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Author’s Note:
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If you have read my WWI trilogy, you already are familiar with Lucretia, the heroine in this story.  She is Hettie’s mother.  Indeed, you already are aware that (spoilers) Lucretia marries Benjamin.  What you don’t know, however, are the events that led to their nuptials.  That is the story this novella explores.  How did Lucretia and Benjamin meet?  What draws them to each other when they are polar opposites?   How did Amelia meet Gordon Bartlette?  Did he mistreat her?  Who exactly are the unmarriable kind? 

This story takes place in 1884 and 1885, making it my first story since the WWI trilogy set after Canada’s Confederation.  The young nation is in the midst of Industrial Revolution, especially in Ontario (where The Unmarriable Kind is set) and Quebec.  The country is rapidly industrializing, and life is changing for many.  As the Canadian Encyclopedia explains, “During this period, companies reshaped manufacturing, consumption, work and the urban landscape.”

The depression referenced early in the story refers to The Panic of 1873, the worst economic depression of the 19th century.  It lasted from September 1873 until late 1878 or early 1879.  Some historians place the end as late as 1897 because the effects could be felt more strongly in Europe.  It was referred to as the Great Depression until the 1929 depression when it was renamed the Long Depression.  

The Battle of Duck Lake referenced in Chapter 23 took place March 26, 1885, approximately 55 miles north of Saskatoon in Saskatchewan.  The 30-minute battle took place between the North-West Mounted Police and a Métis militia from the newly established Provisional Government of Saskatchewan.  Métis, mixed-race descendants of First Nations people and colonial-era French settlers, did not believe the Canadian government respected their heritage or protected their rights.  Their leader, Louis Riel, is the founder of Manitoba.  

The Unmarriable Kind is a standalone story.
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Chapter 1
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Barrie, Ontario

1884

“I heard he isn’t even an educator,” Edwina Marsh said, leaning to her right and adding her opinion to the chorus of murmuring that filled the school’s auditorium while the staff awaited its new leader.

“I heard he once tutored the PM’s children,” Pippa Fellow said, leaning to her left and accidently bumping her shoulder into friend and colleague, Lucretia Goodwin.

Lucretia, crammed between them, laced and unlaced her fingers.  “Are you implying the board of directors was desperate?”

“Of course,” Pippa said.

“So desperate they would hire someone unqualified?”

“They didn’t have time to do a proper search.”

When the beloved Mr. Greenlee unceremoniously left for a position in Kingston, not only was it a stab to the heart, but it left Armstrong Academy in the unenviable position of needing to replace its headmaster one week into the new academic year.  The board of directors made a hire three weeks later.

“They surely didn’t,” the teacher sitting beside Edwina said, leaning to her right.  “I heard he’s an old man.  A learned man of leisure who was free to accept a position in short notice.”

“That sounds asinine,” Lucretia said, cracking her knuckles.

“He’s like a phantom,” the teacher sitting beside Pippa said, leaning to her right.  “No one I’ve spoken to has even seen him.”

“Humpt.”  Lucretia resisted rolling her eyes.  “Do you know everyone in town?  I certainly do not.”

“Surely you must have heard rumors, Miss Goodwin.”

“Utter nonsense from the sound of most of them.  All I know is Mr. Greenlee abandoned us for a larger salary.”

The ladies nodded in agreement as a hush fell over the crowd.  An unfamiliar man who appeared neither phantom nor elderly walked up the aisle, his presence squashing the wild rumors flying throughout the room.  The moment he passed Lucretia’s row, her eyes examined him.  Shoulders straight and confident, he strode to the stage in a black suit beneath a head of equally dark, neatly combed hair and ascended the steps, taking his place behind the dais.  The awaiting staff straightened their postures.  Lucretia bit her lip.

“Good morning,” the new headmaster said after several uncomfortable minutes of silence. “I am Mr. Steward.  For the past decade, I have been teaching rhetoric at the University of Ottawa.  I attended the grammar school in Hamilton and the University of Toronto, but I was born in Barrie.  I am eager to join once again the community.  That being said, I will not tolerate disrespect, procrastination, sloth, disorganization or tardiness.  I will be evaluating the academy’s curriculum and procedures and will make appropriate changes.  Barrie only may be a village, but that’s no reason why our students should not enjoy an education, for example, featuring the most up-to-date scientific information available.  We live in a rapidly industrializing and mechanizing world and our students must be prepared to face it.  That is all.  I will be making my rounds all week to personally make introductions.  Thank you.  You are dismissed.”  

Everyone’s gaze upon him, Steward avoided eye contact.  No one dared speak, or even move, until he exited the auditorium.   The male teachers budged first, standing a few at a time and returning to their classrooms.  The women soon followed a row at a time.

“Well, I am unimpressed,” Lucretia said once she, Pippa and Edwina spilled into the antechamber.  “Why would a professor want a headmaster position?  I think that is indicative that he was sacked.”

“Mr. Steward did say he was born in Barrie,” Pippa said, smiling.  “He might be homesick.”

Lucretia shook her head and started up the corridor at nearly a jog.  “His family is in Hamilton, so that cannot be it.”

“Better pay then,” Edwina said after she and Pippa caught up to their friend.

“Also doubtful.”

“What then?”

“I told you.  He was probably sacked.”

Edwina and Pippa offered no further explanations, and when they reached the end of the corridor, the colleagues went their separate ways.  Lucretia rounded the corner and entered the first door on the on left quickly as she could.  Her lips upturned when she caught sight of her students silently studying.

“Thank you, Peter,” she said to the boy in charge of the classroom in her absence.  “You may take your seat.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, bowing his head slightly and scurrying to his desk.  

Lucretia took her position at the front of the room and folded her hands at her waist.  “Boys, the new headmaster, Mr. Steward, will stop to see us and the other classrooms in the near future.  Please make a good first impression.  You will not have the opportunity to make another.”

“Yes, Miss Goodwin,” the boys said in unison.

She picked a textbook off her desktop.  “I hope you have been working on your essays.  They are due Tuesday.”

“Yes, Miss Goodwin.”

“Good.  Now turn to page 46 of your history books.”

*
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Lucretia failed to perceive that the creaking floorboards outside her classroom were indicative of lurking until the door grated open.  Distracted from her lecture, the boys turned, some nearly coming out of their desks, and ogled the unimpressive Mr. Steward as he entered the room.

Lucretia stopped speaking midsentence, and her stomach did a flop.  He’s here for his inspection, I see, she thought.

“Please, continue as if I wasn’t here,” he said, retreating to the corner.

Upon hearing this, the students returned their attention to their instructor.  

Very well.  All eyes upon her, Lucretia swallowed and stepped aside to reveal a map on an easel.  Taking her ruler, she pointed to random locations.

“The African continent.  Rhodesia.  Zanzibar.  Tanganyika.  Congo.  Transvaal.  Abyssinia.  Egypt.”  She continued to name the African colonies until none remained.  “Who can tell me without peeking in your textbook which are the British colonies?”

Several students raised their hands, and she called on a boy whom she knew would be correct.  He did not disappoint, naming each colony alphabetically.

“Thank you, Robert.”  She resisted the urge to smile.  “Please take note, students.  We will learn about the colonies for our next examination.  These belong to Great Britain...”

The students opened their composition books and recorded the list of colonies Lucretia spelled out on the blackboard.  After completing the list, she wrote the colonial capitals in a separate column.  Finally, she jotted the colonial governors in a third column.

“Next week, we will cover South America,” she said, and the boys closed their books.

Lucretia glanced at Steward whose body betrayed nothing, uncertain whether he approved.  This is ridiculous.  She swallowed, grateful the school’s bell pealed in the tower.  Why am I allowing him to make me anxious?  

“All right, children, it is time for lunch.  Please leave in an orderly fashion.”

Row-by-row the students exited the classroom and filed into the corridor.  Inside the building, they didn’t dare speak or even make a sound but, once outside, they dispersed every which way, shouting and running across the schoolyard like caged animals set free.

Lucretia did not venture home for midday meals but instead spent the hour gossiping with Pippa and Edwina. She sighed when she heard the children, sat behind her desk and leaned to retrieve her lunch pail from the bottom drawer.  

“Miss Goodwin,” Steward said, approaching the desk.  “I must speak with you.”

“Oh,” she said, trying not to sound shocked he lingered.  “I was on my way to meet my colleagues.  They may think I’ve abandoned them if I don’t meet them.”

“I won’t keep you long, but this is urgent.”  He pulled a leather-bound notepad and a newly sharpened pencil from his pocket.  “Tell me how long you have been teaching here and your subjects.”

“Certainly.  I began last year, and I teach history and geography.”

Her brows tightened when he recorded this in his book.  What was he planning on doing with those notes?

“Tell me, Miss Goodwin.  Why do the girls not also study these subjects?”

Despite being tightly laced into a corset, Lucretia’s back stiffened.  “The girls study other subjects.  Music, needlework and deportment, for example.”

He furrowed his brow.  “But why?”

“It has been that way since this academy opened,” she said, eyeing him intently.  

He took a step forward, firmly gripping notepad and pencil.  “Doesn’t it bother you, considering you yourself are a woman of education?”

She shook her head.  “I have never thought about it.  It has always been that way.”

His eyes flittered to the Union Jack in the corner near the blackboard.  “If the Fathers of Confederation felt that way, we’d never have our fine nation.”

Lucretia tightened her grip on her pail’s handle.  “Parents pay for their children to attend.  If they do not question—”

Steward pointed toward the ceiling.  “We are the educators.  We live in a rapidly changing, industrial and technical world.  We must adjust curriculum accordingly and modernize.  As Prince Albert did with the University of Cambridge.”

“Prince Albert?” she said slowly, struck by the invocation of someone who had been dead for 13 years.

“Yes, when he was elected chancellor of the University of Cambridge, he modernized the curricula.”

She glanced at the clock hanging beside the door and remembered she forget to wind it this morning, which Steward would no doubt notice and chastise her.  

“As interesting as this is, the students will be back before we realize.”

He appeared confused for a moment.  “Oh.  Your lunch.  Yes, of course, you may go.  We’ll discuss this at another time.”

“Certainly.”  She stood and maneuvered past him.  “I wish you a pleasant rest of the day.”

She departed hastily, making a beeline for Pippa’s classroom.  Just wait until she told her and Edwina about Steward’s odd inquiry.  

*
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Lucretia’s eyes fluttered between the potted fern blocking half the dining room window and her parents, Rose and Lewis, who currently monopolized the dinner conversation.  Lewis, who made his fortune in retail, discussed how, in the decade since the Great Depression, the department store rebounded nicely.  An important topic, Lucretia knew, but boring beyond belief.  Rose related the day’s activities.  More things Lucretia should care about but didn’t.

Despite being an adult, household rules dictated she be acknowledged during meals before speaking, an often excruciating wait when she had news or gossip to share.  As the eldest child still living at home, at 22 years old, Lucretia would be called on last, and one-by-one siblings Steven, Lucy, Minnie, Sadie and Milton reported on their day.  Steven, Lucy, and Minnie talked about school, Sadie elaborated on a dress and Milton conversed about work.

Uninterested in all of it, Lucretia pushed peas around her plate with her fork and watched them roll around like little green balls.  

After what felt like 10 years, Lewis said, “Lucretia, please tell us about your day.”

Peas still uneaten, Lucretia set down her fork.  “Mr. Steward will be the downfall of the academy.”

Her sisters gasped, and her mother went pale. Lucretia resisted the urge to burst into laughter when she realized she had a captive audience.

“Why on earth?” Rose said, eyes wide.

“He came to observe the class today and afterward flat out said he was altering the curriculum, and the parents will have no say.  None.”

Rose sat forward.  “Surely, he would not without consulting them.”

“He will not.  He said so.”  Lucretia bobbed her head, looking from one side of the table to the other.  “He even went so far as to compare himself to Prince Albert.”

“Prince Albert, God rest his soul.” Rose place a hand on her bosom.  “Why would he do that?”

“Something about him being a reformer.  So you can see why I say the academy will be utterly ruined."

“Well,” Lewis said, wiping his hands on his napkin and slapping it down on the tablecloth, “if that were to happen and you lose your position, you can take comfort in knowing you were not to blame.”

Lucretia nodded.  “Thank you, Father.”

“Sometimes people let power go to their head and become too big for their breeches.”

The corners of her lips upturned.  “I completely agree.”

“So in the meanwhile, while we wait for the academy to disintegrate, you must tread lightly.”

Lucretia’s cheeks burned.  “Yes, Father.”

Lewis held up a finger.  “And remember, sometimes we get so stuck in our ways that we are frightened to do anything to the contrary.”  

She nodded, although she no longer agreed.
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Chapter 2
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“I certainly hope these meetings aren’t going to become routine,” Lucretia said, examining the pearl buttons adorning her sleeves near her wrists as if they were the most interesting thing in the world.

“You are the most impatient person I’ve ever met,” Edwina said, tipping her head.

“I’m not impatient.  I’m practical.”  Lucretia held up the watch that hung from a gold chain around her neck.  “We only have so much time in our school day and meetings use up a portion of that time.”

Pippa shook her head.   “So long as they don’t dock my wages for it, I don’t care.”

“Ah, yes, perhaps that will be one of his ideas.  We will be relegated to volunteers.”

“The board of directors would never approve that,” Edwina said.

“I was being facetious,” Lucretia said, her face darkening.  

“I wasn’t.”

Lucretia sighed at the exact moment Steward entered the auditorium, notebook in hand, and took his place at the dais.  The staff quieted immediately, prompting Lucretia to marvel how her co-workers respected the position of headmaster.  They knew nothing about Mr. Steward other than he liked to observe, ask questions and take notes, yet they followed him blindly.  She would not.  She refused to follow a self-proclaimed reformer.

Steward opened his notebook and read over a page.  Still focused on him, Lucretia tugged on her sleeves.

He cleared his throat.  “I visited each of your classrooms to make your acquaintance and to observe.  I sought to gain an understanding of the curriculum and for how the school operates.  The purpose of this meeting is to share with you my conclusions.  I observed there are radically differently subjects taught to boys and girls.  This may have been reasonable a generation or two ago, but the world has changed.  Women need to know mathematics to balance their household account books.  They need to know geography to understand where the products they are purchasing originated.  These are only two examples.  Our dear queen speaks multiple languages.  Girls should have the opportunity to emulate her should they chose.

“This leads me to the changes I am implementing this term.  I have created a list, which will be displayed outside my office, of subjects we will be offering to both genders equally.  As I have stated previously, our job is to prepare students for the future.  That is all.  You are dismissed.”

––––––––
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“The entire thing is ridiculous,” Lucretia said to Pippa and Edwina a few minutes later when they stood outside the auditorium doors in the antechamber.

She expected her friends to agree or, at the very least, offer an excuse for Steward’s behavior that she could debate.  Instead, their eyes widened, and Edwina gasped.  Heartrate rapidly increasing, Lucretia turned to discover Steward standing behind her.

“Miss Goodwin,” he said, hugging his notebook to his chest, “I want to speak to you in my office in 10 minutes.”

Lucretia bobbed her head.  “Yes, Mr. Steward.”

All three women watched him with interest as he marched up the corridor without acknowledging any of the other staff. 

When the headmaster was out of sight, Pippa patted Lucretia’s arm.  “He must have heard you.  Oh, Lucretia.  He can’t sack you for this, can he?”

“I believe he can,” Edwina said, voice quivering.

“I’ll be fine,” Lucretia said, although she wasn’t certain she actually would be.  “It’ll get sorted.”

“We hope so,” Pippa said, tightening her grip.  “Apologize.  That will help.”

Lucretia confidently nodded for her friends’ benefit, but plodded to the headmaster’s office like a child about to face her father’s switch.  What would she do if she lost her job?  Without a reference, she would be unemployable, relegated to a shop girl at Goodwin’s Department Store.

I can’t let him see my nervousness, she thought when she reached his office.  No, I must be bold.  Fortune favors the bold.  The door hung open, and she smoothed her skirt and bodice before crossing the threshold.  

“You wish to speak to me, sir?”

Pen in hand, Steward sat behind his neatly organized desk and glanced up when he heard her voice.

“Yes, I do,” he said, setting his pen on the stand beside the inkwell.

Lucretia advanced into the room and stood in front of him, light from the midmorning sun casting honey gold rays on his polished desktop.  When this was Mr. Greenlee’s office last term, he chronically left papers strew across the desk, a drawer or two permanently left open, and fingerprints bedecked the nearby windows.  Steward definitely took “cleanliness is next to godliness” to heart.  She swallowed, knowing this marked differences in personalities would be to her detriment.  

She folded her hands at her waist and waited, the table clock’s ticking causing her to flinch with each passing second.

“Sir,” she said, no longer able to keep quiet when the minute hand ticked to the next position.

“Why are you so resistant to change?” he said, eyes full of fire.  “Why must you fight me at every turn?”

“Fight you?” Lucretia’s temperature rose.  “You weren’t supposed to overhear what you did.”

“That makes it even worse.  You’re gossiping behind my back.”

She kept her head high.  “Not gossiping.   Expressing my opinion.”

Steward sat back, his chair letting out an ear-piercing squeak.  “Which brings me back to my original question.  Why are you so resistant to change?  And don’t say because it is ridiculous.  That explains nothing.”

“It explains everything.”

“Enlighten me.”

She resisted the urge to smile.  “Families pay to send their children here.  They expect a certain curriculum that we must provide or risk them enrolling their children elsewhere.”

“Why must we provide it?” he said, dashing her expectations that he would readily agree.

“A classical education.”
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