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Author’s Note
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If you read my WWI trilogy, you are already partially familiar with Claire, the heroine in this story.  She was mentioned in Those Left Behind:


Finally, Lucretia returned with a white stone set in a small gold band.  “This is moonstone.  This ring belonged to your great-grandmother Claire Winthrop Appleton.  It is small.  It should fit Maeve’s hand.  It doesn’t fit mine.”  She handed Tommy the ring before snatching it back.  “Your great-grandmother was born in 1810.  This was hers in her youth.  It survived the trip from New Brunswick to Upper Canada.  It stays in the family no matter what happens.  No matter what.”  



This novella details Claire’s journey from New Brunswick to Barrie in modern day Ontario, where her descendants live during the Great War.  The area that became Barrie was settled in the War of 1812 when it was a supply depot.  It did not acquire the name Barrie, however, until 1832, and, therefore, remains nameless in this work.

Other locations have different names than they do today.  Wright’s Town is modern day Hull, Quebec, Bytown is Ottawa, and York is Toronto.  

The Mi’kmaq referenced in Chapter 2 are a First Nations people who are indigenous to the Maritimes as well as parts of Quebec and Maine.

Journey of Hope is a standalone story. 
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Chapter 1
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1829

Fredericton, New Brunswick, British North America

The heat of the flames warmed Claire Appleton’s hypothermic cheeks when she bent forward to stir the Dutch oven.  The pot’s wire bail handle hung suspended above the roaring fire by a large metal hook, and the cookware swung slightly as the ladle moved through the contents and sent the pungent odor of onion and cabbage soup through the one-room cabin.  

Claire closed her eyes, remembering vaguely what the summer sun feels like on bare skin, and smiled.  Elsewhere in the shack, icicles hung from the ceiling, but by the fireplace, it was pleasant.  Or at least the side of the body facing the fireplace was pleasant.  Claire’s rear, which protruded into the room as she bent forward, was quite cold.  She hung the ladle, corrected her posture and pulled her shawl tighter around her upper body.

Despite it being January, she began humming “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.”  It was one of few songs she knew by heart, and although humming indicated she was happy, she wasn’t nearly happy enough to sing.  That rarely occurred in her nearly 19 years on earth.

Midway through “To save poor souls from Satan's power,” a gust of frigid air compelled the flames to dance.  The slam of the shanty’s only egress, a door cracked in multiple places, quickly followed. 

Claire dropped the cover onto the Dutch oven.  “Goodness, Harold, you startled me so badly I could’ve jumped in the fire and lit my skirts ablaze.”

Her husband remained silent until he unwrapped the gray wool muffler from his face and hung it, along with a moose-hide coat and hat, on their peg near the door.  The shedding of outerwear revealed a man who was of typical height, five foot five inches, with a slim build who appeared even slimmer in his threadbare clothing.

“I have something to show you, Claire,” he said, eyes sparkling with an excitement she had not witnessed since their son’s birth. 

She shoved her hands into her apron pockets in an attempt to conceal apprehension.  “What are you so overwrought about?”

“Overwrought?” He shook his head, a clump of snow falling off his shoulder-length hair and landing with a splat on the dirt floor.  “No, I’m as happy as a bear who’s found a beehive.”

Harold dug into his waistcoat pocket and pulled out a paper that crinkled when he unfolded it on the table and smoothed out the wrinkles.  All apprehension faded, Claire came closer tinging with curiosity, but what she saw made her furrow her brow.  On the yellow-tinged paper was a map of British North America, copied somewhat badly from its original source.  Still, she recognized it from her grandfather’s map that she memorized years ago as a child.

There was New Brunswick, their home colony, drawn as a misshapen square.  Two dots adorned it.  One represented colonial capital Fredericton, mere miles from them, and the location of the College of New Brunswick, the first English-speaking institution of higher learning in the colonies, while the second represented Saint John, the colonies’ first city, with a staggering population of more than 35,000.  Dangling off the misshapen square was an elongated bean-shaped island that depicted Nova Scotia.  It was decorated with one dot – Halifax.  A huge swath of land running from the Atlantic Ocean to the Ottawa River was Lower Canada with dots indicating Montreal, Quebec, Trois-Rivières and Wright’s Town.  Finally, the western most colony, Upper Canada, ran from the Ottawa River to nearly the western edge of Lake Superior.  Dots illustrated Bytown, Kingston and York.

“It’s a map of the colonies,” Harold said.

“I know what it is,” she said, placing a hand on her hip and jutting out her elbow.  “Why do you have it?”

He smiled almost mischievously.  “I came across Emery Jones outside the church.  He gave it to me.”

Jones and Harold had been acquainted since they were boys.  In recent years, Harold saw Jones only once a year when he ventured back to Fredericton from Rupert’s Land where the monopoly that resulted from the merger of Hudson's Bay Company and North West Company of Montreal employed him as a fur trader.  Jones, as far as she knew, had no need for a map. 

“Why did he give it to you?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

The furrow in her brow deepened.  No, it wasn’t obvious.  It wasn’t obvious at all.

“There’s opportunity out west,” Harold said when she didn’t respond.

“There’s opportunity in Saint John also.  You’re not considering becoming a fur trader, are you?”

“It would be more profitable than farming, but no.  I want to go west.”

Claire took a step backward.  “What about me and Junior?”

He chuckled.  “You’d come along.  I have no plans of returning to Fredericton once we leave.  I’ve even picked out where we’re going to settle.”  He traced a line with his finger to a blob that apparently was a lake.  “Here.”

His finger ended on the shores of Kempenfelt Bay on the western side of Lake Simcoe in the Niagara Peninsula.  Claire’s eyes narrowed.  The Great Lakes occupied the western most portion of Upper Canada and abutted the United States.  Loyalists settled the region following the American Revolution, and Americans invaded during the War of 1812.  Harold was well aware she had a connection to the area, one she barely acknowledged because it pained her to do so.

“That’s a long way,” she said when she failed to calculate mileage in her head.

He straightened his back, somehow making himself appear even thinner than usual.  “That’s why I will only make the trip once.”

She shook her head.  “It’s too far, Harold.”

“Nearly 900 miles.”

Claire sat, head spinning at the thought of the vast British North American wilderness – rugged, rocky and forested.  It took travelers a considerable time commitment to reach even neighboring communities.  A trip of 900 miles would take months. 

“Other people have made the journey,” he said. “There are farms all along the Niagara Peninsula.  We would have neighbors.”

She placed her head briefly in her hand.  “The Niagara Peninsula is where my father died.  It was this time of year and all when Mama found out.”

Harold’s eyes no longer sparkled.  “Sounds like you’re concocting excuses.”

“That’s the truth of it,” she said, eyes shifting from his face to the Dutch oven in the fireplace.  “It is where my father died, and it is far away.”

“And if it were not for those things?”

She avoided looking at him, although she could feel his critical glare upon her.  “And it is the expense.  We cannot even afford to live as we wish here.”

“I’ll earn a few shillings here and there along the way as a day laborer.”

“I still don’t like the idea.”

Harold sat in the cabin’s only other chair.  “We need to separate ourselves from my father.  That is the truth also.”

Harold Junior stirred from his nap, providing Claire with a welcome distraction from the conversation.  She retrieved the infant from the woven-straw shopping basket that did double duty as his bed and began breastfeeding.  How could they make such a lengthy journey with a baby that wasn’t even weaned?  Not that she expected Harold to contemplate such a topic, considering it was the province of women, but still.  It was simply another item to add to the list of reasons to stay.

“If we don’t go now,” Harold said, “we’ll have more children, and it will become more difficult.”

Claire bristled.  “But why so far away?  Why not go to Saint John?”

“The Niagara Peninsula is further south.  That means a longer growing season and milder winters.  We can have our own farm with animals and a nice plot of land.  We can’t have that here.  My father would never allow it.”

“Your father I could do without,” she said, still avoiding eye contact. 

Claire did not acknowledge her father-in-law’s existence unless forced to, and she felt uneasy at the mere mention of his name.

Harold’s father, Ebenezer, appeared haggard beyond his 57 years as a result of nearly two decades of alcoholism.  A love of drink was not uncommon in the colonies, but his originated from the death of his wife, Temperance, after a lengthy illness in 1809.  Her passing left him with six sons, from the ages of five to 14, whom he neither particularly liked nor tolerated.  The eldest three he employed immediately in the fields, the fourth son he tasked with caring for the livestock, but the youngest two he found practically worthless.  When the six sons married, Ebenezer parceled out his 160 acres, asking only for food stocks in return.  All these years later, it seemed Harold, the youngest, was still attempting to prove his self-worth. 

Harold stood, making his way to the front of Claire’s chair.  “Will you at least consent to thinking it over, because you know I very much want to go?”

Claire didn’t immediately answer.  She already gave it thought, and it was not a journey she wanted to take, but Harold seemed intensely eager.  She couldn’t crush his dreams, now could she?  No, reality would do that for her.  Once he realized how difficult the proposed trip would be, he’d change his mind, she was certain of it.  After all, Harold often was overcome by ideas that he discarded once his enthusiasm wore off and the lack of practicality emerged. 

“Yes,” she said.  “I will pray on it.”

His eyes again sparkled.  “I’m happy to hear that.”

She forced a smile.  Given enough time, Harold would be the one to reconsider.  That was her hope, anyhow.

*
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Claire awoke from an unsettling dream, clenching the quilt, her shift drenched in cold sweat.  Only one image stuck in her mind now that she awakened – her father, or at least someone who represented him.  She didn’t actually remember him, having been two-years-old when he left for military service.  He was a ghost who haunted the family by sheer virtue of having existed.  In the dream, he was dying on that bloody hill within view of Niagara Falls, or at least that was her interpretation.  She didn’t have any concept of what the falls or that hill looked like either.  Was the dream a warning or maybe an omen?  Her breath slowly became deeper as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she realized she was in her cabin, 900 miles away from her father’s death site.  

Harold forgot to knock the icicles from the ceiling before bedtime, and her eyes caught sight of a particularly large one suspended above the bed, its menacing point ready to impale without warning.  If it pierced them in their sleep, Ebenezer would claim they deserved it because of their negligence.  He’d be thrilled.

The fire was dying, the last of the embers smoldering.  Claire told herself she should rise and stoke the flame before it disappeared completely, but she took comfort in the warmth of Harold’s body and wasn’t particularly motivated to stir.

Harold, her dear delusional husband, was probably dreaming of a farm.  Surely, there must be another way to fulfill his vision without moving 900 miles, but what?  And if there were another way, would Harold consider it?  The west, a place he hadn’t given a moment’s thought until he came across his friend mere hours ago, seduced him.

The room went dark, and Claire jolted upright.  She swung her legs over the edge of the straw-filled mattress and flinched when her stocking feet made contact with the dirt floor.  Junior slept beside his parents’ bed in his basket, raised above the ground by the dining table chairs.  She placed a finger under his nose, checking his breathing, before maneuvering as quickly as she could on tiptoe to the tin pocket on the wall that held the flint, char cloth and fire striker.

The cabin measured approximately 16 feet by 20 feet, slightly smaller than the average farmer’s home, but even in this confined space, it didn’t take long in subzero weather for her fingers to go numb.  She struck the fire steel across the flint and sighed with satisfaction when the fire roared back to life on the first try.

I love our life here, she thought, why would I want to leave it?  Besides winter is winter.  I don’t care what Harold says.

She remained by the fireplace for a few minutes, warming first her front and then her back.  As she warmed her back, her eyes examined the shadowy contents of the cabin.  The couple didn’t own much, but neither did most people.  All their worldly possessions, save farm implements, fit into this one room – their bed, the dining table and chairs, the trunk, the sideboard filled with her cooking tools – but if they moved, most would be left behind.

Claire returned to bed, and her thoughts once again drifted to her nightmare.  Before today, it had been months since she last thought about her father.  After all, at this point, he was little more than the man who impregnated her mother.

The bedclothes on her half of the three-feet-wide bed were chilled from sweat, causing her to shiver uncontrollably.  She pulled the quilt around her ears and pressed herself against her husband until she felt his body through her shift.

“Claire?  Everything fine?” his voice said, piercing the silence.

“The fire went out.  I was cold.”

“Well, this should be our last winter here.  Let that warm you.”

She grimaced.  “Of course.”

Now, she was certain her dream was a harbinger of things to come.
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Chapter 2
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Shopping trips into sleepy little Fredericton, a collection of 200 or so cottages surrounded by farms and forest, presented the only bright spot in Claire’s weeks.  She knew every resident, if not personally then by sight, having spent the better part of her life on these streets.

Once within village limits, almost with a skip in her step, Claire followed the familiar path to the dry goods store on Queen Street.  She stopped only to adjust Junior, whom she carried across her chest in a sling made from a blanket, and to exchange pleasantries with acquaintances.

When she reached the store, she threw open the door with more force than intended, soliciting an unladylike yelp from Mrs. Porter inside.  Claire smiled, stamped the snow off her flat slipper shoes – in fashion but wholly impractical in the winter – before entering the shop and shutting the door.

“Oh, my goodness,” Mrs. Porter said, rushing toward her customer and taking her hand, “you simply must warm yourself by the stove.  Did you walk the entire way?  You’re frozen stiff.”

“It’s only a few miles, and I used my snowshoes for most of the way.”  Claire beamed, cheeks ruddy from wind, and pointed to the snowshoes strapped to her back.  “The air is good for me.  I can only be stuck in that cabin for so long.”

The Appletons’ cabin, like the typical farmers’, lacked windows.  It was chronically dark and smoky, illuminated only by the fireplace and the occasional candle, and gave no escape from the blackflies and mosquitos that plagued them every summer.

“Oh, to be young again.  I wish I had half your energy.” Mrs. Porter’s wistful eye scanned Claire as if doing so revived her youth, now decades gone.  “Come.  Come.”

Mrs. Porter led Claire to the Franklin stove, which occupied a large portion of the store’s center, wood crackling in its metal belly.  The stove produced less smoke and threw off more heat than a fireplace, but it was expensive.  This was the only one Claire witnessed, and she still considered it a marvel of the modern world.

“It’s woefully inadequate on a day like this,” Mr. Porter said from behind the counter.  “But spring will come, and so will the mud and bugs.”

Mrs. Porter smiled and clasped her hands in front of her chest.  “My husband, always looking on the bright side of life.”

Junior stirred, and Claire unwrapped him from the sling.

“He’s growing nicely.  You must be proud.”  Mrs. Porter outstretched her arms.  “What a lovely smile he has.”

Welcoming the break, Claire handed over the baby and stretched her hands closer to the stove.  “Mr. Appleton is especially proud.  He’s already planning for when Junior is a boy.”

“All in due time,” Mrs. Porter said, bouncing the infant on her hip. “Enjoy him while he’s young.  Soon enough, you’ll need to teach him to mind you.”

With no other customers in the store to occupy him, Mr. Porter left his post to join the women.  “How is Mr. Appleton?  I haven’t seen him since he came in here with his trapper friend Jones.”

The mere mention of Jones brought to mind Harold’s map.  The parchment was now his most prized possession.  He studied it daily and made his intentions known, although he hadn’t again directly asked her opinion.

Claire sighed and rolled her eyes.  “He has his heart set on moving west.  It’s all he’s talked about for weeks.”

Mrs. Porter went pale.  “Goodness.  He doesn’t want to become a trapper, does he?”
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