

[image: ]



[image: ]





Dedication

For my daughter, Elizabeth Wallack:

So you will know what happened before you were here, my love.





Dougie

Aggie sat by the fire, warming her feet on the fender. It was night and the room was filled with orange light and flickering shadows. The house was never empty, and yet it was empty now. But Aggie didn’t wonder why, for suddenly there was her brother Dougie, dressed in his pit clothes, home for the day, laughing as he always did.

Somewhere in Aggie’s mind a memory sparked. Wasn’t Dougie dead? She quickly smothered the thought. How could Dougie be dead? Here he was, tall and handsome, even with the coal dust streaking his face. But the sadness that was never far from the surface welled up in Aggie now as she looked at Dougie, and she began to cry. He came to her.

“Aggie,” he said, “what’s wrong?”

“Oh Dougie,” she said through her tears, “I’ll be going to Canada soon. How can I leave you?”

He laid his blackened hand against her cheek. “You know it’s right to go, Aggie. The money will be a great help to Mum and Da. I’m past worrying about now.”

And Aggie realized that even though Dougie was with her, he was dead. She stood and put her head on his shoulder and cried and cried. But the tears were a comfort; they eased her pain.
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Loughlinter

When she opened her eyes every morning, she saw four panes of glass. Not the view beyond them, but the glass itself, coated with fine coal dust. So much coal dust that it was easy to forget what a window was for. Through the window, through the coal dust, the lights of the pit head shone in the early morning darkness. But Aggie could only see them when she remembered to look.

Aggie always woke early, when the house was dark and still. This was the best time of day to remember dreams and ponder the future. She strained now to see the lights of the pit head, where the men of Loughlinter, her father among them, went underground each day to hack coal from the wet, black mine. Her brother Dougie had died not a year ago because of that mine. Dougie. The sight of the pit head brought her dream back to her.

It was not the sadness she remembered now, but the comfort, the feeling of having Dougie near again. Aggie snuggled against her youngest sister under the warm covers. Less than two weeks, she thought, only twelve more days. Then I leave for Canada. Aggie looked at her younger sisters sleeping near. Little Jen was curled into a tight ball beside Aggie, her dark blond hair spilling over the pillow. Jen was Aggie’s special pet. Across the room in the other bed, Flora was buried under the covers so only her nose poked out. At fourteen, Flora had already left school and was working as a domestic servant. The three boys, Ewan, James, and Callum, had their own room across the hall.

Aggie slipped out of bed without waking Jen and dressed quietly. She went downstairs and lit the fire and made a pot of tea before her mother even stirred. The bare kitchen with its few sticks of furniture reminded Aggie that her mother’s life had been hard enough, raising eight children on so little money. Her father’s wages were decided by the amount of coal he mined, not the hours he worked. He always handed the money over to his wife on payday, never stopping to drink it away as some men did. But when the coal wasn’t there, his pay was small.

When her mother came downstairs and found the tea waiting a few minutes later, she smiled. “Aggie, you’re as handy as a wee teapot.”

Aggie flushed with pride. Not many words were wasted on praise in this house.

As Aggie ate, her mother sat across the table with a cup of tea. “We’ll let Flora sleep a wee bit more,” she said.

Aggie could see that her mother took pleasure in this rare moment of rest and quiet. But she ate without meeting her mother’s eyes. Lately, Aggie noticed something different in the way her mother looked at her, something that made it hard for Aggie to breathe.

At first Aggie had not known what that look meant. Now she recalled how she’d understood. A few weeks ago, Flora had come home talking excitedly about Canada. Any scrap of news about Canada was carefully hoarded, examined, and discussed, like her sister Emma’s letters from Toronto, which were read and re-read until the paper went limp and tore at the creases.

“Mrs. MacCluskie said her cousin had a letter from her daughter in Toronto,” Flora had announced. “She said the people in Toronto are so rich, they heat the streets in wintertime.”

“Heat the streets? That canna be true,” their father had said. Douglas Maxwell was a man who took nothing at face value.

“Oh aye, Da, it is,” insisted Flora. “She said you can see steam rising through grates in the streets everywhere.”

A lively debate followed on the likelihood of heated streets, all the children clamouring to be heard.

“Well, Aggie,” Douglas Maxwell said finally, turning to her, “when you get to Toronto, that’s your first task. Find out if they really heat the streets, and write back to us.” Everyone had laughed, but by chance Aggie had glanced around to see her mother quickly wipe her eyes on the hem of her apron. Aggie looked away, but the pain she felt almost made her catch her breath. She knew then what was in her mother’s look—it was longing. With Dougie dead and Emma gone to Canada, her mother seemed to miss her already.

“Will you see Davy tonight?” her mother asked. Aggie came abruptly back to the present. Before Dougie died, Davy had been his closest friend. He often called for Aggie now although they were not really courting—could not be since Aggie was leaving so soon.

“Well, he often waits outside Mrs. MacDougall’s to walk me home.” Aggie found herself blushing. “I plan to take the wee ones out when I get home this aft, Mum. Davy can come with us if he wants to.” She gathered up her dishes without meeting her mother’s eyes, kissing the top of her head as she passed on the way to the dish basin. “If I’m no careful I’ll be late.” It was a good excuse to end the conversation.

The February wind blew damp and raw as Aggie made her way to the MacDougall house. She knew she had been lucky to find a place with Mrs. MacDougall, an old widow, rich by Loughlinter standards. She had a live-in housekeeper, a hired washerwoman, and kept Aggie just for daily housework, and perhaps because she brightened the place.

Aggie was glad to come into Mrs. MacDougall’s warm, bright kitchen where Ritchie, the housekeeper, held sway. It should have been Mrs. Ritchie, but no one called her that. She was stout and jolly and kind, full of laughter and gossip, so different from most Loughlinter folk that she was not well liked outside the house where she worked.

“Even a fool looks like a wise man if he keeps his mouth shut.” That’s what they said in Loughlinter. But Ritchie never held her tongue, never kept her opinions to herself. Mrs. MacDougall enjoyed that. At first, Aggie was shocked by both old ladies. Surely there must be something sinful about enjoying life as much as they did, trying recipes just for fun, playing music on the Victrola (even on a Sunday!), playing cards—something strictly forbidden in most Loughlinter households. But both women were so kindly, so well-meaning in spite of their gossip, that Aggie grew to love them, and her working days, which should have been dreary, were a patch of brightness in the grey world of Loughlinter.

“Ah, there you are, pet,” cried Ritchie now. “Just in time to take the missus her breakfast.” And a tray of hot tea, fresh scones, and kippers under a covered dish was placed in her arms as soon as her coat was off. The smell of the kippers tickled Aggie’s nose, reminding her of her own meagre breakfast, a bowl of oatmeal small enough to be sure that the children would not go hungry.

A bright blaze was already burning in the fireplace of Mrs. MacDougall’s bedroom. The old lady was sitting up in bed with a shawl around her shoulders, her hairnet still in place.

“Ah, there you are, Aggie, hen,” she said as the door opened. “What will I do without you?” Then, removing the cover from the dish she exclaimed. “Och. Ritchie made too many kippers for an old soul like me. Here, hen, take one. You’re too thin in any case.” And the “extra” kipper was put on an extra plate that had somehow also found its way onto the tray. Aggie couldn’t tell which of the old ladies, Ritchie or Mrs. MacDougall or both, had engineered that kipper onto that tray, but she knew it was no accident and ate in grateful silence.

Her days at the MacDougall house passed like this, full of laughter and pleasant surprises. Not that she didn’t work. Out of gratitude, she made the house shine. This day flew by like all the others and soon it was time to go home.

Aggie knew that Davy would be waiting for her when she stepped into the damp night air, and so he was. He slouched against the lamp post, his cloth cap pulled low on his brow, his hands, now permanently stained with coal dust no matter how he washed them, thrust down in his pants’ pockets. He grinned when he caught sight of her. She was never really sure how she felt about Davy, but that grin always made her smile. With his golden brown hair and laughing blue eyes, he was so handsome that any girl would be proud to be seen with him, although in truth he seemed never to notice his looks. Of course she was fond of him because he had been Dougie’s friend. But she knew Davy hoped for something more.

Aggie had no clear idea what something more might mean. She knew about hugging and kissing, but little else. New babies appeared frequently in the Maxwell household with never a word to explain where they might have come from. Had Aggie been bold enough to ask, her questions would have met a shocked silence. In any case, Davy was always a gentleman, and never did more than take her arm at the elbow when they walked. And she was glad of that, because she wasn’t ready for more.

By rights, she knew, she shouldn’t let Davy wait for her like this, or sit with her in church, or take her to the cinema to see the picture shows as he sometimes did. This was courting, and that was not fair to him since she would soon be gone. Perhaps she was leading him on by letting him do these things, and Emma said that leading a lad on was a terrible sin. But she enjoyed Davy’s company, and she didn’t feel she was doing wrong.

“So, lass,” he said now, “what are your plans for the evening?”

“I told my mum I’d take the wee ones out for a while—just down the glen, I thought.”

“Do you want me to come with you, then?” Davy asked. “To keep those wee heathens from running wild?”

“I canna stop you, Davy, if that’s your wish.” And that was her way of saying yes.

It was Dougie who had first drawn Davy into Aggie’s family, but now he seemed to like all the Maxwells, even the noisy younger children. Aggie knew other girls in Loughlinter wished they were in her place. Even the ones who worked in shops, girls who normally thought themselves too good to be seen with miners, made a point of speaking to Davy. But, for reasons Aggie didn’t understand, she was the one he had chosen.

The younger children, all four of them, had been told by their mother to expect an outing when Aggie got home, and they met her with excited whoops. They seemed to be everywhere at once.

“Och, Aggie’s brought her lad home!” little Callum cried. “Did you bring us any sweeties, then?” he demanded.

“Whist you, Callum,” said their mother, “or you’ll stay here while the others go.” And she smiled an apology at Davy. There were really too many children for her to teach proper manners to now, especially with the older ones gone.

The children swarmed over the house, picking up hats and coats, looking for stray shoes, until at last all were ready to leave—even Jen, the youngest, who had somehow lost a shoe and cried loudly for fear she would be left behind. The children spilled outside and ran down the narrow, cobblestone streets, shouting as they ran. Aggie and Davy followed.

A few blocks from the Maxwell house, Loughlinter gave way to a rocky glen with small farms beyond. The children plunged down the steep side of the glen, yelling back and forth, looking for early spring flowers. Davy sat with Aggie on a rock. Once he reached out on impulse to take Aggie’s hand, but she started at his touch, pulling away quickly. He did not try again.

It was dark before the children had run themselves out. Aggie and Davy herded them home.

“Goodbye, Aggie,” Davy said on the doorstep. “I’ll be in church on Sunday.” She only nodded, but they both knew they had just agreed to meet there.

Jane Maxwell welcomed her children home, rising from the fireside where she had been sitting alone, mending the younger ones’ clothes. When Aggie thought of her mother, she pictured her just like this, bent over her mending in the dim firelight, repairing clothes into the night so the little ones would have something to wear the next day. Aggie’s father was not home. He spent all his spare time just outside of Loughlinter, tending the pigeons he raised with his brother.

Now their mother shooed the young ones upstairs, leaving Flora to get them ready for bed while Aggie ate her supper. Aggie suspected her mother had planned this with Flora so she could spend some time alone with her. The thumps, giggles, and squeals of the younger children sounded above their heads as Aggie ate.

“I had a letter from Em today,” her mother said. “She’s looking forward to seeing you.” Aggie nodded wordlessly. It was not always a comfort to think that her older sister was waiting on the other side of the ocean. After Dougie died, Emma, who was dark and wilful and pretty, had hatched the scheme that would bring the whole family to Canada. Emma had learned about the reduced passage program. The Canadian government covered most of the expenses for young British girls if they came to Canada to work as domestic servants. It cost next to nothing and there were plenty of jobs, because Canadian girls wouldn’t work as servants.

At nineteen, Emma was fearless and bored with Loughlinter. She’d argued and pleaded, bribing the little ones with sweets, boldly asking her parents if they wanted all their sons dead of the mines, until everyone had agreed to her plan. Last fall she had sailed for Canada and taken a position in a house in Toronto. Now it was Aggie’s turn. You had to be seventeen to make the trip. Aggie would sail on her seventeenth birthday: February 15, 1928. All the money she and Emma could spare would be sent home, and if everything went well the rest of the family would come to Canada in a few years. None of her younger brothers would ever go into the mines.

But Emma was the only one of her brothers and sisters that Aggie ever argued with. And Aggie was happy in Loughlinter. Sometimes, just thinking about leaving gave Aggie a lump in her throat. Tonight, her mother seemed to notice. She sat down, putting her hand over Aggie’s. Aggie kept her eyes down, looking at her mother’s hands. Once, they had been beautiful. The fingers were still long and delicate, but now the skin was work-roughened and her nails were cracked and split.

“Aggie,” she said, “I know this is harder for you than it was for Em. No one she worked for was ever as kind to her as Mrs. MacDougall and Ritchie are to you. And Emma wouldn’a have any of the lads who were always coming round for her. I knew she’d find her way out of Loughlinter, but I didn’a think she’d take us all with her. And I know it must be hard for you to leave Davy.”

Her mother paused. Aggie felt herself blush. Everyone was certain, if she stayed, that Davy would eventually ask her to marry him. But her mother never spoke of this. No one did. She hoped, if she said nothing now, her mother might stop. But she went on.

“Aggie, if you were to stay in Loughlinter, I know what would happen to you, lass. You’d marry Davy, just as I married your Da, all full of hope. But every year would bring another baby, and soon there’d be too many mouths to feed. No matter how hard Davy worked, there would never be enough money or enough food. I want you to understand, lass. This isn’a just for the boys’ sake. You and Emma and Flora and Jen will have a better life away from the mines too.”

There were tears in her mother’s eyes now. Aggie knew if she tried to speak she would cry too. So she only nodded. Her mother patted her hand, then rose from the table and took up her mending by the fire again.
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The Collection Basket

“Aggie, I canna find my braces.”

Aggie sighed. Callum’s suit was bulky and ill-fitting, an old one of Dougie’s, cut down. The pants would never stay up without braces. And Callum’s braces were always missing on a Sunday morning. Aggie never knew whether they disappeared because Callum was so careless, or if this was his way of trying to avoid church. She found the braces under Callum’s bed. Flora rounded up the others. Finally, everyone was gathered in the kitchen.

“Are we ready then?” Aggie asked.

“I dinna want to go, Aggie. Could I no stay home? Please? I’ll be good.” It was Jen, the youngest. Aggie knew why she asked. Their brothers wriggled and squirmed and tried to make Jen cry out or giggle, bringing stern looks from the adults in the congregation.

Their mother spoke from the basin where she washed the breakfast dishes. “Aggie, I wonder why you bother. Taking this lot to church is like taking a pack of puppies, and about as much good. They never listen.”

Aggie looked down at her smallest sister’s worried face. Even strangers sometimes commented on the resemblance between Jen and Aggie. They both had the same thick hair, small, sharp faces, and large, grey eyes. Aggie would not usually try to take all the wee ones to church, but as the time to leave approached she found herself wanting to spend more time with them. Especially Jen. And Aggie knew their mother needed some rest and quiet. She leaned over and cuddled the younger girl. “Jen, please, will you no do this just for me?”

The child gave a sigh that seemed too big for her small, thin frame and said, “If you ask me like that, I canna say no.”

Aggie laughed.

Davy met them just inside the church. Usually, they sat on either side of the children to keep order. But today Davy let the children go past him and sat by Aggie’s side. She knew this was probably asking for trouble, but it seemed heartless to ask him to move.

This Sunday there was a special collection for the church missions in China and Aggie had scraped together a few extra ha’pennies for her brothers and sisters. The children never saw money. Aggie saw the longing in their faces as she passed the coins to them.

The grey stone church was unheated, the minister old, and his sermons dull. The children had reason to misbehave. At least this week the hymns were lively. Before the mission collection they sang “Bringing In the Sheaves.” Jen, who knew all the words, sang with fervour. Aggie and Davy shared a single hymn book, standing close together. Aggie worried about gossip. Then she realized it didn’t matter—she would soon leave all gossip behind.

The collection baskets were passed along on long poles.

They were made of wicker and emptied from the bottom by a hinge. Aggie was busy putting all the hymn books back when the basket passed along her pew. Davy was busy watching her.

And that was how they failed to see what happened.

Later, at noon dinner Aggie noticed something was wrong. “Jen,” she said, “are you ill? You’ve barely touched your food.” The child nodded miserably.

“She didn’a want to go to church this morning either,” Aggie recalled.

“Come here, pet, and let me feel your head,” their mother said. Jen did. “Well, there’s no fever. Do you want to lie down, Jen?”

Jen nodded. Aggie took her upstairs while the table was cleared.

“Just rest a wee while,” Aggie said as she tucked a blanket around her and kissed her forehead. “I’m sure you’ll feel better soon.” Jen nodded, turned her face to the wall, and closed her eyes. She must be sick, Aggie thought. Jen never slept during the day.

Aggie was busy washing the dishes when Callum crept upstairs to Jen’s bedroom. If anyone had noticed, they might have wondered at his unusual concern for his sister’s health.

Jen seemed well enough to go to school the next morning, but at supper Aggie thought she still seemed subdued. Remembering Dougie’s illness, which had come on gradually at first, Aggie decided to keep an eye on Jen. In only a little more than a week Aggie would be on the boat to Canada. The thought of Jen falling ill now was more than she could bear. Every night at bedtime, Aggie checked to see if Jen looked pale or felt hot. Every night, there were no obvious signs of illness. Aggie only noticed that Jen was still strangely quiet and that she seemed . . . sticky.

Sticky was the only word. Jen’s hands stuck to everything and were covered with fuzz from her woollen sweater, no matter how often Aggie sponged her clean. She also had a curious, sweet smell, something like peppermint. What kind of illness, Aggie wondered, could make a child smell like that? Then she noticed the boys were all the same—sticky and sweet-smelling. Aggie wondered if they had all fallen prey to the same rare disease. She said nothing to her mother for fear of worrying her.

But Aggie worried almost constantly as she went about her work at Mrs. MacDougall’s. On Wednesday, Aggie was busy stocking the pantry with the week’s grocery order when Mrs. MacDougall returned from a funeral. Aggie couldn’t help overhearing the two older women as they gossiped in the kitchen.

“Well, we had a green Christmas. You know what folk say: a green Christmas means a full kirkyard,” Ritchie said as she poured hot water into the teapot.

“Aye, that’s so. But Lydia Thorburn was ailing for years. It was the strangest thing, though,” Mrs. MacDougall said. “They said, before she died, she smelled like violets, sweet violets, just like perfume.”

“Sometimes they say that those who’ve led good lives smell sweet before they die,” Ritchie said. “I had an aunt . . .”

Thud! Both women looked up, startled. The sack of flour Aggie had been carrying was at her feet. “Why Aggie, hen, are you ill? You’re as white as a ghost. Sit down,” Mrs. MacDougall cried, and both she and Ritchie eased Aggie into a chair and made her drink a cup of tea before she went back to work.

Those who’ve led good lives . . . Aggie went over the words in her mind again and again. The four wee ones, Jen and the boys, were certainly no better than other children. In fact, it seemed to Aggie they were in trouble more often than she and Dougie and Emma or even Flora had been when they were the same ages. But, over the last few days, ever since Sunday in fact, Jen did seem quieter and more thoughtful than usual. That night, at bedtime, as Aggie pulled a nightgown over Jen’s temporarily unsticky hands and face, Jen said, “Aggie, do you think God gives things to people?”

“Well,” Aggie said, “some things certainly. Mum and Da and all of us were given to one another by God.”

Jen was not satisfied. “I didn’a mean family. What about things?” She paused. “Money and the like.”

“Well, I suppose some people might say so. Emma found out about Canada and went over there to earn more money for all of us, so we can get the boys away from the mines—maybe God helped her.”

“That isn’a quite what I meant,” Jen said. But when Aggie questioned her further, she yawned and said she was tired. As Aggie watched her fall asleep, the faint odour of peppermint filled the air.

[image: image]

Thursday afternoon was always maids’ half day off. This was Aggie’s last Thursday in Loughlinter and there was a great deal to do. Flora was left at home to make final preparations for the minister’s tea. He would come to say goodbye to Aggie late in the afternoon. Before that, though, Aggie would finally see the Canadian doctor who travelled all over this part of Scotland giving medical exams. When he came to Loughlinter, the doctor used an empty room in the shipping agent’s office. If Aggie failed this medical, she would not be allowed into Canada. After the medical, Aggie and her mother would finally pick up her steamship ticket. Before any of this, however, they were to visit Mr. Sheff, the old Jewish tailor who could be trusted to lend money when it was needed.

Dressed in their best clothes, Aggie and her mother set out for Loughlinter’s main streets—a few small shops crowded together on narrow, cobblestone roads. Everything, from the glass in the windows to the weathered paint on the woodwork, was covered in a fine rime of coal dust. Like most of Loughlinter, it looked old and tired.

Usually, Aggie’s mother spoke only when words were needed. Now, she talked constantly as they walked along. Aggie could see something of her own nervousness reflected in her mother’s chatter.

“Now you know how folk gossip, and I dinna doubt you’ve heard unpleasant things about Mr. Sheff, Aggie lass. Well, no one likes to be in debt. But if they need to borrow money and Mr. Sheff is willing to lend it, whose fault is that? He’s a kind-hearted old soul. I know that myself. And there’s more folk owe him money than you or I will ever know.” She paused for a moment, then sighed. “I didn’a think I’d need to come to him again for you. Could we no save a few pounds? But Callum’s shoes wore out, then Jen’s blue dress—remember when it belonged to you? When I tried to mend it, it fell to pieces.

“But then Aggie, do you know, it’s the strangest thing. When I picked up Callum’s suit after church on Sunday what do you suppose I found? Half a crown in one of his pockets! Where could it have come from? Did you give the wee ones money for the collection on Sunday?”

“Aye, but only pennies, Mum. Where would any of us find half a crown?”

“That’s just what I thought. I’m afraid we’ll have to talk to him,” she sighed. “I hope it’s nothing. I’d hate to have to tell your Da.”

Aggie knew why. There were some things Douglas Maxwell would not tolerate from his children, and stealing was one. It would certainly be bad for Callum if he had stolen the money. Callum was only eight, but he was the chief mischief-maker in the family. Aggie doubted that he would actually plan to steal, but if money came into his hands, he’d find it hard to return to its rightful owner. Her father was unbending in his ideas about honesty and that would count as stealing. Callum was certainly in trouble. Only one question remained in Aggie’s mind. Why had he not spent the money as quickly as he could?

But there was no time to talk about this now, because they’d reached Mr. Sheff’s shop. The bell above the door rang as they entered and Mr. Sheff came out from the back room. He had a small rimless cap on his head and wore a tailor’s apron. He was an old man, thin and bent. His face lit up when he saw Aggie’s mother.

“And so, Mrs. Maxwell, here is the next daughter,” he said, smiling at Aggie. “Off she will go to Canada like her sister?”

“Yes, Mr. Sheff, with your kind help.” Aggie could hear the embarrassment in her mother’s voice.

The old man noticed and patted her hand. “Well, it is a small thing I do, Mrs. Maxwell, and not everyone is thanking me.” He turned to Aggie. “Your mother is kind to all peoples, not only her own. Most in this town have minds that are narrow. They see only what a person is, not into the heart. My sister went from Russia to Canada, to Montreal. In Canada, child, you will meet peoples from all lands. If you have the heart of your mother, you will do well.” Then he drew a small green ledger from under the counter.

After the money changed hands, Aggie and her mother went to see the doctor. For the moment, Aggie’s anxiety over the medical exam made her forget about Callum. She was sure there was nothing wrong with her, but it bothered her that she was still without her medical with the day of departure so near.

No one in Aggie’s family ever saw a doctor unless something was very wrong. Dougie was dying the last time a doctor came to the Maxwell household. The prospect of seeing this doctor made Aggie remember Dougie’s death. It had started with such a small accident, a blow to the chest from a stray shovel at the mine. But Dougie grew weaker and weaker, and in a few weeks he could no longer work. Then came the fever and his lapse into delirium.

Suddenly, her strong, healthy brother was slipping away from them, and nothing seemed to help. It was so much like a bad dream that Aggie had half believed she would wake up to find none of it was happening. Finally her mother had called the doctor, who came, listened to Dougie’s chest, and said that he had pneumonia.

Aggie remembered one night especially. She had been sitting by the firelight in the kitchen where Dougie lay on a cot, bathed in sweat and mumbling senseless things. A knock had come at the door. When her mother answered, she found two old gypsy women—tinkers they were called. Like most of the town’s people, Aggie feared the tinkers. They wore old clothes and had no real home and people said they stole little children away. But Jane Maxwell treated them with the same kindness she showed everyone, and they knew they could always find a place by her fire and a cup of tea.

These two women had not come for tea.

“We heard about your trouble, hen,” they said to Jane. “We want to help.” They told her they would make poultices from onions and place them around Dougie to drive the illness away.

When the doctor had learned of the plan he forbade it. “If those tinkers come here with their home remedies, Mrs. Maxwell, I’ll never set foot in this house again,” he’d said. So, of course, nothing was done. Dougie died a few days later. He was twenty-one. Aggie still wondered if the tinkers could have saved him.

But this was a different doctor: the Canadian doctor.

He was the first Canadian Aggie would ever meet. And he could keep her from going to Canada and ruin the family’s plan. By the time they reached the shipping agent’s office, Aggie had to force herself to take deep breaths. Two young women were just leaving when Aggie arrived with her mother. Aggie guessed they were domestics too. Aggie and her mother had just seated themselves in the small, dingy waiting room when a uniformed nurse came out and called, “Agnes Maxwell” in a crisp, highland accent.

The doctor was a big man, easily six feet tall, with sandy coloured hair and large, freckled hands. He seemed to fill the small office. He might have been a Canadian, but he looked just like anyone else. The nurse stood silently by. Aggie couldn’t help staring at the large needle on the tray by her elbow.

“Maxwell,” the doctor said as he checked her throat.

“There was a girl named Maxwell through this office last fall, I believe. Any relation? Say ‘ah’ now.”

It was difficult to follow the doctor’s flat-sounding English at first. But after he looked in her throat Aggie found she understood.

“Oh, aye, sir,” she replied. “My sister.”

“And now you want to come to Canada too, is that it?” he asked looking in her ears and eyes.

Before she remembered to be polite, Aggie found herself saying, “I dinna really want to, sir. It was my sister’s idea.” And she explained the plan to get the boys away from the mines.

“Breathe in
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