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| Finland, 1902

Each winter there was an outbreak of fever at the House of
Orphans.. EachyearAnnaLnsa took fright as the number of cases
increased, and sent for Dr Eklund. He knew she had a terror of
typhus, from living through an epidemic as a child. No matter how
often he reassured her, she fired off notes with URGENT sprawled
over them in a flourish of capitals. :

So he came. Some matrons wouldn’t trouble to write those
notes, or get a doctor to the children. Let sickness flourish; if it
was God's will. They'd rather balance the books.than pay for medi-
cine. He didn’t charge for his attendance; never had. It wasn't
charity, but plain good sense. A crowd of children, packed together,
. poorly fed even: though Anna-Liisa did her best: of course they

were wide open to infection. o

 He knew of orphanages where part of the chxldrens food

was kept back to sell for profit, but Anna-Liisa was honest.
- The children had what belonged to them. They had porridge

and black bread, skimmed milk and a bit of cheese, soup...In

summer they foraged for berries and mushrooms, like everyone
It wasn't enough to nourish them. The food was scant; and the
weakest didn’t even get their share. A toddler with mouth ulcers
needed his hard bread softened in hot water, but that wasn’t going
to happen unless one of the big girls took a fancy.£o him..He'd
be left to moan and cry and spit his bread away, and get a slap for -
waste. The big ones stole porridge from the little ones” plates and
got away with it. Anna-Liisa was decent enough. but she wasn't
’ -s}urp.Ormaybeshedxdntwanttoantagomzedmblgoues, who
did most of the household work.



They had no one to look out for them, these kids with their flat,
tired faces. Inheritors of TB and syphilis and God knows what else.
The House of Orphans was as potent a site for infection as he could
imagine, and set slap-bang in the middle of town too. They hadn’t
hidden their orphanage away, like a dirty secret. Maybe they were
proud of it. He was glad that he lived six miles outside town, in
the forest. He didn’t have to pass the House of Orphans every day.

The children came in from miles around, off farms which had
broken their parents’ health, from villages where you still had a
chance of marrying off a girl as long as you could get rid of the
product of her shame, and even from as far away as Helsingfors
these days. The new theory was that if you removed a child from
the tainted atmosphere of city life to the purity of the country-
side, there was a better chance of that child rurning out a
well-trained, biddable domestic servant or farrn worker, rather than
a prostitute or a criminal,

And with so much emigration going on, famxhes were in con-
fusion as never before. A child might get left behind in Helsingfors
with its grandmother. The plan might be to bring it over to America
once the family was settled. But then the grandmother died, or -
things in America went wrong, or there was ﬂlness that couldn’t
be paid for .

Tt was a.lways a long story that brought a child here. The House
of Orphans was a stone block of a building, gaunt, but solid and
well maintained. He couldn’t stop himself locking it over apprais-
ingly every time he visited, as if he were somehow responsible for
a leaking roof or warped window frame.

The crust of snow was a foot thick, but it was softening and it
had a greyish tinge. The first melt was ticking off the eaves, drop
by drop. It would freeze again tonight, but the process had begun.
The long thaw that’s half feared and half desired. All it would
reveal at first was scoured brown grass and mud, but then every-
thing would begin. Lilac buds would fatten and birds would shriek
and squabble in the bushes, tumbling over and over in the tumult
of mating. Sharp, sparse threads of green would push through the
brown. You had to face it every year, and then you got used to it.
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The sight of everything that the snow hides; everything that’s
flawed or damaged and needs work. -

Well, it’s got to happen, he thought. Tick, tick,.tick went the
meltwater into the snow. Its surface was pitted all over where the
drops had sunk in. He raised his hand to the belipull.

It would be the first time he saw the girl, without even noticing -
her much. This is the way it happened.

. He went upstairs to the long low attic room where Anna-Liisa
bad put the sick children together, away from the rest, for fear of
contagion. There were eight beds in a row. Anna-Liisa swished into
the room before him. ‘Hush now! Stop that crying! The doctor’s
come to see you. He'll make you better, if you're good.” .

But the crying didn't stop. It came from a very young child who
lay on her back, knees drawn up to her chest. Her eyes were shut.
He went over to her, drew down the sheet, gently moved her knees.
She cried harder as he examined the swollen.stomach, the rash,
the quick, low pulse in her wrist. Her skin was hot and dry and
she had defecated onto the pad of flannel beneath her. Her faeces -
were no more than thin, evil-smelling ligitid: Her eyes were set in
shadowy hollows. Gently, he pinched her cheek.

"She needs water,” he said. “Will she drink?’

‘No,” said Anna-Liisa. ‘She cmtholdhercupandthercsnobody
- to sit with her. I try when I've 2 moment.” ...

“Bring me a spoon. A small one. A salt speonlsbtgenough.

He lifted the <hild’s head. Her hair was matted and it smelled
of mice. It ought to have been cut, but Anna-Liisa didn’t follow
the practice of shearing orphans’ hair. He pushed:the child’s hair
back from her face and brought the salt spoon to her cracked lips.
A little water went in, then rolled away from the corner of her
mouth. Anna-Liisa was right, the child needed somgene. to sit with
~ ber. Without such help, she would probably. die. But it wasnt
necessary for her to die.

He became awamofmovemematthefarmdofthelongroom
_HemmeiAgﬂofmlv:orthxrtoenwassweepmgmthabmom
that was too long for her. Shebrushequemliy in-and out of
the little beds. :



‘What is that girl doing in here?’

“You know, Dr Eklund, you told me it was important to keep
everything clean — '

‘Yes, but that girl should not be here. She’ll fall sick herself”

‘But she has already had the sickness. She was one of the first.
She recovered in a couple of days. She doesn’t look it, but she’s
strong,’ : '

He looked at the girl more closely, and, as if she were aware of
his interest, she began to brush even more vigorously. $he stooped
to .a dish of water, took a handful and scattered drops onto the
boards to settle the dust. She seized her broom again and thrust
it under one of the beds. A thin child, but she seemed unusually
energetic for an orphan.

‘I haven’t seen her before, have I¥’

‘Surely you have. She’s been with us a year or more, since they
sent her to us from Helsinki,” added Anna-Liisa in her significant
manner, which often turned out to mean nothing,

An idea struck him.

‘Come here,” he called to the girl. “Yes, you Put down that
broom.’

She propped her broom against the wall, glancing at Anna-Liisa
first to be sure she was doing the right thing. She came towards
him, wiping her hands on her apron. Grey skirt, rough calico apron
and cap, the heavy boots that Anna-Liisa got in bulk at a special
price and which never fitted properly. The orphans wrapped rags
around their feet like Russian soldiers. She looked just like the rest
of them, but he’d known immediately that he hadn’t seen her
before. It was the way she moved, which was quick and free, as if
she hadn’t learned to walk like an orphan yet.

“That’s right. Come closer. Don’t be afraid.”

But she didn’t look afraid at all. Her skin was pale, her nose and
cheekbones sharp. She looked straight at him. Her eyes were pale
green and without expression, as if she already knew how to mask
herself against intrusion.

‘She can sit here, by the bed, and give water to this child,” he
said to Anna-Liisa. “Look,” he told the girl, “this is what you must
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do.” He lifted the sick child’s head again. "Hold the spoon like this.
Touch her lips gently, just here, She will open her mouth. Give her
a very small amount of water each time, or she’ll vomit. Can you
do that? Are you patient enough" :

The girl nodded.

And she’s dirty. Can you change the ﬂannel and wash her?

“They're all dirty,’ commented the gxrl ‘Al of them. They. all
need changing.’

He couldn’t tell if she meant that since all were d.m:y thére was
no point cleaning just one, or if she was telling him that since one
was to be cared for, then all should be. But he felt a power in her,
as if he had to answer her.

‘I know,” he said. “‘We'll do what we can.’

“They all had their flannels changed this morning,” sald Anna-.
Liisa defensively. sirkka is down thereboﬂmgthemupmthe
copper. As fast as you wash their bedding, it’s dirty again.’

He nodded, pleased. He had told her last winter to boil the flan-
nels and bedding, and she’d remembered.

‘She’s crying because it hurts,’” observed the girl suddenly,
watching the sick child. ‘Tt’s her stomach, that's where the pain
grips her. I know what to do.’ And she bent down and began to
rub the swollen stomach with a light, circular motion. “You rub
like this, see, and it warms her. It doesn’t hurt so much then.’

‘Yes, do that too,” he said. It was true, the child was growing
calmer. Her cries sank to a thin moan. It wasn’t the warmth that
soothed her, but the girl’s touch.

‘Give her water as often as you can. Keepherdeanandrub her
like that if it helps: Tomorrow we’ll try a little sugar-wa

The girl nodded. She knelt beside the little bed, w1th thc salt
spoon in her hand.

‘Is there astoolthatcouldbebroughthm? he askedAnna Liisa,
'Ifshesgmngtonursethatchﬂd she’ll need to sit by the bed.’

He went around the room, from one bed to the next. The rest
of them would do, he thought. They were sick and wretched, but
they would survive it. All of them were taking water. They seemed
indifferent to each other, staring at the ceiling or curled up in a
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stupor. The same matted hair, the same crusts of yellow around
the eyes, the same yellowish pallor.

“They've had their porridge this morning, those that would take
it," said Anna-Liisa. '

‘Good. I'll get a nurse sent in. There’s more work than you can
manage here: The Board will cover the cost.’

She looked at him gratefully Maybe she guessed that he would
pay for the nurse out of his own pocket, but it was better if nothing
was said. Anna-Liisa preferred the idea of the Board’s approval.
She liked things to be done in a proper manner. And if you started
to think of where your personal duty to these children might lie,
where would it end? _

It would end in my not visiting them, he thought. It would end
in not seeing them at all, to save my fine feelings. Anna-Liisa works
with them, eats with them, sleeps with them. She does what she
can.

‘And how is Mrs Eklund? asked Anna-Liisa respecl:fully, as she
saw him out.

‘She’s perfectly well, thank you,” he said mechanically, but the
words scratched in his mind as he said them, because he knew
they were not true. In her angry way his wife was a brave woman.
She said nothing to him, but sometimes he knew she was in pain.
She wrote long letters to her daughter, their daughter; and she
stared at him with challenging eyes if he came into the room while
she was writing.

If they’d still slept in the same bed he would have known every-
thing. He'd have smelled the nature of her sickness on her skin
and in her sweat as she slept. He’d have seen the signs and changes
that he knew she was keeping from him. She’d sent her clothes to
be altered, he knew that. She had lost weight, these past months.
Tendons stood out on her neck, and her wrists locked big and
clumsy as her flesh shrank away.

She slept in the bedroom along the corridor now, in Minna’s
old room. Sometimes at night he woke and went to his bedroom
door and opened it silently, to stare down the corridor towards the
room where Johanna now slept. He thought he heard her walking
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to and fro, to and fro. But the door of Minna's old room stayed
shut.

‘Did you sleep well, my dear?” he’d asked her in the morning,

“Of course. Haven't 1 always slept well?’

You'd tell me if there was anything wrong?’

‘Of course. Why ever shouldn’t I? You're a doctor, after all,” she
said with cold emphasis on the word ‘doctor’.

. Why had he called her ‘my dear’? No wonider she looked at him
like that. She was a brave woman. She had never cried out when
Minna was born. He'd wanted her to cry out, to ¢ase her suffering,
but she wouldn't. He'd never forgotten the way she glared at him
when he came to stand at the bedside, impotent.

‘Yes, she’s well,” he said to Anna-Liisa. ‘T'll call aguin tomorrow
morning. That girl you've got — the girl who was sweepmg —what’s
her name?’ -

‘Beva.”

‘Give her a cup of coffee tonight, with plenty of sugar. She’ll

needtokeepawakc If that lictle one lasts the night, then she has

a chance.’
" "They have no stamina,’ said Anna-Liisa, :
“They have no mothers,” he said. ‘Excuse me; Anng-Liisa, that
isn't'a criticism of you.’
. "We do what we can.’

Tknow. And if you're worried tomght, send for me again.’





