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Praise for FINDING FLORA


“Historical fiction readers will love this fascinating, incredibly researched story of survival and courage honouring the strength and resilience of early female pioneers.”

Genevieve Graham, #1 bestselling author of The Secret Keeper

“When we think of pioneers and homesteaders, women are normally relegated to the sidelines. Elinor Florence’s new novel upends this narrative. You can’t help but cheer for the resilient women of Ladyville who are not only lovable characters but also reflect the grit, hardships, and societal tensions that helped shape Canada as we know it today. Finding Flora is an engaging and educational read, rich with shifting fortunes and trouble brewing at every turn.”

Ellen Keith, award-winning author of The Dutch Wife

“Elinor Florence has vividly captured a time in Canadian history when life for so many people was physically very hard and rigid demarcations separated both class and gender. The struggle of her female characters to forge a life for themselves against daunting odds grabs our sympathy and doesn’t let go until the totally satisfying ending. They are women I, for one, would love to hang out with.” 

Maureen Jennings, award-winning author of the Murdoch Mysteries books

“A gorgeously written and researched story of love and survival following a plucky Scotswoman fleeing her abusive husband and a powerfully diverse group of women homesteaders on the prairie in the early 1900s. You will fall in love with the prairies and this wonderful book.” 

Maia Caron, author of The Last Secret

“I was swept away to the wild and wide-open spaces of Alberta, circa 1905, by the magic of Elinor Florence’s writing. I cheered for Flora every step of the way in this epic tale as big as the prairie sky.” 

Leslie Howard, bestselling author of The Brideship Wife
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To Jessie McDonald, my Scottish-Cree great-grandmother We carry within us all the ancestors who came before us.




BOOK ONE
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CHAPTER ONE

Bracing herself against the jerk and pitch of the train, Flora leaped into the darkness.

Her long skirt billowed in the icy updraft. For several seconds she was airborne, trapped between her past life and an unfathomable future. Then her left foot struck the ground with such force that her ankle bent like a green twig and she screamed with pain, the sound lost in the thunder of the wheels. She tumbled down the steep gravel bank and landed on her back in a shallow pool, shattering a thin crust of spring ice. There she lay rigid and gasping, terrified that someone had seen her shadow cross the lighted windows.

Flora clenched her chattering teeth and forced herself to play dead. Steel screeched against steel as the massive steam locomotive groaned around the curve and picked up speed. The ground vibrated, the boxcars creaked, and the wheels clattered across the cracks in the rails. Eventually the caboose rolled past and disappeared. The rhythmic chuffing of the engine faded, and the earth fell silent.

Only then did Flora struggle to her feet, the ice beneath her breaking into shards as sharp as needles. Her hat had vanished, and her hair hung heavy and wet over one shoulder. Although her new tweed travelling suit and tartan shawl had saved her skin from abrasion, one side of her face throbbed with pain.

Flora had heaved out her calfskin valise before jumping, had watched it bounce once before it was swallowed up in the black night. After an unsuccessful attempt to wring the water from her sodden skirt with numb hands, she limped along the ditch, searching for the bag, straining her eyes in the gloom. Her left ankle was on fire.

For a moment she regretted her trunk, locked in the baggage car, rushing away in the opposite direction. With a sense of urgency, she fumbled for the leather pouch strapped around her waist and gripped it for reassurance. Inside were her identification papers and her life savings. Safely sewn into the seam of her petticoat was her secret treasure. Now that the contents of the trunk were gone, everything else she owned in the world was in that valise. Flora bent over and renewed her desperate search.

The heavy clouds parted, and moonlight flooded the prairie. She spied the bag wedged under a clump of willows and gave a small cry of relief. Clutching it with one hand, she clawed her way up the bank with the other. The steel rails looked like two silver threads stretching away to the horizon. Flora hobbled a few steps and halted, her treacherous ankle pounding, as she came to the bitter realisation that she couldn’t walk all the way back to Calgary. Nor could she remain beside the tracks and wait for help, since she knew there wouldn’t be another train for three days.

Balancing on one high-heeled shoe, Flora scanned her shadowy surroundings. She was no stranger to the empty sweep of the Highland moors, but this landscape was an alien creature, bristling with hostility. Patches of stubborn snow lingered between the spiky blades jutting from its broad back. Even the air was thin and harsh and stung her panting lungs. Through the silence came an eerie howl. Flora started so violently that she bit her own tongue and tasted blood. Surely setting off into this savage wasteland was an act of suicide.

While she stood motionless, almost stupefied with shock and fear, something caught her eye. A yellow glow winked once, winked twice. Flora stared into the shadows, wondering if it were a star, unsure where the black earth met the black sky. Then she glimpsed it again, a tiny beacon that flickered and faded.

Flora slid down the bank and wrenched a sturdy branch from the underbrush. Wedging her makeshift staff under her left armpit and hoisting the valise with her right hand, she set out across the cold, dead plain toward the light.
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CHAPTER TWO

Flora inhaled an unfamiliar smell. It wasn’t the acrid odour of soot from the train’s smokestack, but the fresh, sweet fragrance of resin. When she tried to open her eyes, only the right one responded. She found herself lying in a bed, facing a wall of round peeled logs, as golden as boiled toffee.

Still half-asleep, she became aware of another scent, the comforting aroma of simmering parritch. It reminded her of mornings in her father’s stone house, watching her mother tossing a chunk of peat into the fire, hearing the clatter of hooves on the cobblestones outside.

Flora awoke with a surge of panic. Where was she? And why couldn’t she see properly? Reaching up to her face, she touched her left eye with her fingertips and flinched. It was swollen shut, the flesh around it puffy and tender. Rolling over, she scanned her surroundings with her good eye. A young woman in a shabby dress stood at a cookstove in the corner, stirring the contents of a blackened pot and holding a baby in one arm.

The woman glanced back at her and smiled. “How are you this morning?” She lay the baby in a wooden cradle and sat down on the edge of the bed.

“I’m all right, I think,” Flora croaked in a strange, hoarse voice. She dimly recalled someone peeling off her wet clothes, chafing her with a rough towel, and dragging a cotton nightgown over her head. “Thank you so much for taking me in.”

“Nobody turns away visitors out here.” The woman paused, obviously curious.

Flora struggled into a sitting position, inhaling sharply as her bruised muscles contracted. It didn’t come easily to break the ninth commandment by telling an outright lie, but that’s what she did.

“Ach, I did something stupid, to be sure. I fell off the train.” She swallowed, and the motion hurt her throat. “I was crossing the open platform between two cars when it gave a lurch and I lost my balance. Tumbled right off the side. I saw yon light, so I came here.”

“Mercy me!” the woman said. “It’s a good thing you fell when you did, because the train enters the Rockies not far away. You might have gone straight off a cliff!”

Flora pictured her broken body lying at the foot of a crag, never to be found. On the other hand, maybe that would have been a preferable fate.

“Was anyone travelling with you?”

Flora shook her head. She would have to lie again. “I was alone. I landed in Montreal only a few days ago. Someone told me the weather is warmer on the West Coast, so I bought a ticket for Vancouver. I was hoping to find work there.”

“So nobody knows where you are?”

“I don’t even know where I am.” This time she told the truth.

“We’re twenty miles west of Calgary, as the crow flies. I’m Lydia Prince, and my husband’s name is Joseph, and that’s our little Lizzie.” She nodded toward the cradle with a loving smile.

“I’m Flora Craigie.” She used her maiden name without thinking, then mentally castigated herself for an eejit. She should have created a false one.

“Pleased to meet you, Miss Craigie. I’ve hardly spoken to another woman in the last four years, ever since we moved out here from Ontario and staked our claim.”

Flora looked around the room. The cabin reminded her of a humble crofter’s cottage, but this one was made of logs rather than stone. A table and two chairs stood beside the stove, a rag rug covered the plank floor, and a flowered teapot sat on the windowsill. There was only one bed. “Where did you sleep?” Flora asked.

“I sent Joe out to the barn to bed down in the hay. I crawled in with you. We couldn’t let you lie on the floor in your condition, poor thing.”

“That was verra kind of you, Mrs. Prince.” Flora tried to smile. “I’ll leave as soon as I can.”

Yet where could she hide? The terror, so strange and unfamiliar, rose again in her chest.

“Well, you can’t go anywhere yet,” Mrs. Prince said. “You must have landed on the side of your face. It’s so bruised you look like a rutabaga. The district nurse will be here in a few days to check on Lizzie’s cough, and she can take a look at you.”

She rose to her feet. “Let me help you outside to the Parliament Building—that’s what we call the toilet. I’ll heat some water so you can have a wash.”

After the kettle boiled, she filled an enamel basin and gave Flora a bar of yellow soap. Mrs. Prince and the baby went out to the field to bring lunch to her husband, whom she said was picking rocks. Flora wondered why he needed the rocks, but decided not to ask.

Alone in the cabin, she lifted her nightgown. Her left side was stained and mottled, the blood pooled beneath the skin, and her ankle swollen to the size of a small tree trunk. She hopped over to the mirror hanging above the basin and examined herself with one hazel eye. She was barely recognizable, even to herself. A dark bruise covered her left cheekbone, and her auburn hair was tangled and matted.

Painfully aware of her aching throat, Flora pulled down the ruffled collar on her high-necked nightgown. When she saw the angry red marks, she stepped back from the mirror, gasping. She couldn’t seem to get enough air into her lungs.

Her first impulse was to take the train back to Montreal and return to Scotland, but she had no family there, no livelihood. If she stayed here, how would she support herself? Her savings would last for some time, but not indefinitely. She needed to work, yet it occurred to her that she must keep away from established settlements. Although Flora tried to think rationally, it was no use. Every ounce of her bruised body screamed out to run away and hide. She raised her good eye to the tiny window beside the mirror and felt slightly reassured by the sheer emptiness of the surrounding terrain. Surely there must be no better place to disappear than in this vast wilderness called Canada.



Flora awoke two days later with the same rush of sickening dread. She was still stiff and sore, although her ankle felt slightly less painful. After breakfast, Mrs. Prince helped her outside to sit on one of the family’s two wooden chairs.

From where the cabin stood on a slight rise, she saw the broad sweep of the prairie, stretching away to a line of violet foothills in the west. Drenched in bright sunlight, the country still looked strange and desolate, but far less threatening. Life was stirring in this dead landscape. The heavy brown grass was flushed with spring green, as subtle as a woman’s blush. An indefinable hum filled the air, a sense of awakening that throbbed from every swaying blade.

Flora lifted her battered face to the healing sunshine and breathed deeply. A warm breeze carried the metallic odour of melting snow and the fresh scent of budding leaves. It smelled so different from her own country, with its dank, peaty moors and salty sea breeze. A yellow-breasted bird flitted past with a twig in its mouth, and Flora felt a primeval response within her own breast. She simply must survive, reinvent herself, build a new life in this unfamiliar land.

But where should she go? She was aware that her presence must be a burden for the Princes. Her only contribution was to mind the baby while Mrs. Prince worked outdoors with her husband. She knew nothing about babies and was frightened of dropping it. The child, who was suffering from a nasty cough, screamed in such a way that Flora wanted to scream herself.

Yet the Princes were obviously happy. Mr. Prince came in from the barn each day at dawn, kissed his wife with gusto, bolted his breakfast while bouncing Lizzie on his lap, and left the cabin whistling to begin his long day’s labour.

Mrs. Prince, too, sang as she washed the dishes and tidied the cabin, chatting away as if Flora were an old friend. “This will be our first crop on land that is truly our own, Miss Craigie, and there is no better feeling in the world. For a joke we call each other Dolly and Dusty, after the horses. The team pulls together, and so do we. Now, if you don’t mind watching Lizzie, I’ll help Joe carry the biggest stones off the field. We can’t afford to break another ploughshare.”

Flora didn’t envy Mrs. Prince for the husband, or the baby—quite the opposite—yet when she looked around the cabin, a wave of yearning washed over her. It seemed that she was not destined to obtain the one thing she had always wanted: a home of her own.

She could hardly wait until bedtime, when she huddled under the woollen comforter to ponder her uncertain future. Lying awake on the third night, she heard the mournful sound of the train whistle and began to tremble so violently that Mrs. Prince roused and asked if she were unwell.



The nurse, whose name was Grace Godwin, arrived in a horse-drawn buggy, accompanied by her little brown-and-white mongrel Rags. She was older than Flora had expected. Her bony face and her dark hair, twisted into a tight knot, looked as if they were carved from granite. No doubt accustomed to people with hideous injuries, the nurse was expressionless when introduced to Flora, whose black eye had become even blacker, although she could now see through a slit that had opened in the swollen flesh.

The nurse first examined Lizzie and pronounced her cough much improved. Mrs. Prince then took the baby outside to play with Rags while Flora lay on the bed and the nurse probed her with firm hands, manipulating her ankle until she cried out.

“It isn’t broken,” she said. “You’ve twisted it badly, but you should be able to walk without limping in a few days. The rest of your bruises will soon fade. They appear worse because your skin is so fair.”

She took Flora by the chin and turned her head from one side to the other, studying her swollen cheek and the marks on her throat. “Would you care to tell me what happened?”

Flora steeled herself to lie once again, but the nurse’s gaze was so penetrating that she simply couldn’t do it. Her words came out in a rush.

“I married a wicked man, Nurse Godwin. That’s the truth of it.”

The nurse’s voice was calm. “You wouldn’t be the first. Go on.”

“I met him nought but four weeks ago. Hector Mackle is a land agent with the Canadian Pacific Railway, and he was in Scotland selling farms. I didn’t have time to discover his true character, because his ship was ready to sail. We hardly spoke on the passage, either, because he was so ill.”

“Seasick, I suppose?”

“Much worse than that. He had a fever and sore throat and a rash all over his body, even the palms of his hands and the soles of his feet.”

Nurse Godwin drew her heavy eyebrows together. “Was he seen by the ship’s doctor?”

“Aye, the doctor gave me a jar of mercury ointment for his rash. That did help a mite.” Flora wondered why she was asking about Hector’s illness.

“I’m surprised he was allowed into the country.”

“He’s a grand actor, he is.” Flora grimaced, remembering how thoroughly she had been deceived by her husband. After the ship docked, she helped him dress, covered his scabrous hands with a pair of gloves, combed his hair, adjusted his fedora, and supported him with one arm while he leaned on his gold-headed walking stick with the other. Thanks to Flora’s elegance and Hector’s eloquence, the immigration authorities allowed them to pass.

“What happened then?”

“After we boarded the train to Vancouver, he took straight to his bunk and stayed there until we reached Calgary.” Flora stopped and took a shuddering breath.

The nurse reached for her hand and pressed it. “Go on, my dear. You’ll feel better if you tell me the rest.”

It was such a relief to unburden herself that Flora kept on telling the truth. “Shortly after we left Calgary, he tried to … to force himself on me. We hadn’t consummated the marriage, you ken, because of his illness. We struggled, and he fell backward and knocked himself unconscious.”

Her voice began to rise. “Nurse Godwin, I was so feart! I had to get away before he woke, so I jumped from the train!” Her tears overflowed and stung the swollen flesh around her eye.

The nurse pulled a clean handkerchief from her pocket and handed it to her. While Flora wept, the nurse stared at the floor.

“Was there any other physical contact … of an intimate nature?”

Flora answered through her sobs. “He reached into my blouse and grabbed my breast, but that’s all.”

“I think you’ve had a narrow escape in more ways than one. The symptoms you’re describing sound like syphilis.”

“Syphilis?” Flora repeated the word. She had heard it before but wasn’t sure exactly what it meant.

“It’s an incurable disease, often fatal, transmitted by sexual intercourse.”

Flora was so shocked that she stopped crying. She had discovered too late that her new husband was a reprehensible character, but never had she imagined he would knowingly infect her with a deadly illness. She buried her face in the handkerchief. What a boorach she had created, and no one to blame but herself.

“The question is—what’s to be done with you now?” Nurse Godwin asked. “Do you have enough money for your passage back to Scotland?”

“Yes, but I don’t want to go back. My parents are dead, and I left my position as a lady’s maid to marry that awful man. I want to stay here, if I can find somewhere to hide!”

The nurse’s penetrating eyes were fixed on her, as if she were analysing Flora’s mental state as well as her physical condition. There was a brief pause before she spoke again. “Have you ever considered homesteading, Miss Craigie?”

“Nay. I canna qualify for a homestead on my own.” This much she knew from Hector. Single women, unless they were widows with minor children, were ineligible for the free one hundred and sixty acres offered by the federal government.

“Such a ridiculous law.” The nurse glowered. “A healthy young woman is just as capable as any man. Even the American government understands that. South of the border, thousands of single women are claiming homesteads.”

Flora blotted her eyes, hoping the nurse might have another suggestion. There was silence for a moment while the older woman ruminated, tapping her foot. Then she turned her sharp eyes on Flora again.

“Miss Craigie, let me ask you this. Suppose you did manage to acquire a homestead. You would have to live there for three years, under some draconian conditions.”

Flora lowered the handkerchief and stared. “Forgive me, Nurse Godwin, but why do you ask?”

“I’ll tell you why. During the South African War, seven thousand Canadians volunteered. After it ended, our veterans were granted land scrip coupons entitling them to claim a homestead of three hundred and twenty acres, double the usual size. Since most of them have no interest in farming, they’re selling their coupons. And there’s no law against selling them to single women.”

Flora blinked rapidly, bewildered. “But how does that help me? I dinna ken any veterans.”

Nurse Godwin smiled for the first time. “My dear girl, you’re looking at one.”



[image: ]



CHAPTER THREE

In one short week, the landscape had come to life. It was in constant motion, dappled with sunshine and shadow, both grassland and clouds galloping before the wind. The pure air filled Flora’s lungs and stirred her blood. As the buggy jolted down the muddy trail, putting more distance between herself and Hector Mackle, her spirits rose by the minute.

With Rags at their feet, Flora and Nurse Godwin were heading toward Airdrie, the nearest whistle stop along the two-hundred-mile railway spur line running from Calgary north to Edmonton, the end of the steel. Halfway between those two cities was the town of Red Deer, where the nurse lived and worked. There, Flora would file on her homestead.

Flora felt as though she were being plunged into a warm bath of hopefulness, followed by an icy shower of terror. The word homestead thrilled her to the marrow of her bones. Yet when she beheld this untamed wilderness, she couldn’t help asking herself whether she had the courage to undertake such a venture.

How she envied those rare women who appeared to have boundless self-confidence. Where had it sprung from? Like Flora, they had been born into a world where men were considered the lords of creation, sovereign over women in every way. And, in truth, Flora secretly agreed. Throughout the centuries, it was men who were the thinkers and doers. Surely the historical record could not be so far wrong.

She tried to recall the names of fearless women but was hard-pressed to come up with more than two or three examples. Her namesake, Flora MacDonald, had smuggled Bonnie Prince Charlie to freedom after the Scottish rebellion was crushed. Grace Darling had braved the stormy seas in her little lifeboat to rescue stranded shipwreck survivors. In modern times, the English suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst was organizing demonstrations, battling for women’s right to the vote.

And the stern figure beside her, perhaps.

Flora stole a glance at the nurse, sitting ramrod straight, gripping the reins in her strong hands. “Nurse Godwin, did you consider claiming your own homestead?”

“No, Miss Craigie. My calling is to care for the sick and the injured.”

Flora admired this woman who understood herself so well. She had never experienced a strong desire for any profession, and that included motherhood. Undoubtedly Hector had expected her to bear his children, but she had avoided thinking about it.

“When did you first experience this calling?” she asked.

“As early as I can remember, playing nurse with my dolls and pretending to be Florence Nightingale. After leaving school, I trained at the Montreal General Hospital. When the South African War began in 1899—for the usual idiotic reason, man’s lust for gold—twelve of us nurses volunteered to join the Canadian troops. The Brits and the Boers spent three long years shedding each other’s blood, while we did our best to stem the flow. Even worse than the battle wounds was the lack of clean drinking water. It caused enteric fever—you may know it as typhoid, Miss Craigie. It carried off our boys by the hundreds.”

Flora marvelled at the dedication that led twelve women to risk their lives in this fashion. “The Canadian government must have appreciated your sacrifice, since it rewarded you as well as the soldiers,” she said.

Nurse Godwin snorted. “That was a simple oversight on their part. Believe me, the enlisted men valued our efforts far more than did our own government.”

“What made you move out here, to the North-West Territories?”

“Because of the influx of settlers, medical help is desperately needed. I’ve accepted the position of matron at the new Red Deer Memorial Hospital. It’s the first hospital between Calgary and Edmonton, dedicated to four young soldiers who lost their lives in South Africa.”

She negotiated a pothole in the trail before changing the subject. “Miss Craigie, I would be remiss in my pledge to improve the health and welfare of this new territory without asking: Are you truly prepared to take on the prospect of starving and freezing and working harder than the horse pulling this buggy for the next three years? Homesteading requires not only a strong back, but an iron will.”

“I’m not afraid of hard work.” Flora was definite on that point, recalling the hours spent scrubbing stone floors on her knees, scouring blackened pots and pans with sand until her wrists ached. “But Nurse, what I ken about farming might be engraved on the head of a hatpin.”

“You won’t be at a greater disadvantage than most other homesteaders. It appears to me that the principal markers for success are determination, plus a willingness to learn. You strike me as a young woman who could accomplish much if you put your mind to it.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I do.” Her voice rang with conviction.

“Thank you, Nurse Godwin.” Flora smiled and sat a little straighter.

“In my observation, people choose the hard path of homesteading for many reasons. Some are desperate to escape the trap of poverty; some are weary of doing the bidding of others—yet all are souls who want to sail against the tide. Do you belong to that gallant company, Miss Craigie?”

Flora thought about it. “I dinna ken, Nurse Godwin. I’ve never seen myself in that light.”

“You risked everything to marry a man you scarcely knew and accompany him to the new world—not to mention jumping from a train, rather than submit to his abuse. I would say, Miss Craigie, that you have a stiffer backbone than you have been led to believe.”

A flock of migrating geese flew north, darkening the enormous blue sky as they passed overhead, filling the air with a wild, exuberant honking. Flora’s heart lifted as she watched the weightlessness of the birds. “You are the first person ever to tell me so, Nurse Godwin.”

The women fell silent. Rags pressed against Flora’s knee, and she stroked his shaggy head while she considered the nurse’s words. No one had ever encouraged her to achieve anything on her own hook. Certainly not her softspoken father, John Craigie, a chemist in the Highland town of Dornoch. Flora suspected that he wished she were a son, trained to take over the family business he had inherited from his own father.

Her mother, Isobel Mackay, had plenty of fighting spirit, but never had she urged Flora to do anything but find a rich husband. She had spent her lifetime raging against the Sutherlands, the titled landlords who had evicted her own parents from their croft during the Highland Clearances. They had been forced into a stone hut on the rugged coastline, where they barely survived on herring and kelp pulled from the sea.

Thanks to her auburn-haired beauty, Isobel had caught the eye of the local chemist and married him. But it was a bitter blow when she discovered that her husband merely leased his two-storey stone house from the hated Sutherlands. “Flora, you must marry a man with a muckle of gold,” she often repeated. “Only then will you be safe from the evil Sassenachs who can steal your home in a heartbeat.”

When Flora was twelve years old, her mother stepped on a rusty nail and died of blood poisoning. For the next six years she attended school, kept house for her father, and helped in the shop below their living quarters. Nobody ever suggested that Flora pursue higher education. Her teachers ignored the lasses, even the clever ones, and devoted their attention to the lads. And the strict tenets of the Dornoch Cathedral across the street, where Flora sang in the choir, preached masculine superiority. There was no conceivable way for a woman to advance without marrying up, as Isobel herself had done.

Now Flora asked herself for the first time whether her mother might have been wrong.

She was brought back to the present by the nurse’s words. “Miss Craigie, let’s talk business. You agreed to buy my scrip for fifty cents an acre. That’s one hundred and sixty dollars.”

“Aye, and I’m extremely grateful to you, Nurse Godwin.”

“May I ask how much money you have altogether?”

With true Scottish thrift, Flora had saved sixty pounds from her wages, amounting to three hundred Canadian dollars. “After I purchase your scrip, I will have one hundred and forty dollars.” She heard the satisfaction in her own voice. It sounded like a small fortune.

But the nurse was shaking her head. “Oh, my dear. I’m afraid that won’t be enough. You must build a house; that’s one of the requirements for proving up. You need to buy tools and equipment and horses. And although you’re strong and healthy, you can’t do the hard labour alone. Even a single man needs an extra pair of hands to get started.”

Flora’s spirits plunged again. “How much money would I need?”

“Let me think.” While the nurse made her calculations, a heavy cloud drifted over the sun and cast them into shadow. A chilly breeze whistled across the open prairie, and the gooseflesh rose on Flora’s arms.

“If you had another five hundred dollars, you could probably scrape by.”

Flora’s tiny flame of optimism flickered and almost died. But she had one last hope, the treasure sewn into her petticoat.



After dropping off the rented buggy in Airdrie, the two women boarded the northbound train. When it pulled into Red Deer, Flora was struck again with the raw newness of this country. No stately hall or steepled church marked the centre of the community. The main street was nothing more than a wide dirt road lined with wooden boardwalks, precisely intersected with other dirt roads that simply disappeared into the horizon.

However, this brash young settlement was obviously booming. Wagons, buggies, and riders on horseback jockeyed for position on the main road, Ross Avenue. An oddly shaped structure that the nurse called an elevator stood beside the station, storing grain to be shipped to market. Boxes and bundles were piled on the platform, even a wicker basket filled with clucking hens.

As they walked along the street to the Alexandra Hotel, a simple two-storey brick rectangle, a whirlwind forced the women to hold down their skirts. Outside the front door, Flora removed her hat to shake out the dust. Lydia Prince had given her a man’s brown felt hat with a wide brim and draped it with mesh mosquito netting that passed for a veil. Flora re-pinned her hat onto her coronet of braids and arranged the veil to hide her bruised face.

“Goodbye, Miss Craigie. I’ll be here tomorrow morning to learn your fate.” Nurse Godwin shook her hand and strode away, Rags at her heels.

Flora limped up the steps into the lobby and requested a room. From where she stood, she could see through the arched doorway into the long, narrow dining room lined with flocked wallpaper and lit with a fringed glass chandelier. A man wearing a fedora sat at the front window, reading a newspaper. Flora experienced a jolt of fear before she realised he looked nothing like Hector. Nevertheless, she requested that dinner be sent to her room.

That night Flora was wakeful, wracked with reservations, her confidence ebbing and flowing with the force of the North Sea tide. Should she abandon this wild notion and return to Scotland? Perhaps she should sail for England instead, lose herself in the sooty metropolis of London. But what could she do there, except work as a servant?

Finally, she tossed aside her covers and groped her way to the window. The glass panes were as dark as the walls. The overcast sky obscured the stars. Red Deer had not yet installed streetlamps and no light was visible, not even the flicker of a candle. She held her hand inches from her face but could see nought. She was invisible even to herself.

Yet as she stood there, an insignificant wraith in the night, Flora recalled the nurse’s encouraging words and a warm glow ignited in her breast. Nurse Godwin believed that she was capable of homesteading. Here was a woman who had indeed gone against the tide, all the way to South Africa and back into the western wilderness. They might be as rare as freshwater pearls, but such women existed.

Flora wasn’t sure if she were one of them, but there was only one way to find out.



After choking down a hasty breakfast of tea and toast, Flora dressed in her tweed suit, sponged and mended following its encounter with the ditch; donned her hat and veil; and limped along the boardwalk to a two-storey frame building. Above the storefront on the main floor were twin windows hung with lace curtains that indicated living quarters, not unlike the building where Flora had spent her childhood. An oversized replica of a pocket watch hung from a swinging metal sign that read HAROLD J. SNELL: WATCHMAKER, JEWELLER, OPTICIAN.

Flora pushed open the door. Ticking timepieces of every size and shape covered the walls. An ornate grandfather clock stood in the centre of the room, and a row of gramophones with polished brass speakers shaped like trumpets lined one wall. Glass cases shimmered with sets of silverware and fine china, watches, and jewellery.

Behind the counter was a young man in a blue suit. His tawny hair was freshly cut, his face and neck burned red by the sun. The skin on his nose was peeling. “Good day to you, madam. May I help you?”

Flora was taken aback to recognise his familiar Scottish accent. “Happen you can. I want to speak to the owner, please.”

The young man came around the counter and offered his hand. “Mr. Snell is busy just the noo. I’m Alexander Mitchell. Do I detect a wee hint of the heather in your speech?”

“Aye,” Flora said. “I’ve come from Aberdeen. My name is Flora Craigie.” She bit her lip, annoyed with herself for once again using her real name. She could have at least called herself Flossie, a childhood nickname, or used her middle name, May. Well, it was too late now.

“Aberdeen, is it! And my hame is in Auchenblae, not thirty miles away!”

Flora smiled under her veil. Thirty miles was a great distance in Scotland, but here it seemed no more than the toss of a caber. “What brought you here, Mr. Mitchell?”

“I finished my seven-year jewellery apprenticeship last month and set out to make my fortune in Canada. This is my first week on the job. What do you need, Miss Craigie? Perhaps a set of china, or a silver teapot?”

“Nay, thank you kindly. I’m here because I have something to sell.”

“I’ll fetch Mr. Snell. He does purchase items from time to time, mostly watches or wedding rings. Some newcomers lack the funds to go on with, you see. I’ll be back in a tick. That’s what we say in our business.” He laughed at his own joke and passed through a doorway behind the counter, hung with a heavy brocade curtain.

In a moment Mr. Snell emerged from the back room, a jeweller’s loupe on his forehead. He frowned when he saw Flora’s veil, no doubt wondering why she was concealing her face. She was glad he couldn’t see it. This morning her cheekbone was yellow edged with green, like an unripe plum.

“Good morning. I understand you have something to sell?”

Flora pulled off her white cambric gloves, one fingertip at a time. She drew a piece of black velvet from her reticule and laid it on the counter, smoothing it flat before reaching for a small leather pouch. She removed an object from the pouch and burnished it between her warm palms to make it shine before laying it reverently on the fabric.

It was a beautiful thing, large and lustrous against the velvet, slightly heart-shaped, gleaming with a pale pink colour as if blushing at its sudden exposure to the morning light.

Mr. Snell did not seem particularly impressed. “And what is this item?”

“It’s a freshwater pearl.”

He didn’t bother to examine it before shaking his head. “I’m sorry, that’s not the sort of thing we carry here. I have no idea how to value it, and the market would be limited.”

For one awful moment, Flora feared she might burst into tears. She swallowed hard, thankful her face was covered.

“If you will excuse me, madam, I’m in the midst of a difficult watch repair. Good day to you.” Mr. Snell nodded to Flora and disappeared behind the curtain.

As Flora reached for the pearl, speechless with disappointment, the young man spoke. “Before you put it away, Miss Craigie, may I take a gander?”

He pulled a magnifying glass from below the counter and bent to examine the pearl, turning it in his fingers and studying it from all sides. “It’s an excellent specimen. Where did it come from?”

“It belonged to my father.” Flora repeated the story he had told her. Years ago, the daughter of a local pearl diver was dying in great pain. Since the diver couldn’t pay for a doctor, her father gave him a bottle of laudanum to ease the little girl’s suffering. A few months later, the diver returned to the shop and repaid his debt by presenting his benefactor with this pearl that he had pulled from the River Oykel.

“That’s a grand story, and a lovely thing to own.” He gave the pearl a lingering caress before setting down the magnifying glass. “I’m verra sorry to disappoint you, but Mr. Snell has the last word. I don’t know the local clientele like he does.”

Not trusting herself to speak, Flora picked up her treasure and placed it back in the pouch. “Thank you for your time,” she managed to whisper before leaving the store.

Flora set off toward the hotel, heedless of her surroundings. Her ankle burned and she stopped to rest for a moment, leaning against the nearest rough wooden wall as she remembered her father’s last words.

She hadn’t even been aware of the pearl’s existence until he lay dying of Bright’s disease. One evening, after she had spooned fish soup into his mouth and washed his grey face, he presented her with the leather pouch.

“Flora, it’s a hard life for a lass. I’ve nay much to leave you, and you’ll have to work for your bread until you can find a husband. I want you to have this. It’s your dowry, and I pray to our Heavenly Father that it will help you attract a man of means.”

Flora knew the gem was valuable. She had watched the divers, men and women and children, wade into the local waters day after day with their forked sticks and glass-bottomed jugs, forcing open the twisted black mussel shells that lined the riverbeds. Perhaps only one in ten thousand shells held the glossy treasure, and few were the size of this one.

Flora hadn’t replaced her gloves, and now she plucked her pearl out of the pouch again. It felt hot in her throbbing palm, like a tiny beating heart. This was her treasure, her talisman, the only thing of value that she owned. Yet in this foreign place it was as worthless as a pebble on the beach.

Could she take the train back to Calgary and sell it there? That bustling city was filled with men of wealth and purpose. Surely she could find a buyer among them, a gentleman who would like to transform this lovely gem into a ring or locket for his wife.

Then she gave an involuntary shudder as she dismissed the idea of returning to the first city where Hector would search for her. Her time would be better spent running for her life. With a groan Flora straightened up and began to walk again, her ankle more painful than before. She wanted nothing more than to lie face down on her hotel bed and weep with frustration.

She had almost reached her destination when she heard a shout.

“Miss Craigie!”

She turned to see young Mr. Mitchell running down the boardwalk toward her. He was panting with exertion but grinning all over his red face. He caught up with her, pausing to catch his breath before he spoke.

“I mustered my courage and had a chat with my employer. You see, Mr. Snell was unaware of the value of freshwater pearls until I explained it to him. He was quite impressed to learn that the Crown of Scotland at Edinburgh Castle is adorned with them, and that Queen Victoria herself had a weakness for Scottish pearls. I convinced him that yours is a particularly fine example.”

Flora squeezed the pearl in her fist as she waited.

“It’s true there is little market here for such an item, but I assured Mr. Snell that my former employers in Scotland would be happy to purchase it for a tidy sum.”

Flora swallowed, trying to control the tremor in her voice. “Does that mean … Are you saying that Mr. Snell is prepared to make me an offer?”

The young man sounded apologetic. “Well, I wouldna want to raise your hopes entirely. He won’t give you what it’s worth, in my opinion.”

Four horses pulling a wagon trotted past, raising a cloud of dust that almost obscured Mr. Mitchell’s shiny red face. He took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow before he spoke again. Flora had been holding her breath so long that she felt faint.

Her hand clenched the pearl more tightly than any mussel shell. In the back of her mind, she was screaming: five hundred dollars, five hundred dollars, please make it five hundred dollars!

“Would you be willing to take six hundred dollars?”




CHAPTER FOUR

That night, Flora knelt beside the bed in her hotel room and prayed that her father would forgive her for using her dowry not to find a husband, but to lose one.

She scrambled under the covers and pulled them up to her chin, shivering at the thought of Hector’s rage when he had found she was missing. Then she chastised herself for her own weakness. This blind fear was clouding her judgment. She must force herself to think rationally about what steps he would take. Her very survival might depend on it.

The Pacific Express travelled through the night from Calgary to Banff, Laggan, Field, Golden, Glacier, and Revelstoke, where it stopped for breakfast. Hopefully Hector had remained asleep until the next morning. He might have wasted an hour or two searching the train. Once he realised she wasn’t aboard, he would likely telegraph down the line to discover where she had disembarked. And there would be no word, no sign of her.

Flora was positive that Hector would continue his journey. Three days after arriving at the coast, he was scheduled to meet with his employers at the Hotel Vancouver, one of the luxurious railway hotels springing up across Canada to shelter wealthy travellers. “William Van Horne, the Chairman of the Board himself, will be there!” Hector had told her more than once, rubbing his palms together.

Hector had praised this paragon so often that Flora had almost tired of hearing about him. The man was larger than life in every sense of the word, a transplanted American with a ferocious drive to succeed and a staggering abundance of energy. He enjoyed the biggest and the best of everything. His art collection was the foremost in Canada. He played the violin like a maestro. He had not only built the transcontinental railway, but designed a string of palatial hotels along its route, their magnificence rivalling the castles of Europe; and founded a line of steamships that crossed both the Pacific and the Atlantic Oceans.

Not even for a missing wife would Hector relinquish his opportunity to meet this captain of industry. But after the meeting, what then?

She reflected that Hector didn’t know her very well. During their brief courtship he had talked only about himself, heedless of Flora’s own hopes and dreams. Although she was too inexperienced to judge, she suspected that most wives understood their husbands more fully than the reverse.

However, fathoming your spouse’s nature took some time, and time was what Flora had lacked. She had failed to discern his true character until it was too late. With her own highly developed sense of right and wrong, Flora’s discovery that her new husband was prepared to lie and cheat to make his way in the world was the most shattering blow she had ever experienced.

But she knew exactly why Hector was so keen to marry her. He had been told by his employers in no uncertain terms that marriage would benefit his career. Van Horne was a devoted family man, and he made it clear that he wanted to build his railway empire with the help of others like him.

“You’re exactly what I’m looking for,” Hector told her, counting Flora’s assets on his fingers, “single, attractive, educated, no family ties, and willing to emigrate.” He beamed as if he had paid her a tremendous compliment. It had never occurred to him to ask why she wanted to marry him.

However, his ignorance of Flora’s own motives could work in her favour. Hopefully he would conclude that she was too timid to stay in a strange country alone and would head straight back to Scotland. He might board the eastbound train, checking every stop between Vancouver and Calgary. If he continued his search all the way back to Montreal, that would buy her some time. Perhaps he would review the departure lists of passengers sailing to Britain, and eventually realise that her name wasn’t present.

What if he reported her as a missing person to the Royal North-West Mounted Police? Aware of Hector’s massive ego, Flora thought that would be a last resort. Her disappearance might be made public, and Hector would hate to admit that his new bride had deserted him. Still, she couldn’t be sure.

For a moment she toyed with the notion that he might assume she had plunged off the train to her death somewhere in the Rocky Mountains, but quickly realised that was wishful thinking. He probably wouldn’t be satisfied until he laid eyes on her lifeless body.

Flora well knew that Hector wasn’t a man to give up easily. It wasn’t until after the wedding ceremony that her new husband told her what she immediately recognised was a cautionary tale. A barking dog had kept him awake while he was on a business trip in Glasgow. He had spent the next day combing the neighbourhood, searching for the dog—and when he found it, he had kicked it so hard that he broke the poor animal’s ribs. He grinned with satisfaction as he watched her horrified reaction, his deceptively innocent blue eyes alight with revenge.

Flora’s own ribs now ached in sympathy with the dog. She moaned and pulled the blankets around her chin, determined to leave Red Deer as soon as possible. She estimated that it would take Hector fourteen days to exhaust all the obvious choices. It was nine days since she had jumped from the train. She must get away from these busy rail line settlements and lose herself in the open countryside while there was time.

Before she fell into a fitful sleep, she remembered what Nurse Godwin had said about Hector’s illness, that syphilis was sometimes fatal. She moaned again, aghast at her own thoughts. She refused to wish for anyone’s death, even Hector’s.

But perhaps it wasn’t unchristian to hope that his poor health might delay the search.



The morning air was heavy with the green fragrance of spring, enriched by the smell of fresh horse manure steaming in the dirt, as Flora and Nurse Godwin walked down the main street. Every living thing was in motion. Shopkeepers were sweeping the boardwalk outside their front doors, washing their windows, arranging their wares. A boy ran past them, late for school, his books tied with a leather strap. Riders waved and hallooed to each other, and even the horses tossed their heads and kicked up their heels.

The most attractive structure on the street was the flat-topped two-storey Greene building, constructed of pale golden sandstone and featuring Italianate arched windows. On the ground floor was the Merchants Bank, where Flora changed her pounds into Canadian dollars before they mounted the narrow wooden stairs to George Greene’s law office.

The paperwork didn’t take long. Mr. Greene prepared a bill of sale transferring ownership of the South African Scrip Coupon to Flora, and she counted her unfamiliar cash three times before handing it over. Flora May Craigie was now the proud owner—not of land, not yet—of a coupon entitling her to file a homestead claim on three hundred and twenty acres.

Mr. Greene’s expression was kind. “If you don’t mind my asking, Miss Craigie, where are you planning to file your claim?”

“I’m not sure.” She tucked the coupon into her reticule and buttoned it. “I understand that the staff at the Dominion Lands Office may assist me.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Allow me to offer you a little advice. I don’t believe you should trust the clerks to choose the best land for you.”

Flora’s confidence retreated once again. How was she to leap this next hurdle without the faintest idea of what she was doing? She clutched her reticule, wondering whether she had made a terrible mistake.

The lawyer swivelled in his chair and observed the bustling street below. “Did you ladies know that one million settlers have already arrived in the west? Red Deer has recorded a higher number of land claims than any other office in the country. Unfortunately, that means many of the best homesteads are taken.”

He reflected for a moment. “I understand why you might wish to remain close to town, Miss Craigie, but if you are prepared to go farther afield—”

Flora leaned forward so abruptly that she nearly fell off her chair. “Believe me, Mr. Greene, I’m quite willing to go anywhere.”

“In that case, I hear that excellent land is available east of Lacombe.”

“La-COMB.” Flora repeated the unfamiliar word. “Where is that, please?”

“Take the train twenty miles north to the next station. From Lacombe, the route eastward is by horseback or wagon, along the Buffalo Lake Trail. The lands office staff can tell you which quarters are available.”

Flora smiled. “I’m verra grateful, Mr. Greene. I shall take your advice.”

Back on the street, Nurse Godwin extended her hand. “Best of British luck, as they say! Miss Craigie, please write to me care of the hospital, and tell me how you are getting on.”

“Goodbye, Nurse Godwin.” Flora gripped the nurse’s hand. She wanted to embrace her but feared that would be overly familiar. “Ach, how can I ever thank you?”

“You can thank me by proving up. And by the way, Miss Craigie, we nurses are accustomed to hearing personal confessions. I sincerely hope that a certain gentleman never comes looking for you, but if he does … rest assured, my dear, that your secret is safe with me.”



Flora dared not waste another hour. It was imperative to file her claim and get out of town. She hurried down the street to the Dominion Lands Office with all the speed her ankle would bear. As the lawyer had warned, a long queue of men was already waiting outside the double doors of the three-storey brick building. They were a motley collection, young and old, some wearing suits, others in scruffy work clothes.

One lone woman was conspicuous in the middle of the line, a curly-haired bairn in her arms. A scrawny lad stood beside her, and a lass with braids clung to her skirt. Flora gave the woman a curious glance. She must be waiting for her husband.

As Flora walked to the rear, the men either ignored her or stared, although a couple of them doffed their hats. Flora took her place behind a youth wearing a striking outfit: a black woollen shirt with pearl buttons, a purple silk bandana knotted around his neck, and a pair of leather chaps buckled over his trousers. On his head was an oversized white Stetson with a towering crown, the brim turned up at the front, tied under his chin with leather laces. Even in his high-heeled boots, adorned with chased silver spurs, he was shorter than Flora.

She assumed he must be holding someone’s place, since he was obviously too young to claim a homestead. The minimum age was eighteen. The youth touched the brim of his huge hat, and she nodded in return. A man with a handlebar moustache stepped up behind Flora and growled, “These men are waiting for homesteads.”

“So am I,” she said.

He mumbled something unintelligible.

Flora settled herself to wait, putting most of her weight on her good foot. The men at the front went through the doors, sometimes two or three at once, and emerged smiling and jubilant. The sun grew hotter and the line grew longer, snaking down the block and out of sight. Flora fidgeted and shifted on her throbbing ankle. She saw the young lad who had been standing with his mother walking down the line toward her. When he reached Flora, he stopped. “Please, ma’am, are you willing to help my ma for a few minutes?”

She hesitated, reluctant to lose her place.

“You step right along,” said the man behind her.

Flora was afraid he wouldn’t let her back into line. She was opening her mouth to refuse when the youth in the white hat spoke. “Don’t worry, ma’am, I’ll hold your spot.”

Flora hurried up to the woman, anxious to finish the task, whatever it was. The baby was howling. “Thank you, my dear, for coming to my aid,” the woman said in a musical accent, which Flora recognised at once as Welsh. “It’s time to nurse my babby.”

She darted a glance at the burly man behind her and lowered her voice. “I can’t leave the other children alone or they’ll be pushed aside. Will you be kind enough to stop here for ten minutes? I’ll come back as quickly as I can.”

“Aye, but please hurry.” The woman darted around a corner of the building.

Flora stared at the boy and the girl, and they stared back at her. Since becoming an adult, her life had been remarkably untouched by children, and she had no idea how to talk to them. However, she felt obliged to say something.

“I believe you must be Welsh, am I correct?”

The boy answered. “Yes, ma’am. We’re from Swansea.”

“And, er, where is your father?”

“He died last year in an accident, down the mine.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that. How old are you?”

“Eleven last week.” Flora was no judge of children’s ages, but she had assumed he was much younger.

“And your sisters?”

“Nellie here is almost nine, and baby Jewel is six months. My name is Jack Penrose.”

Although widows with children were allowed to homestead, it seemed the height of folly to do so with children so young, one of them still at the breast. Whatever was this poor misguided woman thinking? About fifteen minutes later she scurried back, a sleepy baby draped over her shoulder.

“Ta ever so much,” she said. “My name is Margaret Penrose. My friends call me Peggy.”

Flora didn’t presume they were friends. “How do you do, Mrs. Penrose? I’m Flora Craigie.” The two women shook hands.

“Are you here with your husband?” Mrs. Penrose asked.

“Nay, I purchased South African Scrip for three hundred and twenty acres.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re that fortunate! Two whole quarters! Where do you mean to stake your claim?”

“I’m not sure, but I’ve been told there’s good land east of Lacombe.”

“That’s where I’m headed! If you file next to me, we could give each other a hand.”

Flora studied her. A slight woman, with wispy fair hair straggling from under her sunbonnet, she didn’t look strong enough to peg a load of wet sheets on the line, let alone manage a homestead. Flora had no intention of hitching her wagon to this funny little Welsh woman with her working-class accent and her gaggle of children. They probably wouldn’t last a month.

“Have you already selected your quarter?” she asked, silently vowing to stay well away from them.

“I have indeed.” Mrs. Penrose pulled a piece of paper from her bag. “I hired a land locater, and he showed me where to file.”

Flora had heard of land locaters from Hector. He found it hilarious that one of them had shown the same quarter to ten different men and collected a dollar from each of them, although the quarter had already been claimed months earlier.

“Can you trust him?” she asked, feeling new sympathy for this simple soul.

The widow lifted her chin. “I’m not that gormless, Miss Craigie. The man came with good references. We spent two days driving around the area, and I chose the perfect spot.”

“Where is it?”

“Ten miles east of Lacombe. Mr. Cook told me that’s farther from town than most people want, but it’s a flat piece with a creek running through it and plenty of bush. That’s what you want: fresh water, and trees for firewood and fences. Oh, it’s a lovely piece of land. And the one next to it is every bit as nice.”

Apparently the little widow already knew more about homesteading than she did, Flora thought, which wasn’t surprising. Her ignorance settled on her shoulders like a lead weight.

“I’ll make a note for you,” Mrs. Penrose said. “Every quarter is marked with an iron
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