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  It began at the waterfall, over the hill, beyond sight of the little croft. Catherine often went there to wash herself all over, where her father wouldn’t see her. His eyes were always on her, ever since her mother died. He wouldn’t stop looking at her. In the wash-house, his eye was at the knotholes. When she crossed to the byre or hung out the wash, he gazed on her from slant corners or beyond the blind glass of the windows. Since the mother died there was no peace from him.




  Catherine had gone to the waterfall that evening, not to wash, but to let Huey MacLintock kiss her. But her father had spied them out. Not idly was he nicknamed An Dóiteán—the great fire. He nearly killed poor Huey. She thought he would kill her, too. But instead he fell to his knees in the torrent of white water and threw his arms around her in a hug that begged her understanding—and so much else besides. But she could not forgive, nor give, nor understand.




  She ran from him, from his everywhere eyes. She ran from herself, fearing herself. She fled that whole country. It was the spring of 1919.




  She had no idea Scotland was so big. The long, anxious miles the train had brought her from Fort William were a revelation. And Glasgow was reassuringly huge. Yet her memory of the old, sepia-toned globe in the corner of the schoolroom at Strath told her she had not yet travelled a measurable fraction of the earth’s surface. Its alien vastness began to frighten her. If Uncle Murdo had not left her the money for this voyage, if Uncle Murdo were not waiting for her in Canada, she would turn around and go home.




  No! There was one thing she feared more: her father. She feared his anger, his angry, devouring eyes, his angry, burning hair, his fiercely freckled brow and cheeks, his furious possession of her … his implacable love. Fear of him had driven her here, this bright embarkation morning.




  Fear of his merciless, loving eyes harried her down over the cobblestones and granite setts, down through grime that all the rain in Scotland would not cleanse, down through the bleary daybreak, down to the tar-daubed quay, where the promise was all of North America.




  HECTOR was the name around the vessel’s stern. She was a salt-stained cargo carrier with room for ten first-class passengers and as many steerage as could be packed in without revolt. Below her name ran the legend JOHN BROWN—GLASGOW. In a way, then, Hector was at home here. In what way? Catherine wondered. In the same way as me. She stepped hesitantly up the gangplank.




  “We sail in two hours,” a seaman told her. He sounded oddly reproachful.




  Catherine looked puzzled; two hours—surely that meant she was in good time?




  “The rest of your baggage,” the man explained. He looked at her battered suitcase, then at her face. “Is that all?”




  “Aye.”




  He shrugged. One less worry. “Female steerage is on the deck below this. Up forrard. Ye may walk on this deck in the hours of daylight and the forrard well deck at any time, but only when the hatches are battened. If the covers are off, you stay clear. Ye’ll see Mrs. MacEuan, the stewardess, for a berth.”




  She thanked him and went to the companionway. MacEuan. A good Highland name. There were MacEuans in Strath; one farmed near Beinn Uidhe. Petty, vindictive, small-souled informers! The memory of her father’s judgement rolled in like thunder from the lowland hills around Greenock and Gourock, where Hector lay, waiting for the seaward pluck of the tide.




  Catherine was weary. Her joints ached. Soon she could rest for ten days—perhaps more.




  Two women, who might have been gentlefolk in better days, were walking arm in arm around the forward well deck. The hatches were uncovered but no one told the women off. Another seaman was signalling down the last few bales of some late cargo—sealskins? Hides? The giant dried leaves of some plant? Even their colour was indeterminate. The man eyed her, frankly admiring, as she passed. He spoke, but when a Glaswegian speaks he sounds merely as if he is clearing his throat. She did not understand one single grunt in that machine-gun rattle of glottal stops.




  “Whisht!” she said. The safest reply.




  His admiration—or, rather, the open and honest joy of his admiration—frightened her. She was used to the hooded glance, the pinched and furtive inspection. Only one young man had hacked his way through those thickets of shame. Huey MacLintock. “You are beautiful, Catherine,” he had said. And she had run to the secret place on the far side of Beinn Uidhe, where she kept hidden a fragment of a looking glass, to see what “beautiful” was. For that, her father had nearly killed Huey MacLintock. For that, Huey MacLintock was now bound for Canada, too. Somewhere. On some other ship. There had been no time to see him before he left.




  Mrs. MacEuan was a good soul, and a careful judge. Catherine, who had expected steerage passengers to be treated like cattle, was surprised at the woman’s smile, her pleasant greetings, her unhurried air. In fact, the stewardess could not at once decide whether Catherine was genteel or rough. The first half-dozen genteels went into the six-berth cabin; the roughs and the rest went into the mess.




  “Would you be coming from these parts, Miss Hamilton?” she asked. It was the first Highland voice Catherine had heard since she had run from home.




  “I would not, Mistress MacEuan. I would be coming from Strath, in Inverness.”




  “You are welcome, so.” Mrs. MacEuan led her to the six-berth cabin and gave her pride-of-place on one of the two upper berths. As Highlanders they dropped naturally into the Gaelic. Mrs. MacEuan told Catherine that her cabin companions were two Sassenach ladies, Mistress Wharton and Mistress Jones, widows since the Great War, and a Lowland-Scotswoman and her daughter (she called them Sassenachs too) who were joining a brother on a farm in Canada; the husband was in the male-steerage mess. Their name was Wilkie.




  “And don’t be worrying yourself. We’ll find a good person for the sixth berth,” Mrs. MacEuan promised. “Did you ever go to sea before?”




  “Only for the lobster creels.”




  The image hit her with a sudden, visceral intensity: the wickerwork and the trapped crustaceans shimmering upward through the dark-green-blue-black sea, bursting through the roof of their world in a foaming of light. And other images: the black peat soil of Beinn Uidhe in her hands, squeezing from it the golden water. She would never see and do these things again—yet, such is the curse of memory, she could never cease to see and do them.




  “Are you quite well, Miss Hamilton?” Anxious eyes looking at her.




  “I was not feeling altogether well these days that went past, Mistress MacEuan. But I’m well to be on this ship, and well to be going where she is going.”




  She leaned against the rail, her back to the grim little port, and opened her Bible, seeking an omen. The sun rose above Glasgow, away to the east, but could not struggle through the smoke. A fan of its red fingers spanned that half of the sky. Red of a morning … no, that was not the Word of God. Not an omen.




  Psalms. Good—her favourites. Psalm LV. Give ear to my prayer, O God; and hide not thyself. … She knew it. Her eye fell down the page, seeking the word wanderer … wandering … wander. It was there, somewhere. It was an omen!




  And I said, Oh that I had wings like a dove! for then would I fly away, and be at rest.




  Lo, then would I wander far off and remain in the wilderness.




  I would hasten my escape from the windy storm and tempest.




  Destroy, O Lord …




  It was not the sort of omen she wanted. Her unsatisfied eyes slid across to the neighbouring column. Psalm LVI.




  Thou tellest my wanderings: put thou my tears into thy bottle: are they not in thy book?




  When I cry unto thee, then shall mine enemies turn back: this I know; for God is for me.




  She sighed. The omen was good.




  A darkening fell across the book. Her body flinched, preparing to meet her father, for his was the only shadow ever to dim those pages. Her ears were ready to hear him say: “Get some work into your hands, girl!” Her eyes, when they lifted to his, would see that ginger fierceness; his brows would burn red, his freckles scream.




  The darkness resolved into a skirt, a pleasant face, a smile. “So you’re for Canada, too!” Bewilderment must have lingered in her own face, because the woman frowned and said, “Miss Hamilton, is it not? I’m Mrs. Wilkie.”




  Catherine hugged her Bible to her and, smiling now, nodded. She told the woman: “Yes, I’m going to Hawk Ridge in Saskatchewan, to join my uncle, Murdo Hamilton, and his family.”




  Murdo, who had said, “For the love of God, girl, if you stay here that man will be killing you—or worse!” Murdo, who had left the money for her passage with Mistress Menzies, the postmistress in Strath, and the letter for the Immigration.




  “We’re going to my brother-in-law in Dauphin, Manitoba. Iain Wilkie. He has a farm there.”




  Catherine, damned with a camera’s memory, saw it on the map of central Canada that she already carried in her mind. L. Dauphin to the northeast, Riding Mt. to the southwest, a mottling of pools above it, interspersed with grass tufts, thus. What sort of land was that? Like the sedge marsh at Camas Mor?




  “That would be the very edge of the settlements,” Catherine said.




  “You know it!”




  “Only from the atlas.”




  “They say it’s as well to go through New York as Halifax. There are terrible strikes in Winnipeg and they may spread across Canada.”




  Catherine could not imagine a strike. Untended lobster creels … the kine not milked. It was not possible.




  “The ticket agent said the ship bound for Halifax would not be good,” she told the woman.




  “They were telling us the same. Wilkie says it’s just that they would be getting a bigger commission from the owners of this ship.”




  There were so many things that made no sense—strikes … commission. What were they all? Her legs and arms ached from the walking and carrying. But she didn’t want to go below and rest. She wanted to watch Scotland slip away. She wanted that camera in her head to capture the last possible memories of hill and island, cloud and water.




  Mrs. Wilkie’s daughter joined them, a lively, gap-toothed girl of six or seven. “Colin says the—”




  “Who’s Colin?” her mother interrupted.




  “A sailor. Colin says the decks’ll be going round and round soon,” she told them.




  “Not the decks. The propellor.”




  “He says we’ll be seeing Arran and Prestwick and Ayr and everything.”




  “Aye,” Mrs. Wilkie said heavily, meaning it would be no pleasure to her. “I doubt we will.”




  The little girl’s mistranslation of the sailor’s words was close to the truth, though. The Hector was hardly out into the Firth of Clyde before it seemed to Catherine that the decks were, indeed, going round and round. She knew then that she was about to be a dreadful sailor. She had rowed through storms to save the lobster creels, and her little boat had tossed like a cork. But she could not take the slower, queasier motion of these big decks.




  She went to the door where the companionway led down to her cabin, but one whiff of that warm, oily air, overlaid with traces of steam and burning coal, was enough to send her to the leeward rail (and to send her breakfast even farther). Empty, she felt easier. She faced the wind and drew deep lungsful of the sea air. She yawned a hundred times and wiped the damp skin where the breeze pushed the water from her eyes back horizontally. The dried salt of those tears was silky to touch; but the dried salt of the seawater, thrown up in a stinging spray from the bows, was tacky.




  She did not know that she was really very ill. Her seasickness masked the fever. The sea wind and the cold spray chilled her skin, which would otherwise have burned. When she watched the coast of her homeland tilt and jerk as it receded, she thought it was a side effect of her heaving innards. And it was the same with the blackness that crept in and seeped up and stole down across her field of view.




  All day she endured the misery, shrinking from the touch of her clothing, boiled up by her fever, chilled by the wind, smiling wanly in return at smiles from fellow sufferers (as she thought them), refusing all suggestions of food.




  “It would be best,” Mrs. MacEuan advised.




  “I will be fine the morn, Mistress MacEuan, just fine,” Catherine promised.




  That night she was one of six groaning sufferers, all of whom prayed they might be “just fine” come the morn.




  Three of them were—the two war widows and the little girl, Mina. It was Mrs. Wharton who first realized that Catherine had been stricken by something far more serious than mere seasickness. Even Catherine understood it by then as she blinked out on a world where fact and delirium mingled with baffling promiscuity.




  A thermometer burned under her tongue. There was a worried man looking at it. There was ice in bags all about her; it burned, too.




  She was in another room, alone except for a smiling woman who dabbed her brow. Every joint ached; even the act of breathing hurt her ribs.




  For long periods she left the ship and wandered again over the crofts and glens of Bienn Uidhe.




  A man with bright freckles and burning eyes watched her in the bathhouse. Those eyes watched her at the breadmaking. They watched her stooping to gather eggs … milking … tying the lobsters’ claws with deft loops of string while his ginger-freckled hands clamped them firm.




  The dusty road was an almost blinding white against the black dresses of the two women, who leaned toward each other and flayed the moral state of the population with unsmiling joy. Child Catherine, who could not hear a word, knew every word they spoke. Their talk was of sin, which she did not then understand.




  A young man ran away from her, away from the waterfall, down the glen. She could not see his face but she knew it well—and knew it was stained with tears. She even knew that the tears were of rage, impotent rage.




  A man with bright freckles and burning eyes silenced the whole kirk congregation with his shout: “Lewd! Lewd! Lewd! Ye’re all damned! Whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart. Will ye take your hellish, hoorin’ eyes off her and keep them off!”




  A young man was pleading with her, urgently.




  She stopped using the bathhouse and took to bathing in the burn where it cascaded down the glen—and where an overhang of rock gave shelter from those piercing eyes.




  A young man stood by that cascade and put his lips to hers; he detonated all her sense: “Catherine, you are beautiful.” Veins of an unsuspected fire branched through her body, shining a sudden light of meaning on a hundred puzzling prelections, or sermons. At last she understood sin. Delicious childhood ended; the grown-up world was there instead, beckoning without inviting. Fear-ridden, unforgiving. And delicious, too.




  A young man ran away from the waterfall, down the glen.




  A man with burning eyes shouted, “Lewd! Lewd! Lewd!” He held the young man high over his head. The young man was petrified and did not struggle. The older man sought this way and that among the gravestones, looking for one sharp enough to impale the young man or break his back. The minister and people leaped upon him and bore him down before he could kill the young man.




  “For God’s sake, Ian—it’s your own wife’s grave you’re desecrating!” the minister shouted.




  A young man ran away from her, down the glen.




  She and the man with the burning eyes tended a sick woman. The stillborn child was wrapped in sailcloth outside. There was a monstrous, unspoken fear between them that the sick woman would die—for her departure from that house would place intolerable strains on the two who would be left. She, Catherine, did not know it; but he did. And the fear it put on him was passed on to her, though she did not understand it.




  A young man put his lips to hers—and then she understood the fear. His lips detonated all her understanding.




  The sick woman died and the piercing eyes of the freckled man screamed at her: “Lewd! Lewd! Lewd!” Those eyes harried her through two summers and three eternal winters. “What is it that’s come upon you?” she asked, weeping. “Why are you never kindly to me as you were before she died! What is it I’ve done?”




  A young man put his lips to hers, and inserted fear in place of that question. He detonated fear. She feared beauty and how it kindled men. She feared men and how they kindled her.




  The burning eyes watched her everywhere.




  A young man ran away from her, away from the waterfall, away from the glen. He was crying, too.




  “I do believe it’s over,” a voice said.




  Catherine was too exhausted to turn and see who spoke. Half of her still wandered in the nightmare lands.




  Later—it could have been minutes or hours—she opened her eyes and actually managed to look about her. The nurse saw the movement.




  “Are you going again?” she asked, and answered herself with a smile. “No. I think this time you’ll stay with us.”




  Catherine frowned. “Hector,” she said.




  “That’s it! Och, ye’ll be just fine. Mrs. MacEuan has good friends here in New York. You’ll likely stop there. She’s away now to make the arrangements.”




  There were so many questions Catherine wanted to ask the nurse. Deep inside herself they seemed important, but as they struggled to the surface, to that part of her mind where they were assembled into words, their importance drained away. The very act of searching for the words (and not always finding them) seemed to rob the questions themselves of meaning.




  It was not a side effect of her illness, though her exhaustion made it easier to lie passive. She had always been so. At school, in the kirk (especially listening to prelections), on the farm, out in the little boat, the impulse to ask questions had often stirred her, but rarely to the point where they survived translation into words. Usually, if she stayed silent, people or life itself would provide the answers.




  A prattling child, the daughter of a rich and rare holidaymaker in Strath, had once come out to the lobster creels. “And why do you tie their claws?” she had asked. Moments later a yet-to-be-tied lobster gave her a painful nip. Then she had cried; but even through her tears she had forced the words, “Why did he pinch me?”




  Catherine had never asked the first of those questions because the answer was immediately obvious. The second was just as obvious but not so immediate; it had taken nineteen years of living to understand that life itself was brutal and would bide its time until it saw the chance to hurt.




  So time answered all questions, as young Huey MacLintock’s kiss that evening in the glen—and the unsuspected passions it had exploded within her—had told her all she had ever wondered about the power of sin, and her father’s obsessive vigilance, and his lunatic anger in the kirk … and why his eyes never left her face and body.




  “You know you had the Spanish flu,” the nurse said. “You’re lucky to be alive. It’s killed millions.” She said it the Glasgow way: moo-yuns, which Catherine did not understand.




  The words lodged in her mind and sank; one more unasked question—did they blame her for the death of this other passenger with a name like Moe Yuns? She looked around her.




  The nurse saw the movement. “It’s the sick bay. Really it’s the first class. We had to turn out Mrs. Fawcett, puir thing! She must have looked forward for months to being seasick and pampered for the whole crossing. Och, she wasn’t too pleased, I dare tell you!” She laughed.




  While the nurse changed the sheets, Catherine sat, palsied with weakness, on a chair. It was of heavy red mahogany, held to the floor with a large brass hook. She felt an impulse to take a cloth and fetch up the rich shine on both, wood and metal. Polishing a thing was one way to possess it and be at home with it. She knew as much from polishing the kirk benches and her father’s carver chair.




  “A wee walk to the heads?” the nurse suggested; and she helped Catherine to the lavatory at the end of the passage outside. In the looking glass there she was not beautiful.




  Back between the sheets Catherine felt their crisp softness and had a sudden vague memory of waking here a hundred times when the sheets grated like sandpaper and her joints and bones had flinched at the very touch. In this new world, a universe away from Beinn Uidhe, the memory was enough to justify the sin of lying there, no longer ill.




  The nurse put a thermometer in her mouth, but told her she already knew it would read normal. Then she gave Catherine a shrewd, sidelong glance; her tongue lingered on her lip before she asked, “And who’s Huey? Is he the same as MacLintock?” She expected the deadpan face but was astonished that her fingers felt no change in the girl’s pulse. This lack of response embarrassed her. She had wanted to provoke a blush, a little teasing, a warm, giggling confession, and a heart-to-heart. She herself yearned for a young man who was half a world away.




  Now she had to rise above this petty failure. “Such goings on!” she said. “And here was me thinking Highland life was all rain, mist, work, and whisky! I never heard of such capers! Talk about the Highland Games!”




  Catherine, understanding this sudden flood of banter (though she could never have put that understanding into words), rewarded her at last with a blush and a small, voiceless laugh, enough to release the woman.




  “Go on!” the nurse said as she took out the thermometer. “Who is he? Is he your young man?”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “You mean you don’t know?”




  “He was kissing me once.”




  That was all Catherine had intended saying but, somehow, the rest poured out. She listened to herself with surprise. “My father burst his head open with his fist and was standing on him in the burn until he thought him drowned.”




  The professional reasserted itself inside the nurse when she saw Catherine’s agitation. “There now! Dinnae fash yourself now. Lie quiet till Mrs. MacEuan returns.”




  It was an easy order to obey. Outside ordinary people were doing all sorts of ordinary work. She heard the slopping of a water-filled pail, someone scrubbing a deck, someone (the same?) whistling, a clatter of china and cutlery, a sea gull, the deep, mechanical throb of a winch, a shout. …




  One day, soon, she would have a pail to slop, a cow to milk, a song to sing as she worked. But for the moment it was glory to close her eyes and let the sounds become as alien as the sea. Untroubled sleep was such a luxury.




  Hours later she was awakened by Mrs. MacEuan, who was trying so hard not to wake her. Their eyes met. Catherine smiled and stretched.




  “So it’s yourself at last!” Mrs. MacEuan beamed as she came over and felt Catherine’s forehead. “There were times we gave you up for lost.”




  Catherine smiled again.




  “Well, you’re silent enough now!”




  “Was I talking in the fever, Mistress MacEuan?”




  “You may say so!” The stewardess stared at her until Catherine grew uncomfortable; but it was some internal argument that consumed the woman. At length she said, “Well, if I would be washed ashore at Strath, I daresay I’d not be scorning the help of your heretic hands. A Free Kirk blanket’s as warm as a nun’s, I’m thinking. And Free Kirk soup’s as nourishing.”




  She leaned forward to straighten the sheets and, for the first time, Catherine noticed the crucifix that hung about her neck. She wondered at the blasphemy—that anyone could wear such a thing merely in the way of jewellery.




  2
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  “Would you be knowing the cuckoo?” Mrs. MacEuan asked. “Which lures the other birds to care for its young and abandon their own?”




  Catherine had never been in a motor car before. Because she was so weak they were taking a cab from the pier on the West Side, up in the thirties, to the convent just off Washington Square. The rumble of the motor and the speed it produced excited her.




  “I was hearing one once,” she answered, “but never saw one.”




  She had no idea what a convent was and had not asked when Mrs. MacEuan had promised to leave her in the care of one. She hoped it would not cost much. But of course it wouldn’t. Wasn’t Mistress MacEuan herself a Highlander?




  “There’s something of a cuckoo in you,” Mrs. MacEuan said. “I never saw an Immigration official so helpful.”




  “Everyone was kind,” Catherine said. “Especially yourself, Mistress MacEuan. I will not be forgetting.”




  The older woman looked at the pale, earnest face of the younger, seeing all its innocence and vulnerability on display there, and wished, not for the first time, that she could somehow stay behind when the ship sailed, and nurse this woman-child through her convalescence, and see her safe to … what name had she babbled in her fever? Hawk Ridge.




  “Aye—a cuckoo,” she murmured.




  “There’s black folk here,” Catherine said in amazement. “Are they heathens?” She thought of all the pennies gathered at the kirk for missions to the black heathens; but the descriptions brought home by the missionaries did not tally with what she saw of New York.




  “They are not. They would be good Christians, after their own way. And you must not call them black, nor niggers. They are Negroes.”




  Catherine nodded and stored the fact away. She was, she realized, already growing used to novelty. When she had left home, stalking and crawling down the glen in the moonlight, she had lived between two fears—the fear of her father, dwindling; and the fear of the great unknown world, looming. But Glasgow had blunted the edge of that second fear and, in a strange way, had made New York seem less alien, too. Not that Glasgow was the more foreign of the two, but her experience of it had followed so soon upon that moment when she had burst out of her little Highland world. It had been so much more immediate, the sensation so much more raw. Nothing would ever be quite as unnerving again. She had to look out of the cab window and say, almost aloud, foreign city, foreign land, foreign people, foreign ways, before even part of that exciting terror would return.




  Mrs. MacEuan left her at the convent door as soon as the woman in black opened it. There was a hurried conversation between the two before she turned to Catherine and, giving her an awkward hug, set off down the flagstone path to the high and massive garden door that led out onto the street. Catherine began to repeat her thanks.




  “Whisht!” Mrs. MacEuan said and passed out of view. In that second white the street was visible, a young man, one of a laughing group of three, poked his head in and shouted, “Hey, chicken! Don’t waste it!”




  The woman in black snorted, wearily rather than in anger. “Come in, child,” she said. “I’ll show you your room.”




  Catherine felt at ease at once. The house was so simple. The croft had been simple, too, with its whitewashed walls and stone floors—just like here. But unlike, here there had always been oilskins and sou’westers, boots, twine, pensioned-off lobster creels filled with the turf, knives for sharpening … all the bric-a-brac of a small croft; here a single flower petal would have been out of place. If she ever owned a home, it would be as spare and simple as this.




  As they threaded their way through corridors and up two small flights of stairs, the woman in black explained that her name was Sister John, that Catherine ought by rights to be at the girls’ refuge but that, seeing as she was convalescent, Mrs. MacEuan had brought her here “because we’re after being a nursing order, d’ye see?”




  Catherine, thinking she did see, said, “Yes. She was kind to me. And so are you. I have little money.”




  “Bless you, child. A prayer’s as good. And sure, did you never hear of casting bread upon waters?”




  Catherine answered at once, not like a child serving up a lesson but as if it were everyday conversation, “Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days. Give a portion to seven, and also to eight; for thou knowest not what evil shall be upon the earth.”




  Sister John turned and looked at her. “Lord bless us!” she said admiringly.




  “Are you from Scotland, too, Mistress Sister John?” Catherine asked, embarrassed enough to want to change the subject.




  “That I’m not. Can’t ye hear I’m from Ireland?”




  A small warning bell rang in Catherine’s mind. Ireland was a papist land—though there were good Presbyterian souls there, too. “I was never in that place,” she explained. “I was never away from Strath before.”




  “Are your parents alive at all?”




  “My mother would be dead, but my father lives—An Dóiteán.”




  “Sure that’s an Irish name. It means the big fire.”




  “I know. It was a scholar of the Gaelic from Ireland gave it him. He was in Strath, collecting the language, and he had an argument with my father. Everyone has an argument with my father. And before that time his name would be An t-Sra-dag, which means the spark. And the scholar said it wasn’t fierce enough altogether for him and he should be called An Dóiteán—the big fire. And so he was from that day.”




  “And is there great fire in his arguing, child?”




  “There’s great fire in him and in all he is doing.”




  “Then he’s well named so.”




  “His brother, my uncle, where I’m going, is called An Sionnach.”




  “That means the fox in our Gaelic,” the sister said.




  “And in ours,” Catherine told her.




  And thus they found they had two languages almost in common.




  Her room was a bare, simple cell; a paradise it seemed.




  “We eat at six, after the Angelus,” Sister John told her. “Will you rest until then? You’ll hear the Angelus bell, here and from the old cathedral.”




  “I am not tired, Mistress Sister John. It would not be rest but idleness. Have you no work for my hands?”




  “Call me Sister only. There will be time enough for work, child. You’re much weaker than you think, you know. But—ah, sure—a little walk in the garden would do no harm.”




  A vestibule led to a lobby between house and garden. In an arched niche at one end was a statue of a lady in biblical dress holding a baby. A lamp burned before it. Sister knelt a moment and prayed.




  A horrified realization began to dawn on Catherine. When Sister John rose again she asked with bated breath, “What would that be?” nodding at the statue.




  “Faith, child!” Sister John laughed. “And you who know the scriptures backwards. Isn’t it the Virgin and the Christchild—what else could it be …”




  Her voice trailed off in perplexity as she saw the horror flood into the girl’s face.




  “But—you’re—you’re—” Catherine whispered, taking a step back.




  It was monstrous. She was trapped in a house of superstitious idolaters. The “prayer” she had just witnessed was one of their loathsome, obscene rituals in the service of the Antichrist himself, the Scarlet Devil of Rome. She backed away into the loby.




  “What is it, child?” Sister John asked, going toward her.




  “No! You’re papists!”




  There were good Christians in Strath who would cross the road rather than meet a papist, or move house rather than live in the same street as one.




  Within the hour her fever had returned. The doctor visited her twice that night and they even debated sending for a Free Kirk minister. But by morning she was almost back to normal and the danger had passed.




  It was Sister John who nursed her by day. She alone had heard that cry of papist; she alone understood what troubled the girl and, as soon as Catherine was alert again, she told her that they’d considered sending for a Free Church minister. “So, you see, it’s not your soul we’re after at all. Sure, I think God has that article safe in His keeping already—and who’d dare to go stealing from Him!”




  Later she told Catherine that if she really wanted to go to a place of her own faith, it could be arranged the minute she was fit for moving. Catherine remembered the enigmatic words of Mrs. MacEuan. She smiled at Sister John and said, “A nun’s blanket’s as warm as one from the Kirk.”




  “Warmer,” Sister John said stoutly. “Though we’d say it’s from charity and you’d think it’s from the hellfire, no doubt.”




  Catherine giggled.




  Sister John, emboldened, said, “Will I take off me shoes now and show you the cloven hooves on me?”




  Catherine laughed.




  Sister John gave a conspiratorial glance behind her and leaned low over Catherine’s face. “Wait while I show you!” She gently eased back her starched wimple at her forehead. “If you look good and close, you’ll see where they cut the horns out of me when I was no more than a babby.”




  Catherine laughed until a fit of coughing intervened.




  Sister John spoke a lot about her childhood over those days of Catherine’s recovery; the two women learned how much they had in common. Both came from crofts, though Sister John swore her family’s was no more than a sheskin—a marsh. Both families eked out a meagre subsistence from cows and sheep with lobster and inshore fishing. Both cut turf for winter firing. Both told the time by the shadow of the door post on the kitchen floor.




  None of this reconciled her to Sister John’s papism. Instead, the nun became two quite different people—on the one hand the cheerful country-woman and competent nurse, full of the authority of good sense, and, on the other, a poor, deluded soul, a victim of superstition and idolatry, limping through her days on the crutches of ritual incantations only half understood, and needing bells and beads to keep her incomprehension in order. Even her name, John, seemed as sinful as putting a woman into trousers.




  That rich holidaymaker’s daughter who got nipped by the lobster had also been possessed by a strange heresy: her family were Jews. Catherine (at that time only ten years old) had believed the Jews were an ancient, extinct people, like the Hittites or the Philistines—preserved only in the Bible. The little girl told her they had the same God as the Christians but didn’t believe Jesus was His Son.




  “But that’s wicked,” Catherine told her. “How can you persist in such wickedness when the Word of God Himself is telling you otherwise?”




  And the little girl had said, “Well, I know Jesus was the Son of God, but it’s just that we don’t believe it.”




  Somewhere at the back of her mind Catherine had similar hopes of an equally ambiguous conversion of Sister John. Whenever the nun rattled away at her beads, charging like a charabanc through her Ave Mariagratiaplenadominustecumbenedicta … fructusventristui Jesus, Catherine pointedly took out her Bible and read to herself, imagining that her attitude would show the poor deluded woman how easy it was to commune directly with God—that no one needed beads and rituals. Only toward the end of her time in that house did she come to understand that those dreadful practices gave the nun as much solace and strength as she herself derived from her own Free Kirk faith; then, like a good tourist, she marvelled.




  After a week the doctor allowed Catherine out into the garden. Sister John had to go back to her regular nursing in the hospital and they could find only an hour or so together each day. They spoke no more of their past, only of the future. Sister John wanted to go and nurse in Africa; New York wasn’t at all to her liking. “There’s too many Irish here,” she said. “Sure I’d as liefer stay at home as come to this city.”




  She wanted to know all about Murdo Hamilton—the uncle Catherine was to join—and his wife Mary and their sons, John and Ian. And how old were they all? So young! He wasn’t long married then. And how long had he the farm? Two years! Well, it wouldn’t be paid for yet. And what a great help she’d be to them—sure, wasn’t she already only a marvel here at the convent, never leaving off with the polishing and cleaning only someone made her stop.




  And then, with a shy, sly wistfulness, quite different from her manner with other questions, she asked was there a young fellow in it?




  “I don’t know,” Catherine said; but she blushed now, enough to encourage the other.




  “Go on, why else does a young woman leave home! I’m sure it’s a fellow.”




  “Young Huey MacLintock was kissing me the once, and he ran away to Canada,” Catherine told her.




  “Lord love us, was it that bad!”




  “An Dóiteán was nearly killing him first with his fists, then in the burn.”




  “And so you ran away from him. Is that it?”




  “It is.”




  Catherine ventured no more. There was a silence that she found easy, but Sister John fidgetted all the time and finally came out with, “Well, for all the gossip that’s in you, you’d as well be a Carmelite.”




  Catherine wanted to tell her more but thought, How can I? She did not fully understand her father’s obsessive vigilance. If she had felt that Sister John might be able to explain it, she would have risked stumbling through the thickets of her own bewilderment, but she knew there was no hope there. The nun had called her own father “an aisy man—and, faith, with fifteen children at his heels what else might he be!” How could she, from the teeming, intemperate Irish boha, more of a tribe than a family, even begin to understand the intense, loving hatred of the silent croft, where it was A Terrible Thing to Fall into the Hands of the Living God, and the Devil lurked in every shadow and cranny? Turf fires, the heather, the sheep, and the roaring of the sea … shared memories of these could not bridge such a gap.




  So she spoke instead of the summer and the harvest time, when even her father, An Dóiteán, grew so exhausted that to lie in the headlands amid the wild flowers was no sin. And the picture she drew was so sharp and alive that Sister John did not feel cheated.




  “Ah, ’twill be a gray old place when you’re gone, child,” the nun said.




  3
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  New York, the second time, was a stark surprise. She had lived in the city for three weeks with no sense of its being there at all. The few skyscrapers that loomed above the convent walls were mere stage scenery; her world had become that quiet, simple house of whitewash and stone (desecrated only by the graven images of saints and the Virgin).




  On the way to the front door, after a leave-taking with the Mother Superior, Sister John began to tease. “Ah, ’twill be a grand thing to get out me horns and tail again. Sure, we only took them off to deceive you. And wasn’t I lost without them.”




  Catherine longed to throw her arms around the woman and hug her, but was too shy. The conflict brought a tear to her eye, though she was not at all miserable. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t be thinking you’re right, of course. But nor would I be thinking you’re bad anymore.”




  “Well that’s grand, so,” the nun said. “Just grand.” She stood a little apart; her eyes, too, were clouded, though she was used to human severance and the deprivation that followed. “You’ll be writing to us.”




  “I will.” She thanked her and said goodbye in Gaelic: “Tapadh leat, a phiuthar chòir, agus guma math a theid leat.”




  After that, and knowing Sister John’s eyes were on her still, she did not find the streets half so alien. At the corner she turned and waved; the nun nodded back and closed the gate, She was alone once more. It was Tuesday, late afternoon; she would be in Hawk Ridge by noon on the Sabbath.




  She was proud of the route she had worked out, with the help of timetables borrowed by the priest. She was destined first for Buffalo, then to Detroit and on to Chicago, where, after a twelve-hour wait, she could catch a train bound for Winnipeg via Minneapolis—but she would change at Grand Rapids north of Minneapolis for a train to Minot and then over the border to Moose Jaw, Grand Junction, and Hawk.




  She left from Grand Central. She could have gone two dollars cheaper from Weehawken in New Jersey, but this way she would see the Niagara Falls, which everyone said would be worth the extra money. There were so many different railroads and alternative trains that it had required a whole morning of figuring. Every minute of the day a train arrived from and departed to somewhere in New York.




  It was already dark by the time her train emerged from the underground portion of the tracks, beneath Park Avenue, so her first impression of suburban and rural America was of a shimmering panorama of lighted windows that gave way to patchworks of dark and more distant light and finally to long stretches of dark with only the occasional group of glowing pinpoints.




  She read her Bible for a while. Then she read and reread her train schedule, repeating to herself all the names—Yonkers, Ossining, Poughkeepsie … (for she had copied them all down whether the train stopped there or not, and whether the time of its passage was day or night). Then she walked up and down the train, envying those who could afford the Pullman sleepers. She ate a “hot dog” (having been assured the meat was not actually canine in origin) and washed it down with water from the coolers. She had calculated that if she ate for under $1.25 a day, her $75 ought to last to Hawk. The fares to Grand Junction would mount to $67.10, some $20 of which had already gone on the ticket to Chicago. The budgeting was tight, with no allowance for overnights even in the cheapest sort of rooming house, and certainly nothing to spare for sleeping cars. But reclining seats were “no extra charge” and somewhere between Fonda and Little Falls she fell asleep in one. Twice during the night the conductor straightened the shawl with which she had covered herself.




  The conductors, it seemed, were a new order of chivalry devoted to escorting unaccompanied women safely through the maze of the railroad network. All the way to Canada she was handed on from one to the other like royal freight. A new conductor came on at Buffalo, just before daybreak—a small, round, cheery Negro. Almost his first task was to make sure of Catherine’s welfare.




  Last night at Grand Central she had realized the train was longer than the Highland Railway train that had brought her most of the way to Glasgow; but now she saw just how much longer. Even on a fairly lazy curve she could see both the locomotive and the car at the tail; she had to keep looking from one to the other to make sure they indeed belonged to the same train.




  She was at breakfast as they came to a brief halt at Niagara Falls. The edge of the gorge concealed the foot of both the American and the Canadian portions, but the sight of such vast torrents of water pouring endlessly over the edge of the escarpment was awesome. She had seen the Atlantic in some fairly impressive moods off the Highland coast, but nothing to match this for sheer spectacle. The thunder, even at this distance, was frightening.




  A young man sitting opposite her spoke. “Ten million years ago they were way down near Lake Ontario,” he said. He had been fidgetting ever since he sat down, obviously dying to strike up a conversation. Having broken the ice he blushed and looked down. “Or is it ten thousand?” he added. “No, I guess it must be ten million.”




  “A long time ago, anyway,” Catherine said.




  He laughed immoderately. “Sure is.”




  The silence that always adorned Catherine returned. He looked desperately at the landscape, as if some other natural wonder might rescue him. “Yes,” he said, sucking in air. “A mighty long time ago.”




  The train began again. Still no new wonder offered itself. He was reduced to staring at her plate. “Don’t you like bacon?” he asked.




  “It’s cut too thin,” she said. “And overcooked.” But she ate it all the same. Like all Highlanders she knew the value of a good breakfast; she could last through to the evening and then top up with another hot dog.




  “More coffee?” the attendant asked.




  To her surprise she answered, “Yes, please.” She had never tasted coffee before. The aroma had been marvellous and so, too (after the first few bitter mouthfuls), had been the drink itself.




  “It’s good coffee.” The young man was pleased to find some positive peg for yet another attempt.




  “It would be the first I’ve tasted,” she told him.




  “Ever? In your life?”




  “Aye.”




  “Hey!” He was intrigued—interested beyond the mere desire to talk to her. “Where’ve you been?”




  So she told him. And after that, talk was easy. His name was Hyman Amoils and he was on his way to Chicago, to study the conservation of paintings and objets d’art at the Art Institute. She knew nothing about art except that it was vaguely wrong—a least, in the eyes of the Kirk; but she also knew that other, by no means bad, people did not share that view. Once a new dominie had come to the school and had begun to teach art (which meant drawing copies of jugs and flowers and leaves and such things); but the minister had put a stop to it.




  “D’you like art, Miss Hamilton?” Hymie asked.




  Greatly daring, she made the first statement in her life that ran directly counter to the expressed views of a Free Kirk minister. “I’m thinking there would be no great harm in it,” she said.




  He was both puzzled and delighted, and pressed her to explain.




  “Gee! You mean you never were in an art gallery? You never saw a painting? Ever?”




  “Where would I? We do not bow down before graven images.”




  “Of course not.” He retreated at once from this potential minefield. It was a move she did not then recognize as essentially American, for in the Highlands she had left, as in the prairies that lay ahead of her, there was not the same need to tolerate a hundred alternative points of view. In both places there was the Word of God and there was Error—and that was that.




  “Still,” he said. “Never to have seen an original Rembrandt or a Titian! Gee, I’d love to watch you go round a gallery for the first time. To see the masterpieces of the world as an adult! You—you’re not stopping over in Chicago, are you?”




  She shook her head and was surprised to note that he was blushing; she had not seen a man at the next table grin and wink at Hymie, and punch the air, attaboy-style.




  They left the diner together. Her car was nearer than his, and when he saw the seat beside hers was empty he asked, “Would you mind if I came and sat there?”




  “I would not.”




  Quite the reverse. She was delighted. It was a delicious freedom to sit like this with a handsome young man and talk about anything they wanted, and only God looking on—who would know its innocence and not need to have it demonstrated with parades of modesty and avoidance exaggerated to the point of melodrama. The tendons at the back of her knees twitched with impatient excitement while she waited for Hymie to return.




  A new thought struck her. She alone had decided he was fit company. No one else, no dominie, no elder, no general opinion had decreed they might sit side by side and talk. She alone. And that’s the way it would be from now on. Less reassuring was the knowledge that her company would be sought after, or shunned, on exactly the same principles. She searched for the pale ghost of her own reflection in the window and used the illusion to rearrange curls that were no more than a dim suffusion of auburn over the passing landscape (and that were, in any case, already perfectly arranged). Did Hymie like her, she wondered? And why? Still, it was nice that he even appeared to.




  He returned with a book, Les Trésors du Louvre. “Seeing these is nothing like seeing the paintings themselves,” he warned. “But this is the very best Swiss colour gravure, so it’ll give you some idea. The Louvre is one of the great art galleries of the world, in Paris, France. D’you speak French?”




  “I do not.”




  “Good. The language won’t distract you, then. Go on. Look at them.” He gave her the book.




  It was a revelation to her, so marvellous it almost hurt her eyes. There were landscapes you could swear you’d be able to walk in, with all the beauty of real landscape held forever, and without distractions such as breezes and sounds and movement. There were bowls of fruit and flowers—marigolds and old-fashioned roses with dewdrops trembling on the petals, grapes with the bloom still on them—and arrangements of game—pheasants and hares and salmon—so sumptuous you didn’t want to turn the page. And people! All the varieties of people—not just short and tall or fat and thin, but mean or jolly, proud or modest, sly or open, worried or confident. Some of them were so real it seemed rude to be staring at them.




  And some were not so real—or were real in a different way. There was one by a painter who signed himself Breughel MDLXVII—a horrible painting, really—showing six deformed and crippled beggars cavorting pathetically on the grass, surrounded by brick walls with one arched gate, impossibly far away in the distance leading out into a beautiful landscape. You couldn’t say it was realistic—you’d never take it for a photograph—yet, at the same time, you’d swear you’d seen every one of those beggars—somewhere … sometime.




  “You like that?” Hymie asked.




  “I wouldn’t be saying ‘like’—but …” She couldn’t think of the word.




  “I know what you mean.”




  “Why would he be painting such a thing?”




  “Ah—there’s a lot in that picture. You see how they’re all in different hats? That’s a peasant’s hat and that’s a king’s, and there’s everything in between—soldier, merchant, bishop, and so on. Look at it one way and you can say it’s a carnival. But look at it another and you can say those six beggars stand for the whole of society. Maybe Breughel’s saying the whole of his society was crippled or useless.”




  “Maybe?” she asked. “Why ‘maybe’? Is he or is he not?”




  “Both.”




  She shook her head in bewilderment.




  “Sure!” he insisted. “Art’s like that. Everything can have two … three … four … a dozen meanings. And they’re all correct at the same time.”




  A week earlier Catherine would not have had the slightest idea of what he was talking about. But now (especially after her most fundamental belief about the equivalence of papists and devils had been eroded, leaving her exactly halfway between that belief and its opposite) she could just begin to glimpse how two or more apparently contradictory things could be simultaneously true. And the painting, which was both a straightforward view of beggars at a carnival and an attack on Breughel’s society, became an easy way for her to understand that plurality of truth.




  There were some paintings of naked people. She turned those over quickly.




  He was amused. “You don’t like looking at them?” he asked.




  “There would be no two ways of looking at that,” she challenged, turning back to the one she had just skipped.




  It was Giorgione’s Le Concert Champêtre, doubly shocking because its foreground portrayed two clothed men and two naked women.




  “Try this way,” he said, and turned the painting upside down. “The nude is a landscape of the human body. The painter sees it as he sees any landscape. Look.” He flipped forward to Rembrandt’s Flayed Ox. “A landscape of a carcase.” He turned back to Mantegna’s Crucifixion. “A landscape of grief. Do these nude men on the crosses offend you?”




  She did not answer.




  “Or this?” He turned to the Avignon Pietà, with its near-naked Christ.




  Because she was reared in a religious tradition absolutely void of imagery—even the symbols of the cross being frowned on—she found herself looking at it as a painting, not as an icon. Its stark beauty overwhelmed her, and for a moment, before its religious content struck her, she saw exactly what he meant in saying that all paintings are landscapes of something.




  She refused his offer of lunch, being shocked that he would believe her capable of incurring such an obligation. While he was away she feasted yet again on the treasures of the Louvre, looking especially at the dozens of utterly different images of Christ, both as an infant and as a man. After some while it occurred to her that she had not once wondered which was the real Christ—a problem that would have struck her forcibly before Mr. Amoils had undertaken to begin her visual education. Now she understood that each one was in its different way the real Christ.




  To cross the river between Windsor and Detroit the train rolled straight onto a ferry. She stretched her legs then and squandered ten cents on a coffee and sandwich. The boat and the water were disappointingly unreminiscent of the sea, the water being fresh (and not so fresh as all that).




  “Goodbye, Canada,” he said.




  She gave him a puzzled glance.




  “Ever since Niagara Falls,” he told her. “That was Ontario. Didn’t you notice the Customs people?”




  She looked back at Windsor, surprised now that she had spotted no difference. People in Strath had always spoken of Canada like a second home; but America was supposed to be really foreign.




  At Detroit he bought a Chicago Tribune, which he read dismissively—but thoroughly—as far as Kalamazoo. “Seems there’s a lot of this Spanish flu in Canada,” he said. “Where are you headed—Saskatchewan?”




  “Aye.”




  “There’s a lot of it there, too. They say if it goes on like this, it’ll kill more people even than the war.”




  She told him then all about her Uncle Murdo and Aunt Mary, and the little boys, and the farm, and all the work there’d be, and about her old home at Beinn Uidhe (but not about her father and Huey MacLintock), and how she had had the flu herself on the voyage over, and her convalescence among the Sisters of Mercy. And the train fairly flew over the rails to Chicago, where they arrived at ten o’clock that Wesdnesday night.




  The cars had been reshuffled in coming off the ferry at Detroit, so that hers, which had started out in the middle of the train, was now near its head. They had pitifully little way to go before they reached the street, and even then the conductor came between them before they could properly say goodbye.




  The conductor took her to get her ticket—an “immigrant special” through to Grand Junction, Saskatchewan. It saved her ten dollars. Then he showed her to the platform where her train would stand from eight next morning, two hours before departure.




  “Be sure now and tell the conductor Julius Williams said he was to take real good care of you,” he said with gruff warmth. Then he gave her the address of a Christian girls’ hostel near the station.




  She thanked him and went out onto the street, just in case he was still watching. Actually she had no intention of wasting money on a bed—even though, thanks to her immigrant special, she now had it to waste. It would be no hardship to her to stay up all night. She could doze the whole of tomorrow on the train.




  In fact, even if she had a bed, she was sure she’d never sleep tonight. The excitement of being in this great new country was just beginning to grip her. She had now travelled for a night and a day—enough to go by train the length of Britain and back—and still she was hardly more than a third of the way to Hawk. She, who had only weeks ago been staggered at the size of Scotland!




  She walked up the foot pavement and turned to re-enter the station by another door, where she immediately ran into Mr. Amoils.




  “I thought so,” he said, grinning broadly.




  “You thought what?”




  “You ate almost nothing since breakfast and now you’re going to sit around the station all night. Correct me if I’m wrong.”




  “I’m not tired.”




  “You’re short of funds, am I right?”




  “I have enough.”




  “Listen, everyone in this country was an immigrant once—or is descended from someone who was. Like I told you—I came here when I was nine. So we know. Let me loan you some. It’s no disgrace here.”




  She was too confused to answer. She liked him. She saw he meant it kindly. But nothing would induce her to accept money from a stranger. And she could think of no way to tell him that without hurting him. At last she said, “My head’s too full. I’ll sleep on the train tomorrow.”




  His manner changed at once. “Know what?” he said. “I kind of feel that way, too. Mind if I keep you company?” When she frowned he added, “No funny business, I promise. But you honestly can’t hang around the station. You’d be arrested.”




  “What for?”




  “Just take it from me. Lesson One for an immigrant girl.” His blush told her not to press her bewilderment. “And you know what Lesson Two is?”




  She shook her head.




  “Never turn down the offer of a meal—on account of you don’t know where the next one’s coming from.”




  He made it sound almost a duty.




  They checked their bags and then found a modest German establishment on 13th Street, right by the station. There, over a leisurely two hours, she had her first taste of Aalsuppe, Sauerbraten mit Knödel, Apfelstrudel, and a sip of Leibfraumilch.




  She had never been waited on before her breakfast on the train and now dinner—not even for a cup of tea and a scone in a cafe. It seemed a dangerous luxury. She kept feeling she ought to get up and help the waiter. Hymie was even easier to talk to now than he had been on the train. He gave no personal confidences and he asked none of her. All his talk was commendably abstract—“Life is. … A person ought to. … One must never. …” She copied his style and discovered within herself a treasure house of hitherto unexpressed beliefs, waiting his key in the door. She learned that she had “always” felt one ought not to act out of fear or ignorance but out of knowledge and understanding. Especially of oneself.




  Hymie talked of many things that she only half grasped—science, politics, psychology. … Not that she minded. She enjoyed the way their eyes kept meeting, and his obvious pleasure in looking at her face—all the things they could say without words.




  Yet when, in a fit of bravura as they left the restaurant, she took his arm and thanked him, she felt him flinch. It surprised her into letting go and saying sorry. Then he was embarrassed. “I’m the one to say sorry,” he told her, taking up her hand and putting it where it had been before. “I didn’t mean to shake you off.”




  “Then why did you?”




  “Scared, I guess.”




  “Of me!”




  “Kind of.”




  She squeezed his arm to show how silly it was. He squeezed back and laughed at himself. They strolled past the train depot and up into Lake Park, where the lights, being more distant, were softer. An amber moon hung overhead, showing almost every leaf on every shrub and tree.




  “What scares you about me?” she asked.




  She didn’t really want to know—in fact, she didn’t believe him; but she wanted to hear him talk about her.




  He laughed but did not answer directly. She asked what was funny.




  He sighed. “Think of all the millions of words that were ever written and spoken about men and women. Poets, writers, preachers, doctors, philosophers, psychologists—everyone. If I were to answer you properly, I’d have to try and boil all that down to one or two sentences. I’m laughing at the impossibility of it—and at the fact that, if you ask me again, I’ll try the impossible.”




  “You said scared of me,” she reminded him.




  “You’re relentless, you know that?”




  “I’m not. I just think it’s foolish to be scared of me.”




  It was not precisely what she had meant to say, but the words were out now.




  “All men are just a little bit scared of all women. Didn’t you know?” he asked.




  “But what for?”




  He was silent so long she repeated: “What for?”




  “It would be so much easier to tell you if we’d only just met. If this was breakfast at Niagara again. I’ll never forget that, Cath. Will you?”




  “Of course not.”




  “But suppose I wasn’t a man. Suppose I’d been another girl, your age, travelling alone. Suppose everything else had happened just like it has done, including the meal we just ate and this walk we’re now taking, arm in arm. Would it be the same?”




  She said nothing.




  “Isn’t there a special, extra pleasure in what has happened since Niagara Falls just because I’m a man and you’re a woman?”




  Quite suddenly she was aware of her heartbeat—strong and fast, as when she had had a fever. Because she did not understand it, she was afraid. And then she thought she understood what he had meant when he spoke of fear.




  “You know what I’m talking about?”




  “Aye,” she said.




  “What?”




  “Sin.”




  He raised his hands to his temples as if stricken. “Aiee!”




  “What ails you?” she asked.




  “What ails me!” He stopped abruptly and turned to face her—or, rather, turned her to face him, gripping her by the shoulders. “Is this sinful?” he asked. “Does this feel like a sin?”




  She knew the proper answer to the first question: Yes. But the honest answer to the second was No. The contradiction silenced her.




  “You are lovely,” he said in a much gentler voice. “Is it sinful merely to be lovely?”




  His head and hers were close but she could not say which of them had moved. Their lips touched softly and, just as softly, they parted. “Sinful?” he asked.




  Half her innards were pulled into a sudden vacuum. She threw her arms around him and hugged tight. His hand cupped her chin and forced her head upward. He kissed her again, more urgently. He kissed her many times, until the urgency dwindled and the act became merely pleasant. Then he broke from her and put an arm around her waist. They resumed their walk. She was glad of the movement as a mask for the trembling that still afflicted her.




  “Which do you trust?” he asked. “The conventional wisdom you’ve been fed from childhood up? Or your own feelings? Surely you feel it’s no sin?”




  “Look at the waves,” she said. “They’re as big as the sea.”




  They were an oily yellow under the moon.




  “It’s a big lake. I guess you’re no talker, huh? Is it because you think too little or too much?”




  “Or not at all!” She laughed.




  “Oh, you think all right.” He pointed to a Greek-style building on the fringe of the park. “That’s where I’ll be working.” He kissed her again. “Every time I look out of the window, I’ll think of you now.”




  She was thrilled, but kept it from him.




  They walked for miles, up over the river and along the shore to the Breakwater Carriage Drive and Lincoln Park. He said that if she stayed in Chicago, he’d surely fall in love with her. Later he said he was probably a little in love with her already. She didn’t care much for that talk but she enjoyed being kissed and hugging herself tight against him, so she provoked him into it as often as she could. It was nice, too, when he ran his hands from her shoulders down to the small of her back. There were other parts she wanted him to caress, but he didn’t try. She would have stopped him, of course, if he had; but she was disappointed he didn’t even try.




  This contradiction was something new she learned about herself that night—just as, when he had asked her, “Do you mind?” about keeping her company, she had felt both pleased and resentful; she wanted the decision to be his, not hers.




  For a long time they sat in silence and watched the waves curling over; the setting moon behind them picked out the troubled water ever more strongly.




  On their way back downtown, in the darkest hour after moonset, they passed a man so hugely fat he could hardly walk. As he wheezed and waddled by, the oceans of lard that wreathed his face contorted in a spiteful grimace. “God damn!” he spat in a venomous tenor. At the corner of the silent street they came to a house with an open door. Framed within, a blue silhouette against the dim interior light, stood a nervous, angular woman. “Pay no heed, sir,” she said, inclining her head toward the elephantine mass, which had progressed a bare yard further. “He can’t bear for folks to see him, the way he is. This is th’only time o’day he can take a walk.”




  Catherine was so moved to pity by this encounter that in her fatigue she cried. Hymie hugged her firmly until they were out of the woman’s sight. Then he kissed the tears off her cheeks. “You’re beautiful inside, too,” he said. “Oh, Cath! Stay here. Stay in Chicago and be in love with me. Please!”




  She didn’t want him to say things like that so she withheld any response.




  Then he laughed. “We’re crazy, you know that?”




  She sniffed her salt-laden nostrils clear.




  “Laugh,” he commanded.




  She shook her head. “It’s sad. But it can’t be helped.”




  “Well, I hope we meet again, a long time from now. We’ll laugh then.”




  They watched the waterfront revive as the longshoremen came on with the bleary dawn. They dodged freight trains that crawled, ding-ding-ding-ding … through the streets to and from the piers. They downed a ravenous breakfast in a teamsters’ diner by the Illinois Central sub-depot. Then he got a shave and a shoeshine while she went for a wash and brush up. And then it was time to part.




  The kiss, in the heedless bustle and noise of the station, had none of the magic of the moonlit lakeshore in the wee small hours. Perhaps it was just as well. At the last moment he produced a plain-wrapped package. “I know how you feel about taking things from total strangers,” he said. “So this isn’t a gift, it’s a payment. It’s something I owe you. It’s a thank you. It’s my poor way of saying thank you to you for being so—for being—” Possibly he had prepared a longer speech; but all he could now say was, “—for being Catherine. Promise not to open it until the train’s moving.”




  There was a lump in her throat. “I have nothing for you,” she said.




  “Does your uncle know you’re in America? Shall I cable him for you?”




  “It will be cheaper from Grand Junction.”




  “Dammit, Cath, I’m asking for your address.”




  She told him. Then she realized she did have a present for him. In her bag was a sprig of Beinn Uidhe heather. She broke off a small portion and gave it to him. He made her spell out Beinn Uidhe, Strath, Inverness, while he wrote it down. “Your past is your present.” And he laughed.




  By the time the train pulled out she was fast asleep. She did not open the package until they were almost into Minneapolis. It was Les Trésors du Louvre. She hugged it to her and laughed. People around her in the car laughed, too, her joy was so infectious.




  4
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  From Minneapolis through Grand Rapids to Minot the landscape was progressively drier. It was a night-long, day-long journey from rolling green farmland through maple woodland to dry prairie. Saskatchewan was to prove drier still but she did not then know that. The land was often featureless—dead flat to the horizon, a vast cloth of gray and pale-green grass with never a tree or a house in sight. Were it not for the occasional telegraph line or boundary fence she could have believed the whole country uninhabited. A woman told her that Saskatchewan had hundreds of miles of the same sort of emptiness. She began to wonder if she would ever grow accustomed to such plain monotony.




  “The Badlands are worse,” the woman said. “But if you go over the border from Minot, you’ll miss them. That’s pretty country round the Cypress Hills. Where are you headed?”




  “Hawk. The farm’s called Hawk Ridge. That could be a hill?”




  “It could be the only hill! Is that Battleford way?”




  “It would be in that corner of the province, aye.”




  “There’s hills around Battleford. But Hawk—I don’t know.”




  No man or woman had ever known this land—just life-accidental bits of it.




  At Minot, where they changed over to mountain time, there was a six-hour wait for the westbound. She fell in with a family of five bound for Moose Jaw. The eldest boy, about thirteen, took out a pocket notebook and began to make detailed drawings of the track, switch points, levers, signals—anything to do with the railroad. The younger two, boy and girl twins of about eight, were fretful. The mother was near the end of her tether, Catherine could see. She offered to take them for a walk.




  She had never looked after children before and so was a bit nervous. But it proved to be the saving of her, for, when Kit and Wal (as they called themselves) suggested a game of I Spy, and she said she didn’t know how to play, they were amazed enough to go into the whole business of her education. By the time the train came she could play I Spy, Hangman, Don’t Say a Word, and several more. Because the games were new to her she played them like a child—and so discovered the secret of minding children.




  From Minot into Canada she travelled in an old “colonist” car, full of wicker seats on swivels and heated by an upright stove—a pot-bellied affair known as a Quebec heater. Each phase of this marathon journey was like a step back in history. By the time she reached Hawk, she felt, New York would be five days behind her and a century ahead. What made the journey not just bearable but absorbing was the host of pleasant, good, interesting people she met.




  But it was one of those nice people who stole her last fifteen dollars.




  It was now four o’clock on Sunday morning and she was at Grand Junction, almost a hundred and fifty miles from Hawk, with nothing but a handful of loose change, $1.37 in all, about her. How the man (she was sure it was that man) had taken her money was a mystery. He had been such a cheerful, talkative fellow—a canned-meat salesman on his way to Moose Jaw. He had shown her the different American and Canadian bills, using a mixture of hers and bills from his own wallet. She was sure he had given hers back but then he (or someone) had seen exactly where she kept them. She did not discover the loss until she came to buy her ticket onward from Grand Junction.




  The night telegraph clerk obviously didn’t believe her story; he was most unsympathetic and unhelpful. Not that he could have done much, anyway. At Moose Jaw they had said there would be a connection from Grand Junction at least to Saskatoon and Edinburgh (the name itself was comfortingly homelike), where she would have at most two or three hours to wait for the Hawk local. But now the clerk told her that the strikes in Winnipeg and the Spanish flu everywhere had turned the schedules inside out, and not only was there no train onward to Edinburgh, he couldn’t say when one might run. He might know more firmly in a couple of hours.




  She sat in the dim, cold, empty waiting room—for Grand Junction was far from grand—longing for a bath and some clean clothing, and tried to sleep. But the benches were hard and every ring of the telegraph and every movement from the clerk’s office next door jerked her back out of her dozing. So around half past five she opened her bag, intending to get out her Bible. But her eyes fell on the Treasures book and she found herself taking up that instead. She thought of Hymie and his kindness and all the friendship they might have known and she was greatly comforted.




  Around six the day clerk came on. She decided to see if he would prove more co-operative. As she rose to her feet, she fanned the book slowly to its front and then noticed for the first time that there was some writing on its flyleaf. “To Miss Catherine Hamilton,” it read, in a beautiful calligraphic hand, “with great respect from her friend, Hyman Amoils.” She began to weep. And that was the condition in which the new clerk found her.




  He could not have been more different from the other. Where the night man was young, he was old—close to retiring. He was friendly and concerned—and radiated that unobtrusive confidence which comes from having seen and heard and done everything connected with the railways. Best of all, his name, too, was Hamilton—Graeme Hamilton—though his speech was as North American as anything she had yet heard.




  He took her next door, where he built up the Quebec heater to a goodly blaze. On it he fried her three of the tastiest eggs ever laid and put them on top of four rashers so thick that an American would have made four rashers out of each. And the coffee was the best she had tasted and smelled since leaving New York. But he still had no idea how she would reach Hawk, beyond the unhelpful remark that she’d have done better to go through Regina. “But,” he said with a grin, “something will turn up. Let’s just hope it makes a noise mighty like a train.”




  He had been a conductor on the C.N.R. back in the 1880s, before the line was even halfway across Manitoba. He’d been on the trains that had carried most of the first-generation settlers onto the prairies and told her many a tale of those times.




  When he was a boy of ten, the physical markers of the Canada–U.S. border finished at a God-and-man-forsaken spot on Lake of the Woods and began again on a forlorn ridge above Waterton Lake in the Rockies, almost nine hundred miles away. He saw the surveyors and their escort of foot-soldiers and cavalry come through the Red River Valley at Pembina, when Winnipeg itself had been little more than Fort Garry. His father had been a Highlander, like hers, and had taken a half of one of the 800-acre sections that had been doled out for a time when Manitoba was first opened for settlement. But the border, with its mile-by-mile markers, soon reimposed the discipline of the square-mile (or 640-acre) section used throughout the midwest and western plains.




  It imposed other disciplines, too. It imposed the Law of the Great Mother on refugee Indians who were astonished and delighted to find white men who did not speak with forked tongues or use a friendly backslap to mask the knife’s penetration between the shoulderblades. It imposed that same Ottawa-based law on gunslingers, gamblers, and whisky traders who were equally astonished (but less than delighted) to find that the men who were created free and equal included Indians and Métis, even though no written constitution might say so. Catherine had no idea what “gun law” meant but she accepted his word that the iron markers along the 49th parallel, and the handful of Mounties who patrolled the wide, empty land to the north of them, had stopped its spread from America.




  “Civilization’s a grand thing,” he said. “Maybe a person has to see it, before and after, to appreciate it. Like me. I saw it before and I saw it come and take root. There’s an inborn decency in folk that only needs a touch of civilizing to bring it out. Even in Americans. I’ve seen gunmen glad to leave their guns behind and come up here—when there was still ranches here, before the winter of oh-six showed them just what makes Saskatchewan so different from Kansas.”




  He told her more homely, personal stories, too. One of his jobs was to dream up names for the halts that were built every ten miles or so along the track.




  “I gave the names to MacGregor and Douglas and Kelso and Peebles and Glenavon,” he said. “But I thought it wouldn’t be right to transfer the whole of Bonnie Scotland here—loch, stock, and whisky barrel, you might say. I’d beg names off any passenger who’d give them me. I mind a young English lassie, no older than yourself, who came to see her brother at Stonewall. She gave me Cromer and Kendal. And a Russian it was who gave me Odessa. Aye, there’s a tale hangs by every name.”




  Catherine understood then that everything around her in this her new home—all the roads and houses and telegraphs … everything—had been built during this man’s lifetime. By him and others like him—men and women like her Uncle Murdo and Aunt Mary, the latest pioneers. How different it was from Strath, where there were stones put in circles by men who, according to the dominie, had lived before Christ, and where the tales that once had hung by the names of places were long gone from folk memory.




  After eight o’clock he tried Saskatoon again for a list of the day’s movements, but none could be given; they might have word for him by ten. Then at nine thirty an unscheduled train came down the line from the direction of Moose Jaw. The clang of its bell and the shuddering roar of its cylinders carried a long way.




  Mr. Hamilton flagged the driver down, had a brief conference with him, and then came back to Catherine. “Your luck’s turned,” he told her. “These are damaged box cars headed for the repair shop at Edinburgh. I’ll break out some straw in the best of them and you can set yourself there nice and snug. And by two, two thirty you’ll be in Edinburgh. Meanwhile, I’ll try and get a message to your folks in Hawk to come and meet you or fix the fare, but just in case, you’d better take these.” He held out five dollars.




  If his name had been anything but Hamilton, she would have demurred. But a clan is a family writ large and to refuse would have been to deny their shared kinship. He did not need to tell her it was a loan; she did not need to promise its repayment. “No hurry,” was all he said. She thanked him and climbed aboard.




  “Goodbye now,” he called after her. “Sorry if I was a mite mouthy.”




  The broken box car creaked menacingly with every swaying of the track but otherwise it was, in Mr. Hamilton’s words, nice and snug. She sat in the straw, opened her bag (which was by now even more battered than it had been in Glasgow) and eyed her Treasures. Then she remembered for the first time that this day was the Lord’s and so took out her Bible and read the whole of the books of Proverbs and of Jonah.




  For all that she was young and hale, she was fairly jolted and crippled by the time the train pulled into Edinburgh; a heap of straw on a board floor is not the same as even a poorly upholstered seat. She limped awkwardly onto the platform. The clerk was peering out of his office, surprised that this particular train hadn’t rolled straight on to the siding in front of the repair shop. Then he saw her and hit his forehead as if to say, “Of course!” He ducked back inside and reappeared almost at once, holding a piece of paper. Catherine waved a thank you to the driver, who waved back and opened the valve. The train pulled slowly out and coasted to beyond the switchpoint, where it reversed into the siding.




  “You’re Miss Hamilton. Miss Catherine Hamilton,” the clerk said.




  “Aye.” Her throat was choked with straw dust; she made several husky sounds before she got out the word.




  “Message for you.” He held out the piece of paper.




  She must have seemed somewhat blank for he then quoted it, as if he thought she could not read: “Miss Catherine Hamilton is to come to Goldeneye.”




  “Would that be the name of a place?”




  “Yes, miss. Ten miles short of Hawk.”




  Goldeneye! In her weariness she was light-headed enough to invest the name with all the allure of some fabled city of the Orient; like Samarkand and Cambaluc, it was worth the privations of a voyage halfway around the world just to see it and die. Goldeneye … Miss Catherine Hamilton is to come to Goldeneye!




  “Was it my uncle sending this?” she asked. “Murdo Hamilton of Hawk Ridge?”




  “No name. Sorry. Came from the Goldeneye depot.”




  Did he talk like that from sending so many telegraph messages? she wondered. “And my fare? Did they …?”




  “Paid to Goldeneye.”




  “And the next train?”




  “Only train today. Six o’clock this evening. Through train from Saskatoon. Be in Goldeneye by eight.”




  She went into the waiting room and stretched out full length on one of the benches, too tired to wonder for long what this change of destination might mean. Yet she could not sleep—or no more than fitfully. The bench was so hard, and she was afraid of falling off it. She considered walking over to the siding and climbing into “her” box car, with the lovely soft straw (as now, in hindsight, it seemed); but she was too exhausted to make the move.




  At five the clerk asked her if she’d like some coffee. Before she joined him she took a stroll along the platform and looked about her for the first time. In every direction the land was flat to the horizon.




  Immediately behind the station building was a straggling lot filled with farm machines—weeders, ploughs, seed drills, combines, and balers. The village of Edinburgh itself was all to the southwest of the station, beyond the branch to Goldeneye. Only a single-storey brick building with the unmistakable lines of a school was visible from where she stood.




  Beyond the farm machines, separated by a dirt road built on a welt of a ditch half full of water, rose the gaunt and already familiar outlines of a grain elevator, two silos, and a water tower. Far out over the prairie two other towers broke the skyline, marking the track of the railroad. As benchmarks, they had little competition: two small buttes on the northern horizon, a snake of aspen and a taller growth of the ubiquitous wolf willow lining what must be a river, a few stands of aspen and silver birch around the sloughs, a shelter belt of something that looked like a European larch—the first she had noticed in North America—near a homestead and obviously cultivated. And that was it.




  Where were all the people? Whom did these railways serve? Who bought the machines and fetched their grain to these elevators? She did not then know how closely a soddie homestead blends with the prairie from which it is, after all, cut. The chequerboard of new-ploughed land broken by the brown-turning-to-green of winter wheat was the only evidence that man roamed beyond the narrow strip of the C.N.R. tracks.




  “Hey!” the clerk called.




  She turned and went to his office.




  The clerk spread her a feast of wheat crackers and Karo syrup. The sweetness and the coffee revived her miraculously. He looked her up and down admiringly—but not as a woman. A farmhand rather.




  “Your uncle will be mighty glad to see you,” he said.




  “I hope so!”




  “You look as if you and work are no strangers. Were you ever on a farm before?”




  “I was. I was born on one. I was never off it until a month back.”




  “Plant potatoes? And lift them? Vegetables?”




  “Aye. And tend cows. And sheep. And set lobster creels. And cut the turf. And brew and bake. And card and spin and weave.”




  The clerk laughed. “He surely will be glad, I tell you! You’re better than gold in the bank. And he’s been spared the raising of you, too.”




  Catherine smiled, pleased. But part of her began to wonder just how selfless her uncle’s “gift” of a hundred and fifty dollars had been. She would work off the debt, of course. But then—would she have a wage? This brief journey from New York had given her more insight into the value and importance of money than all her nineteen years at Beinn Uidhe. Not for nothing was her uncle known as An Sionnach—the fox.




  “Yes, ma’am,” the clerk was saying. “Murdo Hamilton is a smart fellow! While his neighbours make do with English orphans not worth much more’n their keep, he gets you over.”




  “Help would be scarce in these parts, then?”




  “These parts! Coast to coast you could say.”




  As a canny Scot she stored these facts away.




  The only train of the day was moderately full—at least to start with. Folk were very friendly. Soon there could hardly have been anyone in the carriage who didn’t know that the niece of Murdo Hamilton of Hawk Ridge had arrived. Many of them were Scots, Highlanders like herself—but not, she thought, eager for news of home. “Home” was here now, and they seemed more keen to talk about the new life than the old. As she caught the spirit she felt more welcomed among them than she would have believed possible; she, too, had much to forget—or at least to leave behind. Many of them repeated the clerk’s observation that Murdo was a shrewd and lucky man. In a way, that was also welcoming. Even if her uncle, during his visit home to Beinn Uidhe, had seen her intolerable relationship with her father, An Dóiteán, and had used it to his own advantage … well, isn’t that the way of all people, family or not? At least she was wanted here and there was work for her hands.




  The stations were roughly at ten-mile intervals. Knuckle, Westward Ho, Montparnasse, Five Pines … at each of them the train emptied a little until, by Dry Hole, only a handful were left.




  A woman, a Mrs. Mudie, a neighbour of Murdo’s at Hawk Ridge, said it was one of the nicest spots in the whole prairie, with good views, a big windbreak of trees that was coming along just fine, and it was less troubled with flies in summer than other places. She’d been away at her daughter’s in Regina, so she couldn’t imagine why there had been this message to leave the train at Goldeneye.




  Only one station, Furs Platt, remained; no one got on or off there.




  At last it was Goldeneye. She took her leave of Mrs. Mudie, with promises to cry-in anytime in the passing, and stood waiting on the platform. Four or five others got down, too, but made at once for the way out or to those who were waiting for them. Soon she and one other person, a man, not her uncle but of her uncle’s age (as far as she could tell) were the sole figures on the platform. The train began to pull away.




  The man turned and came directly toward her. He was tall and moved easily, lifting his hands in welcome; but his smile was diffident.




  “Miss Hamilton,” he said. His accent was Dundee-Scots, overlaid with the merest trace of North American. He was in his forties, older than her uncle.




  “Aye.” She half lifted her hand, not being sure whether he wanted to shake it or take her bag.




  He did both, shaking her hand warmly between both of his, and lifting the bag from her side before she could stoop for it. “I am Dr. Macrae,” he said.




  “Doctor?”




  “Aye.” He walked quickly ahead of her. “Come you to the car, I have something to tell you.”




  She was sure it was bad news. She ought to have suspected it when the clerk handed her the telegraph message at Edinburgh. The false security of the long journey, the chivalrous protection of the conductors and all but one of the clerks, the relief at being well and truly beyond her father’s reach—these had lulled her normally vigilant nature. She must gather her wits now, and quickly—else, in her tiredness, she’d go to pieces.




  “It’s about my uncle, Murdo Hamilton,” she said. “Was he sending you here, Dr. Macrae?”




  “In a manner of speaking, aye he did.”




  “Is he not well?”




  The doctor opened the passenger door. “Please, Miss Hamilton.”




  She got in. The inside smelled of new leather and pipe tobacco. He put her bag on the back seat and went round to his door. Curly light-brown hair stuck out from under his deerstalker hat. He had a generous mouth and kindly eyes.




  “It isn’t just your Uncle Murdo,” he said when he sat beside her. “It’s the family, I’m afraid. It’s all four of them.”




  “Are they dead?”




  “Three of them are alive still—the two bairns and your uncle. But your Aunt Mary, I’m sorry to tell you … it’s this Spanish influenza. The grippe. It’s got to us at last.”




  “I was struck with it myself on the ship. I was near to death.”




  “And recovered! Well that is good news—you’ll have the immunity now.”




  “Where are they?”




  “I’ll take you to them. Hold this lever here and when she fires push it back to there.”




  The touch of his hand as he took hers and demonstrated, the human contact of it, was a marvellous comfort. She was not alone. Even the simple act of following his instructions and moving the lever as the motor came to life was pleasing. In an obscure way she knew she had passed from outside something to the inside of it. The long journey was finished. This was not the last mile of the old life, but the first of the new.




  “Well, you’re either very brave,” the doctor said, “or even more tired than you look.”




  Tired, she thought. Or numb, rather. This awful news ought to have floored her; she ought to be sick with worry for her uncle and the two boys, and full of apprehensions for herself. If this news had reached her in New York, that’s exactly what would have happened. But the journey had changed her—so that although she was worried and apprehensive, there was beneath it all a solid conviction she could cope. If the very worst happened, she’d cope.




  “I’m not too tired,” she said.




  “Good. Good. We need a nurse. It’s the worst epidemic I’ve ever known. They say it’s the worst since the Black Death.”




  Her mind tidied up the passing townscape, visible as no more than dimly lighted windows. Later, when she saw its straggling dirt roads, timber-siding houses, ditchbank paths, and boardwalks, it was quite a shock.




  “A man at Grand Rapids was telling me it has killed more folk than the Great War itself,” she said.




  “You had a good journey, Miss Hamilton? Uneventful, I hope.”




  “Aye.” She smiled to herself in the dark.




  “Really?” His face, backlit from the headlamps, creased in sardonic amusement. “The Western Highlands must have excitements unknown to us poor folk from Angus.”




  She had met many friendly, fatherly men on her journey, but none had filled her with such ease as this Dr. Macrae.




  5
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  The “hospital” was a haybarn behind Dr. Macrae’s house on the western outskirts of Goldeneye. The hay was piled outside under tarpaulins and the barn was full of mattresses and the sick—thirty-two of them when Catherine arrived, and more were turning up every day. The doctor had no time to pay home calls, except to the very old and the very young. Everyone else had to be brought in here. A low wall of hay bales separated the men and the women.




  Not that there was much to be done for them beyond regular dosing with aspirin or phenacetin. Those with the catarrhal form also had to be given steam inhalations. But this makeshift isolation hospital was more of a public-health measure than a therapeutic one—an attempt to curtail the spread of the epidemic.




  “Uncle Murdo?” She knelt beside him. “Uncle Murdo?”




  There was not the slightest flicker of a response. His breathing was rapid and shallow; he was bathed in sweat.




  Dr. Macrae stripped off the single coverlet, picked up a towel and began to fan him with it, like a second in a boxing bout. “Get another towel and do the same,” he told her.




  Catherine, who had never seen a naked man before, was shocked—or, rather, felt the first stirrings of shock. They would have grown if Dr. Macrae had been in the slightest degree awkward or apologetic; but his vigour, and his assumption that she would do exactly as he bade—which, indeed, she did—quelled the feeling. She stood facing the doctor, fanning until her arms ached, and glancing from time to time at those parts she had never seen before.




  “His fever’s running away from us,” the doctor said. “Help me get him into that bath.”




  A large enamel bathtub, brimful of cold water, stood at the end of the hay-bale wall, directly beneath the storm lantern. Dr. Macrae grabbed Murdo under the armpits, she took his ankles, and between them they man-handled him awkwardly to the tub. As they lowered him in, the shock brought him back to consciousness. At least he opened his eyes, though they rolled this way and that without immediately fixing on anything.




  The doctor kept his eye on his watch. “Bring me that sheet,” he said. “I don’t want him wet in this dust and hay.”




  “Uncle Murdo,” she said, after she had done as she was asked. “It’s me, Catherine. I came like you said I should. Uncle Murdo?”




  She looked at Dr. Macrae. “Go on talking,” he said. She continued to speak her uncle’s name and to tell him in various ways that she had arrived at last. Her voice seemed to calm him—or perhaps it was his falling temperature. His eyes stopped rolling and settled on her. “Catherine!” he whispered huskily. “Is that yourself, girl?”




  “Aye, Uncle. It is myself at last.”




  “Catherine.” It was a whisper now.




  “Aye?” She put her ear close to his mouth.




  “He must come out now,” the doctor said.




  She started to move away but Murdo’s hand flashed up in a starburst of water. “Hissst!” he said urgently.




  Both doctor and girl put their ears close to his lips.




  “I doubt I’m done,” he said.




  “Why, man …” Dr. Macrae began some encouragement.




  But Murdo shook his head angrily, twice as urgent. “Aye. I doubt I’m done. But listen now. The homestead is proved up. The debts are paid. The place is for Mary and the boys. If they die, it’s for you, girl.”




  So he did not know about Aunt Mary.




  “You’ll not be dying, An Sionnach.” She used his Gaelic name, The Fox, to remind him of all the things he had to live up to.




  “Do you hear me?” Murdo insisted.




  “I hear you.” He was not satisfied until they both repeated it.




  “Quick now, out with him!” Dr. Macrae said.




  They heaved him out and onto the sheet.




  “What’s that girl doing here and that man naked?” A deep but female voice spoke from the darkness beyond the door.




  The doctor paid no attention; Catherine suddenly felt the shame she would have felt earlier but for his briskness.




  “Dry him,” Dr. Macrae commanded. Then to the unseen woman he added, “She’s more right to look on than you, for he’s her uncle.”




  Catherine obeyed him, but flinched from the inspection she knew was in progress from beyond the pool of light.




  “It’s not decent, James. You should have more sense.” A tall, slender, fair-haired woman stepped into the barn. Her face was thin and drawn; she was plainly exhausted.




  “Whisht, woman!” the doctor told her. “The man’s near gone with the fever and you worry about the revelation of what the good Lord gave him in the first place.”




  “Then you’d be Miss Hamilton?” the woman asked. “Miss Catherine Hamilton?”




  Catherine, still dabbing the towel over her uncle’s chest and stomach, nodded and smiled.




  “And I’m Mrs. Macrae, yon man’s wife whenever he remembers the fact.”




  “Now dry the part you’ve been avoiding,” the doctor told her impatiently. “If you’re to help me nurse them and these others—and until they mend I don’t see what else you may do—you’d best get accustomed to it.” He turned to the woman and his smile belied the coldness that had seemed to be between them. “Was there more phenacetin?” he asked.




  She held forth a jar of tablets. “The last,” she said.




  “There’ll surely be some tomorrow. Give me three for him now and see to Mistress Seton.”




  Listlessly she obeyed. Watching their movements, Catherine suddenly saw how exhausted they both were. “How long have you been at this?” she asked.




  “Help me get him back to bed. We may have overdone the cooling. I think we’ll spare the medicine a wee while.”




  They carried Murdo, unconscious again but not in high fever, back to his mattress.




  “I forget,” Dr. Macrae answered her question then. “At least a week.”




  “Thirteen days,” Mrs. Macrae called from a dark corner of the barn.




  “Without sleep?” Catherine was appalled.




  “We sleep out here. We wake every so often and do a round. There’s plenty of help in the day—and usually at night, too. Just tonight we’re unfortunate.”




  Catherine was suddenly wide awake and full of energy. What had she done these weeks past, she told herself, except rest and sleep? Her own tiredness, which had seemed overwhelming down at Edinburgh, was trivial compared to the exhaustion these two must be feeling.




  “Well, you’ll sleep tonight,” she said. “Tell me what I must do and what I must wake you for, then away to your bed with both of you.”




  “Are you not tired yourself?” he asked, taking the thermometer from Murdo’s armpit. “Better,” he said when he had read it.




  Mrs. Macrae joined them. “She knows how tired or not she is.”




  “It’s not three weeks since she had the flu herself,” he told her impatiently, as if she always came with only half the story and he was tired of always supplying the other half.




  “Och, then she’s immune!” His wife was delighted—and suddenly very friendly toward Catherine. “We usually have help, day and night, but then so many are down with it. Miss Carmichael died and Mistress Seton is gey poorly. But someone will come. It may be lonely country but you’re never short of a neighbour’s help.”




  “She’s hardly fit herself,” the doctor still protested. “Anyone with half an eye can see that.”




  Catherine laughed. “Call me a neighbour. I’m fit enough to see out the night.”




  “Have you supped, Miss Hamilton?” Mrs. Macrae asked suddenly.




  Catherine, caught between her hunger and her wish not to inconvenience these people, hesitated. It was answer enough.




  “You be telling her what to do, James,” his wife said, “and I’ll bring a bite for us all. And then we’ll try to remember how to sleep.”




  The two boys, John and Ian, tossed restlessly but their fever was not high. “They’re over the worst of it,” Dr. Macrae said. “I have no great fears for them.” He showed her Mrs. Seton and three other patients, all men, whom he considered to be on the danger list. “Last week it was four women. Three died.” He smiled grimly. “The Reaper is more even-handed in sickness than in war, you see, Miss Hamilton.”




  “Have you bairns of your own, Dr. Macrae?” she asked.




  “If this one gets worse, he’ll need a steam inhalation. D’you know how it’s done?”




  “I do not.”




  “I’ll show you.” He took a simmering kettle from the kerosene cooker and poured it out. “Always keep two or three on the go. You may refill that from the tap beyond the door.”




  “Bairns,” he repeated when she returned with the full kettle. “Margaret’s a bairn still you might say. She’s fourteen, but wild and young. Helen’s away. Married and away, with a bairn of her own expected in the fall.” He showed her how to use the tincture of benzoin. There was difficulty with one of the patients, but they got him up on one elbow, from where he could just manage to inhale. The other two were easier. The doctor looked around, seeking something but not finding it. “There was one other thing I had to tell you, but I’ve forgotten it,” he sighed. He sighed and gave up. “Too tired!”




  Mrs. Macrae came back with cold beef and potatoes, and apple pie to follow. She had a whole can of coffee, which she stood in the midst of the three kettles on the cooker, where it would keep drinkably hot without stewing all night. Coffee had already become something of an addiction for Catherine.




  Moments after bedding down they were asleep. Catherine swilled the plates at the tap and laid them back in the basket. The cold water on her arms was as invigorating as the coffee and made her long for an all-over wash. And why not? she thought.




  She did a round of the beds and then, taking soap and towel and a change of clothing from her bag, she slipped outside to fill a pail of water. Then she went into a crooked hollow between two tarpaulin-covered ricks where, out of sight of the barn but still well within earshot, she slipped off all her clothes.




  The cold water was gorgeous. She was reminded at once of bathing by night in the waterfall at Beinn Uidhe. She finished by tipping the bucket all down her.




  When she towelled herself dry she felt flakes of skin and grime rolling like dough away from her; every pore tingled. And her clean clothes seemed of silk—though she never had felt silk in her life. It was just a name for everything smooth and soft and luxurious. Her body glowed with freshness as she stepped back into the barn. She left her old clothes soaking in the pail.




  Toward four the minister came with another patient, a Mrs. Carmody, badly taken. He introduced himself as the Reverend Lennox. Catherine felt dreadful at having to stir Dr. Macrae; she marvelled at how quickly he came awake—not knowing that years of night calls kept such alertness at the very threshold of his slumber. Within minutes of admitting the woman and doing a quick, satisfied round of the others, he was back in bed and asleep once more.




  Just before eight her uncle’s temperature began a new climb beyond 104º, and she had to waken the doctor yet again; this time Mrs. Macrae woke, too. “God bless you, Miss Hamilton!” She smiled. “One more such night and I’ll be myself again. Did Margaret call yet?”




  “I’ve heard nothing, Mistress Macrae.” She and the doctor were fanning her uncle with towels.”




  “If she’s overslept again …”




  But at that minute there was a loud ringing of a bell—something like a school bell. It came from the house, which Catherine could now see about three hundred yards away through some trees—a large, imposing building of stone.




  “That means the porridge is made. We’ll away and collect it,” Mrs. Macrae said. Her husband nodded, meaning he could manage alone. “Sleep well, Miss Hamilton,” he called after her.




  Catherine picked up the basket with last night’s crockery; also her dirty clothes, which she put back in the pail after tipping out the water.




  “Yes, I thought you’d changed.” Mrs. Macrae’s voice was warm with approval.




  “I had a wash all over. I hadn’t the chance since I left New York.”




  “Oh, you came that way. It’s as well, I often think. Here, let me carry one of those.”




  “No. They balance just fine. Maybe you have a tub I can wash these in?”




  “Of course. Of course.” She laughed. “They can join the mountain.”




  Cleanliness was obviously one way to Mrs. Macrae’s heart. In daylight her good looks were striking. She owed them mostly to her high, delicate cheekbones and large eyes. But there was a reserved quality about her, even when she laughed. Catherine felt it would take a long time to get close to such a woman.




  Emerging from the orchard they had a good view of the whole of Doctor’s House. To Catherine, from her small Highland croft, it seemed vast. How could anyone ever use such space? It was even bigger than the manse at Strath. She had never seen such a lawn before. It was like cloth. She had to set down the basket and touch the grass with her knuckles before she could believe it.




  “The original timber house is still inside,” Mrs. Macrae explained. “That’s how the windows are so deep. We added the stone just before the war. And the new roof, which was marvellous. It gave us another whole floor. It’s the only stone building for fifty miles.”




  A young girl—Catherine assumed it was Margaret—watched them sauntering over the back lawn. Her eyes were vigilant, her lips pinched; she gave an impression of surliness. Yet as soon as she opened her mouth to speak, her whole face brightened. “Miss Hamilton! Welcome to North America, Goldeneye, and my porridge—in increasing order of importance,” she called out. One hundred percent Canadian.




  “My, but you’re chipper this morning,” her mother answered. “How do you know this is Miss Hamilton?” She turned to Catherine. “By the way, this is our daughter Margaret.”




  “Mistress Noakes was here with another dozen each of Easton’s Syrup and Bynomalt.”




  “Oh good! No more aspirin or phenacetin?”




  “Nope! She also told me all the gossip and I mean all, and that’s how I knew who Miss Hamilton was, but did you know the minister was out until gone four this night?” She lapsed into a delicate Aberdeen-Scots accent, obviously parodying Mistress Noakes. “And did you know that when Jack Hill set him down from his buggy, he fell to the ground. And got up and fell again on the path. Such carryings on! It’s going to be even more fun than the book of Old Master paintings they found in his study when he forgot to lock the cupboard.” She turned to Catherine, her eyes brimming with comic scorn. “It was full of shameless, neekit weemin in their birthday suits and without any clothes on and standing there in front of the camera as bold as Jezebeels!”




  Catherine laughed—but, remembering her own Trésors du Louvre, not entirely easily. She recognized the sarcasm in Margaret’s repetition of what Mrs. Noakes must have been saying; but she was Highlander enough to take the first accusation seriously. “The minister,” she said. “Would that be the Reverend Lennox?”




  “Aye.” Mrs. Macrae looked at her in surprise.




  “He was here this night that went past. At four o’clock. He came with Mrs. Carmody. He was sober enough then.”




  Margaret and her mother looked at each other and burst into laughter. “I’m sorry, Miss Hamilton,” Mrs. Macrae said at length. “It’s just that we never take seriously anything Mistress Noakes may say. She has a tongue on her the woodpeckers might envy.”




  Catherine was, if anything, more shocked now. “But to accuse a minister of religion of drunkenness!” she said. (“And,” she might have added, “to make a jest of such an accusation!”)




  “We’d best get that porridge out to the barn.” Mrs. Macrae pushed past Margaret and into the kitchen. “Come in, Miss Hamilton. Everything’s hugga-mugga, I’m afraid. The two girls we had working here are both down with it.”




  She was not exaggerating, the way some women do to excuse the fact that they have neglected to do the spring cleaning during the past half hour. There was, as she had said earlier, a mountain of washing to be done, and crockery going back many days. Catherine itched to be at it. “I’ll soon clear all this for you,” she said.




  “You’ll do no such thing, young miss. You’ll go directly to bed. Margaret—show her Helen’s old room. And then come and help me up with the porridge.” She turned to Catherine. “Take a bowl yourself up with you.”




  “And who’ll carry the Easton’s and the Bynomalt?” Margaret asked. “They have to take that with the porridge.”




  “That’s right.” Mrs. Macrae was at a loss.




  “I’ll carry those things,” Catherine said. “I’ll sup my porridge up there with everyone and then Margaret can show me the bed. For which I’ll thank you now.”




  And so it was done.




  Catherine, who took nothing but salt with her porridge, and would never sit to eat it, was nauseated at the very idea of mixing it with syrup or malt extract; she was glad no nun had thought of that during her convalescence.




  Murdo’s temperature was down to 102° again but Dr. Macrae was plainly worried at his lack of progress. “We just must get more aspirin,” he said.




  On their way back to the house Margaret said, “What if he dies?”




  Catherine felt at home with such directness. “I will mind the boys.”




  “But you can’t run a homestead.”




  “I never tried.”




  “You know Mary Hamilton has a sister, Irene? Married an Englishman called Kirby. They live over to Micah, about fourteen miles beyond Hawk Ridge.”




  “My uncle was never telling me that.”




  “Well, it’s true. They came and saw to her funeral last week. Said they’d mind the boys if they were better before their father.”




  “Did they hear of me?”




  “Gee, I don’t know.”




  When they were nearer the house Margaret went on, “If the Kirbys take the boys, and you don’t want to go with them, I guess I could just about talk my folks into letting you come here.”




  Catherine laughed at this artlessness. “I guess you just about could!” she said. Her Scots accent gave the Americanisms a strange ring.




  Margaret pouted. “I don’t like girls my own age. I think they’re silly. I wish you’d come and stay here.”




  Catherine linked arms with her, enjoying the contact. It was the sort of gesture she had been unable to make with the nun in New York. “You miss your sister, Helen,” she guessed.




  “I miss Burgo more.”




  “Burgo?”




  “My brother. He’s just started medical school at MacNair.”




  So Burgo was what Dr. Macrae couldn’t remember last night; it showed how tired he was, to forget his own son.




  “You wouldn’t like Burgo,” Margaret went on. In a stage whisper she added, “He isn’t a very nice person.”




  “Oh?”




  “He’s too big for the prairie. Helen and I sometimes wonder if the whole of Canada is big enough to hold him. You know how children play with little wooden building blocks?”




  “No.”




  “Or pebbles … or twigs. Anything small like that.”




  “Och, aye.”




  “Not Burgo. Nothing smaller than a tea chest for him. And real logs.”




  “That doesn’t sound bad.”




  “Except he’d break it all up as soon as he had it built. We’d play with it three minutes and then he’d say he was bored, and break it up.”




  “I had ne’er a brother nor a sister.”




  Margaret laughed. “But why are we wasting my time talking about him when there’s all of me just standing here? I know you’d much rather hear about me. Just ask. I’ll tell you anything. For instance, this is the way up to Helen’s old room.”




  Catherine eyed the chaos of the kitchen and hesitated to follow Margaret up the stairs; the girl came back and grabbed her officiously. “You’re not to touch it. That’s a local ordinance, now.”




  No wonder Mrs. Macrae had called it Helen’s old room. Helen must have taken every last personal thing with her when she left. But for the rug on the floor and the faded floral chintz of the curtains it might have been a nun’s room.




  “Och, it’s just beautiful,” she told Margaret, who looked about her in amazement, as if she had missed something vital.




  “What’s so beautiful?” she asked, abandoning the search.




  “No fuss—no fash. I like simple things.”




  Margaret drew breath. Catherine saw the girl was trying to think of something clever to say, but nothing occurred to her. “Right,” she said. “Sleep well. I’ll bring you a cup of coffee when I get back from school. Or tea?”




  “Coffee!”




  She had feared that Margaret’s question—what to do if Uncle Murdo dies as well?—would stop her from going to sleep. But it did not. Instead it woke her up early in the small hours of the afternoon.




  What would she do? The farm would need a man. That was certain. Well, she would just have to find one and marry him, then. There is a saying in Gaelic: A man with two cows will soon find a wife; with four cows, the wife will find him.




  True, the farm would not be theirs; it would belong to her cousins, John and Ian. But she and her easy-got husband could take a share of the profits—all fairly proportioned—and save to buy a place of their own when the two boys were old enough for their inheritance.




  The sin of lying awake but idle began to oppress her. She rose, dressed, and went below to begin the mammoth task of washing up and seeing to the laundry. Halfway through the dishes she realized that the water for the laundry ought to be heating. She scouted around until, in an outhouse, she came upon the copper, with a built-in fireplace. Obviously it was a long time disused; they probably sent all their laundry out, like the doctor in Strath. But who’d take it in now, with all the sickness upon it? She filled the copper with water and kindled a fire.




  The unaccustomed smoke caused a commotion among the ravens. Their racket, in turn, brought Mrs. Macrae halfway down the orchard, where the plume curling from chimney brought her running the rest of the way. But as soon as she saw Catherine, by now back at the dishes, she understood.




  She leaned breathless against the doorpost and shook her head in friendly reproach. “Why are you not fast asleep in your bed?” she asked.




  “I woke up,” Catherine explained.




  “At least you could lie and rest.”




  “In idleness!”




  “Aye.” Her voice implied it was no terrible thing. “In idleness.”




  “It’s an abomination.”




  Mrs. Macrae was nonplussed.




  “It would feel wrong,” Catherine translated.




  “Really and truly?”




  “Aye.”




  “Do you never sit still? Never? Just looking at the birds … or the clouds? Or just daydreaming?”




  “Of course not!”




  Mrs. Macrae snorted a single laugh. “Well, Miss Hamilton, either I’m bound for hell or you’ve got a lot of life to catch up on.” She looked at the dishes and sighed. “So I guess it’s no good even commanding you to go back to bed.”




  Catherine smiled. “There’s but ten commandments I’ll obey.”




  “So be it.” She grabbed a towel and began to dry the glasses and cutlery. “If you’re determined to do the laundry, too, we’ll let the fire you lit die out. That old place hasn’t been used since … oh, three or four years. We’ve the hot water in pipes, now. I’ll show you.”




  It was a miracle. They had an entire room just for washing clothes and linen! And it was all mechanical. The water was heated from a wood stove in the scullery and you let it out through a hose into a tub. And the tub had a tight-fitting lid with a paddle underneath connected to a crank handle on top, with a gleaming ebony knob. And you put the dirties in the hot water, shook in the soap, which was cut into thin flakes, put down the lid, grasped the knob, and cranked the handle this way and that, through three-quarters of a circle. You cranked a hundred times for very dirty, sixty for moderate, forty for lightly soiled—and that was it! The worst of the washing was done. Only the rinsing was left to do by hand. You could lift things out, one by one, with wooden tongs, in great wreaths of porridgy steam, and feed them into a mangle with rubber rollers that squeezed everything nearly dry, with far greater pressure than the old wooden mangle Catherine was used to. And if a button turned the wrong way, or a knotty tangle wouldn’t go through, you could punch a plate on the top and the mangle would spring apart and you could pull the half-wrung article out with no fash at all. And there was a tray at the bottom you could tilt forward or back—forward to spill the cool rinsing water down into the drain, or back to send the hot washing water back into the tub. You started with the cooler things, like wool and art silk, and you let some of their wringing water out down the drain to make room for hotter water for the cottons and linens. For the linens you added two kettles of boiling water. Mrs. Macrae sorted everything into tubloads in order of temperature and, gratefully, left her to it.




  Catherine sang all the way through the washing. Canada, she thought, is surely a paradise for women with such everyday miracles as this. What man in the old country would ever dream of lightening a woman’s load with such marvels?




  Margaret came home after school and said, “Oh, I was going to do that.” But later she gave the lie to herself when she said, quite truthfully, that there were twenty or more neighbours who would gladly have helped with the work but her mother was pernickety about whom she let in her kitchen. She meant it as a compliment to Catherine.




  6
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  That night there were five patients fewer. Two had died, four had gone home, only one new case had been admitted. No aspirin or phenacetin had arrived. The companies were making the stuff as fast as they could but the pandemic had created a world shortage.




  The doctor had an arrangement with a Mr. Ah Wong, who had a cafe in the town. Each evening around six he came up with a great, steaming tureen filled with a pork casserole or a chicken hotpot and two baskets of baked potatoes. The doctor and Mrs. Macrae stayed on until this meal was finished and then bedded down as before. Once again, this time with Catherine and the doctor’s wife as witnesses, Murdo repeated his verbal will and testament.
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