’ll show you.’
I followed Jimmy up the stairs and along the long, 

narrow, dim corridor, which seemed to stretch for miles, 
until we came to a door with a wooden plaque declaring 
the word ‘STORAGE’.

He opened the door and had to push it with his 
shoulder to get it all the way open. I looked in and my 
hopes dropped onto the floor.

‘Oh,’ I said softly.
There were boxes piled to the ceiling and they filled the 

entire space so that no person could so much as stand in 
there with them. It was jammed tight with hundreds and 
hundreds of small wooden boxes.

‘So many,’ I whispered.
‘Mostly no one takes them or else they leave in a box 

themselves and have no need,’ Jimmy told me sadly. 
‘But I am leaving right now.’ I groaned. ‘It will be 

impossible to find.’
‘Tell you what,’ Jimmy said, putting an arm around my 

shoulders, ‘when I get some time I’ll start sorting through 
and try to find it for you. I’ll keep it with my things for 
when you come back later and collect it.’

‘Oh, would you?’ I smiled. ‘Thank you, Jimmy. I will 
come back for it, I promise. I am intrigued to know what 
book my mother carried. It means that she must have been 
able to read and write. That is all I know of her. There may 
be some more I could learn by seeing those items of hers.’

‘If it’s in there, I’ll find it, even if it takes me months,’ 
he said. ‘What was her name?’

‘I don’t even know that much,’ I admitted with deep 
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regret. ‘It should just have November 1798 on it. Clothes 
and a book.’

‘Knowing what state most come in here I doubt there’ll 
be too many with a book in them,’ he said. ‘But you keep 
up with your reading, Miss Mercy, because you’re a good 
little reader.’

‘I will, Jimmy, and thank you again. For everything.’ 

Mr Riggs shut the heavy double doors of The Glasgow 
Poorhouse behind us after telling me that I’d better 
be on my best behaviour and work hard or they’d want 
their money back and I’d be sent off to the Prison to be 
hanged. Of course I didn’t believe him but promised I 
would make good of my position with the coffin-maker. 
As the ghoulishly dismal Norbert Lester led me away to 
my new life, I gave one look back to the gloomy stone 
building that had housed thousands of shattered dreams 
over the years.

The shopfront was bare and only the swinging wooden 
sign beside the doorway, shaped like a coffin with the words 
‘Lester, Undertaker’, gave a hint of what lay behind the 
closed shutters and the crimson crepe-draped doorway.

We entered a showroom full of coffins sitting on black 
trestles, all hewn from different woods, some more ornate 
and highly polished than others. Most lay open and I was 
just tall enough to peek inside to see where the dead rested 
in their final sleep and marvelled that it looked more 
comfortable and clean than anywhere I had slept on any 
night of my life. On the walls were shelves that carried 
ornate nails, coffin plates and a large array of polished 
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handles. There was a strange smell of false cleanliness.  
I covered my nose for I felt like sneezing.

‘Epsom salts and arsenic,’ Mr Norbert said. ‘For the 
preservation of bodies.’

I felt ill to the stomach.
Following him into the little parlour behind the shop I 

was pleased to be away from the room and breathed in the 
welcoming smell of cooking meat and garlic. Sitting at the 
table was a fierce-looking man, probably about twenty, the 
same age as Jimmy. He had an overly large head and very 
small eyes and he reminded me of a potato.

‘Who’s this?’ he asked with a look of disgust.
‘What’s your name again, girl?’ Lester said.
‘Mercy.’
‘Mercy. She’s my new assistant. She’ll be the new mute, 

she’ll write obituaries and sew shrouds and the rest of it. 
This is my son, Terry.’

‘What’s a mute, Sir?’ I asked, confused.
‘It’s a mournful child who follows the funeral cortege 

looking like their heart is breaking from grief. You’ve got 
the face for it.’

I was too tired to be offended, and pleased to have my 
face instead of Terry’s ugly mug. Mr Lester took a dim lamp 
and showed me to my lodgings, which was, to my dismay, 
a stained mattress in a cupboard at the top of the stairs.  
A moth-eaten grey blanket was balled up in the middle of 
it. I tried to think the best and all I could come up with 
was that I would be relieved to sleep without the sound of 
forty girls snoring.

‘I’ll get you my late wife’s black mourning dress and you 
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can make adjustments to it. You’re much skinnier than she 
was. It must look fine and dignified. You must look like a 
perfect China doll. A sad one.’

‘I’ve never seen a doll, Mr Lester.’
He regarded me from beneath his hooded eyes and 

made a noise in the back of his throat. 
‘Get to sleep because tomorrow you start work and we 

work from sun-up to sundown and sometimes in between 
if a person is selfish enough to die in the middle of the 
night.’

That night, my very first outside of the poorhouse, I 
slept lightly and dreamed of ghosts and ghouls.
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MIA

The Blue Mountains, Australia, present day

The day of the memorial service was almost worse than the 
day of the phone call because it was so raw. So final. When 
the news had come through about the accident, part of me 
kept thinking it was a mistake. One day a person is there 
and the next they are gone. It’s a simple enough concept 
but not something I’d come to grips with – until Paisley 
died. 

I was sitting on a fold-out chair in the park, surrounded 
by remote family members – distant cousins three times 
removed and great uncles I never knew I had – all of us 
looking at a photograph of a beautiful girl who is gone and 
all that is left is an urn with ashy remains. I finally realised 
that death is real. Too real. The mist drifted out to fill the 
gorge beyond, making everything feel even gloomier. 

My aunt was speaking. I don’t know where she found 
the strength to stand up in front of all of us. But she did 
for her daughter. For my cousin. Paisley’s boyfriend, Ben, 
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sat up front, wearing dark sunglasses. He sported a sling 
and a bruised cheek. It wasn’t his fault. The other driver 
had been texting and speeding. But reassurances weren’t 
going to ease his pain any time soon. 

I felt pressure in my chest and my jaws ached from 
clenching back my tears. If I had let them fall I would have 
drowned in them.

‘Thank you all for being here today.’ Aunt Kirsten’s face 
was like stone, her voice quivered on the breeze. ‘Some of 
you have come a long way and it means a lot. My daughter 
was born here in the mountains, it was one of her favourite 
places. I wish we’d never left. Then perhaps …’

I looked out at the vista opening wide like a never-ending 
forever at Govetts Leap lookout. Canyons and gorges 
dipped and soared as far as the eye could see, dusted with 
cloud and mist. 

Forever is a myth. None of us have forever. My cousin 
didn’t even make eighteen. That’s not enough time to 
discover much at all. We were two-and-a-half years apart. 
She was about to start studying law. Now she was gone. 
One day she was laughing on the other end of the phone 
and the next her father was telling us she was dead. 

‘The love that she experienced in her very short life was 
boundless. Paul and I will miss her more than … more 
than …’

Uncle Paul stood up and put his arm around her but she 
shook him off gently, sniffed back her tears and continued.

‘We are all part of a big, beautiful picture. We are all 
connected. We are all one. Today she will fly free over these 
beautiful mountains, free as a bird. But she will always be 
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with us, in us, part of us and looking out for us. She was 
my sunshine. My light. My darling, darling girl. I love you 
to the end of forever, Paisley. Fly free.’

I sobbed as I looked at the beautiful smiling face of the 
girl who was like a little sister to me. Mum squeezed one 
hand and Dad squeezed the other. I dropped my head to 
my mother’s shoulder and shuddered as quietly as I could. 
My best friend Cait sat behind me and I felt her warm 
touch on my shoulder. I don’t think I could have gotten 
through the past week without her. 

We all walked to the fenced area of the lookout, arms 
holding one another for support as if we were all so 
emotionally delicate that a gust of wind could whisk us off 
our feet. We watched as Aunt Kirsten and Uncle Paul each 
took a flower and threw it into the breeze. We all followed 
suit. The plan had been to scatter Paisley’s ashes but Kirsten 
couldn’t bear to do it and wanted to keep the urn at home.  
I took a peace lily and threw it from the lookout and 
watched it flutter away into the deep gully. I murmured 
the word ‘Paisley’. She was really and truly gone.

Back at our house in Blackheath the caterers had 
prepared food for those who wanted to remember and 
share our special memories of Paisley. Paul and Kirsten 
were staying in the guest cottage for the weekend and my 
maternal grandparents were staying in my room. I wanted 
to lock myself upstairs, hide under my doona and ignore 
all these people who reminded me of Paisley. Instead, I 
was on the back deck by the trestle tables of food, dreading 
having to socialise. All of the Muller side of Paisley’s 
family looked like Nordic creatures from an Abba music 

Draft manuscript. 
© UQP 2019 Not for sale or distribution



31

clip. Our McLeod mob were louder and redder. There was 
the very loud Great Uncle Murray, the sheep farmer who 
was laughing like a donkey. Some random twin second 
cousins who looked like cops in their ill-fitting suits. 

‘You’re Mia, yes?’ A blonde girl asked as she came up to 
Cait and me. She seemed vaguely familiar. Her eyes were 
red and she looked like she was in pain. I nodded.

‘I’m Emily. We met last year at Paisley’s birthday in 
Bundanoon.’

I was pretty terrible at remembering faces. I forced a 
friendly nod of acknowledgement and cringed a little as 
Paisley’s boyfriend, Ben, came over as well. He’d taken off 
his sunglasses to reveal a swollen eye and a cheek covered 
in angry bruising. I didn’t know what to say to him. I’d 
met him a couple of times. He and Paisley had come for 
a weekend just a few months earlier. It made me ill to 
imagine the trauma he had gone through less than a week 
before. 

‘Ben.’ I gave him a weird uncomfortable cross between 
a smile and a grimace.

‘Mia.’
We stood in awkward silence for a few moments and I 

reached out and took a spinach and cheese pastry, although 
food was the last thing on my mind. Emily took one too.

‘These look good.’ There was an edge of fake enthusiasm. 
‘Did your mum make them?’

‘No, the caterers did.’
‘It’s an amazing house you’ve got. And I love your pink 

hair. Is that new? It was red last time I saw you, I think,’ 
Emily said. 
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‘Yep.’ I answered. ‘I change it up pretty often. Oh, this 
is Cait.’

‘Hi.’
‘I’m really sorry about your friend,’ Cait said in a tiny 

voice. 
We fell once again into a pit of silence. Chewing. 

Avoiding eye contact. Swallowing.
We were all unsure of what to say. I knew that talking 

and putting things out in the air sometimes helped to ease 
the ache.

‘It feels surreal,’ I said. ‘Just like a nightmare.’ 
‘I avoid the nightmares by not sleeping,’ Ben muttered.
I felt a stab of sadness. 
‘I’m so glad her parents got back together, hey?’ Emily’s 

eyes fell to where my aunt and uncle were standing, talking 
to some of the relatives. ‘Imagine how hard this would 
be for Kirsten without Paul by her side. My God, I can’t 
believe Paisley’s gone.’

Emily’s face crumpled and she dabbed at her eyes. Ben 
put his good arm around her, wincing.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked gently.
He nodded but his lips were pursed and his eyes were 

tight with pain. 
‘Are you guys going to uni next year?’ I asked, trying 

to work in a neutral conversational diversion. ‘Cait and I 
are going into the second year of our Arts degree. We’re at 
New South Wales uni.’

‘I’m hoping to get into primary teaching at Wollongong,’ 
Emily said. I really could imagine her as a teacher.

I looked at Ben but he looked uncomfortable and he 
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adjusted his sling, talking into his chest.
‘I applied for a psychology degree at Sydney uni 

but … now I think I’m going to defer and work on my own 
psyche for a bit.’

‘That’s probably a good move, Ben.’ Emily rubbed his 
good arm.

‘Are you getting some support?’ I asked and immedi-
ately wished I’d kept my mouth shut.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ he muttered, still not looking up. 
‘Everyone’s been really great but you know … you still 
can’t help.’

‘None of this is your fault, Ben Digby,’ Emily said 
firmly. ‘I know you are feeling guilty but any one of us, 
anyone driving on that road at that moment, could not 
have done any more than you did. You are a great driver. 
That other dickhead—’

‘Let’s not.’ Ben shook his head. ‘Not now. Now is for 
these delicious-looking whatever-they-ares.’

He flashed a wooden smile and popped a mini quiche 
into his mouth. Whatever he was going through he wasn’t 
about to share it with us. The pain behind his dark eyes 
was so obvious.

After dinner we all sat in the formal living room and 
passed around the old photo albums. All the distant 
family members had left. Friends had gone back to the 
Southern Highlands. I was exhausted. Grief is very tiring. 
When Grandma brought the pile of old albums downstairs 
I thought it might all get a bit maudlin but it turned out 
to be quite nice. There were lots of Paisley and me as 
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toddlers, playing in plastic pools. 
‘I like this one. See Paisley’s fringe? Remember the day 

I cut it off and you went out of your mind, Gran? She looks 
ridiculous.’

My grandmother smiled. Grandma Fiona was a 
classy old lady. She’d been a lawyer in her day and was a 
no-nonsense sort of woman. Some might have called her 
‘hard’ but I think ‘tough’ was a better word for her. My 
grandfather was an ex-politician so between them they 
were a fairly daunting duo. Quite serious. Their two 
daughters were very different. Kirsten was the eldest and a 
bit of an old hippy and my mother was an ex-actress, funny 
and gregarious. Both very colourful characters.

‘Paisley was so angry at me,’ I whispered.
‘I told her she looked like a little baby bird with 

frown-fluff and she got even angrier at me.’ Kirsten 
laughed and I could see she was trying hard not to cry.

‘I missed so much of this,’ Uncle Paul muttered sadly, 
lingering over every photograph like he was scanning it 
permanently into his brain. ‘So many lost years. All my 
own fault.’

‘But it’s lovely you had a reunion and I know Paisley was 
thrilled to get so close to you again.’ My mother twirled 
her glass of red wine in her hand and gave Paul a warm 
hug. 

Aunt Kirsten stood up and put her empty wine glass on 
the edge of the mantelpiece and looked at me.

‘Mia, my lovely, lovely niece.’ She gave me a sad look. 
‘Can we have a little chat? Out in the cottage?’

I was startled. It felt silly but I felt like I was in trouble 
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for something. Kirsten shot a look at her mother, Grandma 
Fiona, then to my mum and something passed between 
them. I felt unnerved and a bit wary. Mum stood up and 
took my hand.

‘Um, sure.’ I stood up, letting my mother lead me as we 
followed my tall blonde aunt out of the room and onto the 
back deck.

Kirsten took my other hand and we all walked down 
the path to the well-lit stone guest cottage.

‘How’re you doing?’ she asked.
‘How are you doing?’ I repeated.
‘It’s … there’s no word for it.’ She shook her head and 

squeezed my hand hard. ‘No word terrible enough to 
describe the pain in my heart. I know it’s not the end for 
her. Paisley is in another realm, in nature, in us. But none 
of that helps. I can’t even say her name without wanting to 
scream.’

Kirsten stopped suddenly and gripped my forearm.
‘Look!’ she gasped and stared up into the shadowy 

branches of the overhanging tree.
I squinted and tried to focus. Then I saw it. The owl. 

It was resting on a branch, glaring at us, huddled beneath 
a thick coat of dappled feathers. If it hadn’t been for the 
orange glow of the round light on the path we wouldn’t 
have noticed it.

‘Lovely,’ Kirsten whispered. ‘It’s a sign. I think it’s a 
messenger from Paisley.’

I knew Kirsten was all about signs and portents but I 
didn’t have the heart to tell her that this owl was a regular 
visitor to the big composting station, coming to scavenge 
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and feast on the rodents and possums that scurried about 
in there. The ninox strenua, or powerful owl, stared at us 
with her big yellow eyes. I knew my birds. I gave Mum a 
fierce look as she went to open her mouth and ruin the 
moment. She gave me a knowing nod.

In the cottage, Kirsten, Mum and I sat on the end of 
the wide bed. I was trying not to laugh because the whole 
thing seemed strange and melodramatic. My aunt took 
something out of her suitcase and placed it on the doona 
between us. It seemed to be some kind of box wrapped in 
a soft red scarf.

‘Not that long ago I gave this to my daughter,’ she told 
me. ‘And it’s time to introduce you to the sisterhood too, 
Mia.’

‘The sisterhood?’ I gave a nervous laugh.
‘Yes, Mim,’ Mum said sombrely. ‘It’s time.’
‘What is it?’ I frowned and shook my head. ‘Is this for 

real? Mum, what’s going on?’
‘It’s something of a family tradition that involves 

handing down something very special to a girl in each 
generation.’

Kirstin carefully unwrapped the box to reveal the 
strangest book I’d ever seen.

‘Wow, that looks really old,’ I whispered.
‘Ancient.’ She carefully began turning the pages, which 

seemed to be made of the very softest leather. ‘All these 
names. Your mothers and grandmothers and aunts and 
cousins. All the women who have come before you.’

Her finger traced the final name. Paisley Muller-
McLeod, Katoomba.
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Just above Paisley’s name was Kirsten’s and beside it 
my mother’s name, Agatha McLeod, and beneath it, my 
name, Mia Isabella May Stewart, Katoomba.

‘My name.’
‘And mine. And Kirsten’s. Grandma Fiona showed us 

the book when we were little girls. Oh, we had so much fun 
imagining who all these women were. Gran kept it locked 
in a safe.’

‘And then she gave me the book when Paisley was born,’ 
Aunt Kirsten explained. 

‘May I?’
I touched the book. The material felt cool beneath my 

fingertips. 
‘Go ahead. It’s completely fascinating. All these women 

lived in different places and different times. Here, look, 
your grandmother was very proud of this one.’

‘Is that Jeanne d’Arc? As in Joan of Arc?’
My mum winked.
‘The actual Joan of Arc?’ I gasped.
‘Yes, Mim. It gets hard to read back around the 

seventeenth century because it’s so faded but this is our 
maternal bloodline. The Systir Saga. Our sister story. I gave 
the book to Paisley last year and we wanted to show you 
too. I know that Paisley thought of you as a sister. You are 
now the only girl left in this generation. Paisley loved you 
very much.’ 

‘She felt like a sister to me, too.’ I held back a sob. 
‘Both being only kids and all. I wish we’d spent more time 
together in the last few years. Less than three hours away. It 
always felt so far. I was so slack after I started going to uni.’ 
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An awful thought dawned on me. I remembered Paisley 
telling me about an old book when she’d last visited but 
I hadn’t really listened. I didn’t understand what she was 
so excited about. She’d mentioned ancient grandmothers 
and witches and I’d blown it off as if she was being kooky 
like her mother, who was into weird new-age nonsense. I 
didn’t listen. The few years between us had become like a 
gulf after I’d started studying at uni. I was so busy and felt 
so much more ‘worldly’ and I’d let our relationship fray at 
the edges. I wished that I’d taken more notice. My throat 
tightened and I tried hard not to burst into tears. 

Mum and Kirsten put their hands over mine.
‘You are now the keeper of the book, Mia.’ Kirsten 

reached over and hugged me and she began to cry like 
her heart was breaking. I did too and we held each other 
and let our tears fall onto the red scarf and the book. The 
terrible pain I felt began to lift a little in that moment. 
The book made me realise that Paisley, Aunt Kirsten, 
Mum, Grandma Fiona and me we were all connected. 
Forever.
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