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Author’s Note
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If you read my WWI trilogy, you are already familiar with Rose, the heroine in this story.  She appears briefly in each of the novels as Hettie’s grandmother.  This novella details one of Rose’s assignments working with Underground Railroad, a time that was hinted at in Adjustment Year:


“Hettie could not imagine Rose, a woman who helped settle slaves in Canada after they arrived via the Underground Railroad, obey anything but her own conscience.”



Slavery was officially abolished in Canada in 1834, although it had been on the decline since the 1790s.

Many anti-slavery societies formed in the Canadian colonies prior to the American Civil War, including the Anti-Slavery Society of Canada, which was founded in Toronto in 1851 by mostly Presbyterians and Congregationalists.  Whites and blacks from the church and the business world comprised the organization, and members included professionals, the elite, intellectuals, orators and refugees (the term for escaped slaves).  The society, which was active into the early 1860s, raised funds to feed, house and clothe refugees with the goal of providing them with opportunities.  

Refugees escaped north to Canada hoping for a better life.  Although Canadians were against slavery, prejudices existed and refugees faced discrimination.  This attitude is reflected in some of the characters in this story, sometimes even by Rose herself.

Barrie [located in present day Ontario] was the terminus of an Underground Railroad branch.  Refugees in Simcoe County settled in Shanty Bay, approximately six miles from Barrie.  The community, named after its shanties, had a population of 500 in 1840, the only year I could find the village’s population information.

Rose’s Assignment is a standalone story. 
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Chapter 1
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May 1859

Barrie, Canada West

“Ladies, how may I assist you?” Rose heard her husband, Lewis, say and glanced up from her work to observe two austere ladies in dark gray standing near the general store’s entrance.

“We’re here to speak to Mrs. Goodwin,” the older of the two women said.

Upon hearing her name, Rose made her way to the front counter, swaying her hips and making her crinoline swing from side to side like a bell.  The crinoline, which arrived on the fashion scene only three years earlier, wasn’t common outside urban centers.  What better way for her to sell merchandise than to demonstrate it?  

But her eagerness was for naught.  Mrs. and Miss Hart, the two women at the front of the Goodwins’ store, were Quakers who, much to Rose’s chagrin, shied away from anything remotely fashionable – or fun.  

She curtsied slightly, incurring a raised eyebrow from Mrs. Hart, a middle-aged matron whose straw hat concealed strands of gray in her tidy hair.  

“Mrs. Hart.  Miss Hart,” Rose said, straightening her back.  “How do you do?”

“I am quite well this afternoon, Mrs. Goodwin,” Mrs. Hart said, expressionless.  “I have an assignment for you.”

Rose resisted the urge to wrinkle her nose at this odd conversation starter. Mrs. Hart was a prominent member of the Simcoe County Vigilance Committee, an organization loosely based on the Anti-Slavery Society of Canada.  Rose rarely attended monthly meetings and volunteered only when time allowed, which was infrequent now that she was a wife and mother.

“An assignment?”  Rose smiled sweetly.  “I don’t have assignments.  The boys are quite young, and I don’t want to overburden my family caring for them in my absence.  The agreement is that I help the women refugees resettle in Shanty Bay.  I provide clothing, blankets, those sort of things, and I introduce them to the appropriate community members.  I excel at this task because I know many people, but that is where my responsibility ends.”

“Yes, I am aware. The agreement was with me, if you recall, when you married Mr. Goodwin and otherwise become occupied here at the store.  Nonetheless, I need someone for this assignment.”

Miss Hart, who wasn’t much older than Rose, took a step forward while maintaining a respectful distance behind her mother.  “This assignment necessitates someone with a delicate touch.  We can’t just have anyone in charge of it.”

Self-conscious under the Harts’ critical glare, Rose resisted the urge to run and hide behind the shop’s oak and glass display cases.

“What is the assignment?” she said, swallowing hard.

“We have an ill refugee,” Miss Hart said, smiling politely.  “We need someone to look after her while she is in quarantine and then help her settle in Shanty Bay.”

“I can see why it needs a delicate touch, but I am not a nurse.”

“This is true,” the elder Hart said, “but the committee believes you are the best person for the position.”

Rose’s cheeks flushed.  “I am flattered, but I couldn’t possibly.  If she is ill, I cannot put the boys at risk.”

“It is the committee who put her quarantine, not a physician.”

“I find it very odd.”  Rose placed her hands behind her back, and the front of her skirts protruded forward.  “Nonetheless, I don’t believe I am the person you need.  I thank you, Mrs. Hart, Miss Hart, for coming.”

Mrs. Hart held up her hand.  “Please, I beg you to reconsider.”

“There’s nothing to reconsider, I’m afraid.”

Lewis, who stood near the barrels of flour with scoop in hand, said, “You might as well go and learn more about what is involved.”

The Harts’ expressions brightened.  Rose turned to shoot her husband a disapproving glare.

“Yes.  I’ll happily come and see,” she said, returning her attention back to the women and faking a smile.

“Wonderful,” Mrs. Hart said.  “Please come see us tomorrow afternoon.  Good day.”

The Harts left the store content they persuaded Rose to do their bidding.  She grimaced, regretting she rose from bed that morning.

“Why did you interfere?” she said, face crimson, when she and Lewis again where alone.  “I did not, and still do not, want to take care of an ill refugee.”

“You’re the most nurturing person I know,” Lewis said, “and that includes my own mother.  You’d be good at it.”

“What about our boys?  They are mere babes.  As I made clear to the Harts, if this refugee is contagious, I cannot be around her.”

“You don’t know that until you go,” Lewis said, shoving the scoop into the flour.  “They said the committee quarantined her.”

She held up a finger.  “Which I am confident they did for a good reason.”

“Go and find out.  Then you can make the proper determination.”

She shook her head.  “I would rather not, but I gave my word and now it’s a moot point.  You forced my hand, Lewis.”

“You’re being dramatic, Rose.”

“I don’t think so, but men speak for women all the time, so why should this be any different?”

Rose attempted to push past Lewis but, thanks to the circumference of her crinoline, only succeeded in wedging herself between the counter and her husband.

“Why do you women wear these things?” Lewis said, a bemused expression forming on his round face.

“It’s either this or 10 layers of petticoats.  We wear what we must to appear as if we belong in this decade.”

“I’d gladly be stuck with you anywhere.”

He smiled, but it quickly faded when he realized Rose was in no mood for flirting.  He maneuvered himself out of the cloth trap and allowed her to pass.  She avoided eye contact and returned to her work more certain now than ever that agreeing to this assignment was a terrible idea.

*
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Rose and Mrs. Hart ambled from the Carter house to the gardener’s shed at the edge of the property.  Rose superficially knew the Carter brothers, two elderly bachelors, as they were members of both the vigilance committee and Barrie Presbyterian, the church she attended.  It’s a shame the Carters are bachelors, Rose thought when they reached the shed, otherwise a Mrs. Carter would be doing this and problem solved. 

“Her name is Judith,” Mrs. Hart said when they reached their destination.  “We haven’t been able to discover much more about her.”

Mrs. Hart threw back the shed door.  A moment later, the putrid odor of sweat, urine and feces wafting toward Rose, forcing her to take a step backward.  She held up her arm, pagoda sleeves shielding her face like a veil, as if that could somehow save her nostrils. 

Mrs. Hart entered the shed without reservation.  Rose resisted the urge to wrinkle her nose in a most unladylike manner and followed.  She tried to hold her breath but found the task nearly impossible as the stench intensified.

Two tiny windows that appeared to be painted shut illuminated the shed.  At first, Rose could see nothing other than the glint of sunlight attempting to penetrate the smudged glass, but when her eyes adjusted to the semi-darkness, she gasped.

An emaciated woman lied at their feet clothed in nothing more than rags and sleeping on straw like a barn animal.  She appeared no older than 25 or 30, and her matted hair hung like a curtain over her sweaty face. To Rose’s astonishment, the refugee moaned and briefly opened her crust-covered eyelids.

Rose swallowed hard, suddenly self-conscious of her spotless dress with its freshly applied trim.  

“Hello, Judith,” Mrs. Hart said.  “This is Mrs. Goodwin.  I brought her to meet you because I know you need help.  Do you feel any better today?”

No words escaping her mouth, Judith licked her dry, cracked lips.  “No, ma’am,” she finally said in an accent Rose could barely understand.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Unable to stomach conversation with someone who appeared like a half-dead corpse, Rose picked up the front of her skirts and made a hasty retreat.  Once outside, she pointed her face upward, the sun’s rays flushing pink her pale skin, and inhaled sharply through her nose while exhaling through her mouth with a puff. 

“I’m sorry you were overwhelmed,” Mrs. Hart said from behind her.

Rose made a 180-degree turn and opened her eyes.  “I don’t understand why she can’t be taken care of in Shanty Bay.”

Mrs. Hart glanced at the ground before making eye contact.  “We have thought of that, but the move could kill her.”

“Windsor is farther than Shanty Bay. How did she survive from the terminus to here?”

“She had no symptoms when she entered Canada.  They presented themselves only after she arrived in the county.”

Forgetting her manners, Rose gestured wildly.  “I might kill her with my incompetence.  She needs a doctor. An herbalist.”

“Mrs. Goodwin, please.  I would not have asked if I did not believe you were the appropriate person for the job.”

Rose considered this but only long enough to remember to fold her hands at her waist like a civilized person.  “I am flattered, but, no, I cannot risk infecting my boys.”

Mrs. Hart stepped forward, hand outstretched.  “Mrs. Goodwin.”

Rose held up her hand.  “My mind is made up. I wish you the best of luck, and I hope you are able to help her.”

Mrs. Hart opened her mouth, but Rose hung her head and walked away.
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Chapter 2
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“It’s a lost cause,” Rose said, passing Lewis a bowl of potatoes that evening at supper.

He reached across their circular table and grabbed the bowl, scooping a spoonful of potatoes onto his plate with a plop.  “That doesn’t sound like you.  I’ve never seen you give up on anything.”

She held her head high.  “I call it being pragmatic.”

He looked up from his plate and smirked.  “Hum.”  

“What are you up to, Lewis?”

“Nothing.  You call it pragmatic.  I call it defeatist.”

Rose knew he was trying to illicit a response and gripped her knife in an attempt to keep calm.  “Had you seen her, you would not say that.  It reeked in there worse than an outhouse, and she was dressed like a street urchin.”

“She’s a refugee.  Many of them look like urchins.”

“Not like this.”

He shook his head.  “You are right.  I was not there.”

“Had you been—”  

She glanced out the dining room window at their neighbors across the street. The Goodwins and their neighbors lived on the second story above their shops. She was born into humble means, but Lewis’ business provided them a comfortable life.  They never wanted for food, clothing or shelter, but perhaps that was the problem.  She had forgotten what it felt like to be needy, and for the second time that the day she experienced uneasiness at her own success.  

“Lost cause,” she said.

“Rose, you look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I’m all right.”  She shook her head.  “I am not a doctor.  A doctor would bleed her or use leaches. What am I supposed to do?”

“You find other means.”  Lewis’ intense glare brimmed with kindness.  “What would your mother do?”

“Keep her clean and feed her beef broth,” Rose said without a moment’s thought.

“Ah, then you do know exactly what to do.”

Rose clenched the knife harder.  Oh, no, you don’t.  Don’t make me change my mind.

The boys began to cry, and Rose sighed.  Finally, an excuse to have some measure of solace from this infernal conversation.

“Are you hungry, my darlings?” she said, retreating to their tiny bedroom and nearing the crib.

Five-month-old Oscar struggled to sit while 18-month-old Frank jumped on the mattress, flattening the ticking.  She scooped a boy up with each arm then sat in the rocking chair and leaned back.  Frank snuggled on her lap, lying his head on her shoulder, while she suckled Oscar.
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