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Preface
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“Those of us who are left behind are the ones who suffer,” Freddie Steward tells his sister Hettie in Angel of Mercy, the first book in this trilogy.  Freddie was referring to those left behind when a member of the Canadian Corps dies, but the letters Hettie receives from her mother and sisters during the war hint at a different kind of suffering – that caused by worry, fear and missing loved ones. This is a collection of slice-of-life pieces that collectively tell the story of what happened in Canada while the events in Angel of Mercy were occurring.  They are based on Hettie’s letters, which also appear in this book.
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​The Dress Fitting Aftermath


[image: ]




“Your sister is incorrigible,” Lucretia Steward said to her second daughter, Mabel, as they tramped down the sidewalk.  “I don’t understand Hettie at all.”

Mabel resisted the urge to sigh.  “Well, Mother, it seems to me she simply enjoys what she does.”

“I enjoyed teaching, but I gladly gave it up to marry your father. You should talk to her, Mabel.  Put some sense into her head.”

“What?”  Mabel turned her neck so quickly her massive hat bobbled.  “Why me?”

“Don’t sound so surprised.  I know you still share secrets.  She’d listen to you if you told her about the merits of marriage.”

The merits of marriage?  This wasn’t a subject Mabel was certain she knew anything about.  

She swallowed.  “I’m sure she knows, Mother, or she wouldn’t be getting married.”

“I hope Miss Fletcher wasn’t too embarrassed,” Lucretia said, referring to the dressmaker who had witnessed the family squabble scant minutes before.  “I plan on talking to your father about all of this as soon as I return home.”

“I’m sure Miss Fletcher deals with families all the time.  Ours can’t be the only one with a strong-willed daughter.”

Lucretia waved her hand in front of her face.  “You will talk to Hettie, Mabel.”

“Yes, Mother.”  Mabel shrugged, wishing this conversation was over.

“When is your dress fitting?”

“Thursday.”  

Mabel dreaded the idea of owning a dress she would wear only once.  Her bridesmaid dress was a beautiful, light lilac, but it was not to her taste, and she knew it would linger for eternity in her closet.  The dress was bold, like Hettie, whereas Mabel was more retiring.  Perhaps the fabric could be repurposed into nice curtains for the little window above the kitchen sink.

“Do you want to stop at the tea shop and see if anyone is there?” Lucretia said.

The teashop was one of Lucretia’s favorite places.  She often ran into her sisters and sisters-in-law there, and they could gossip for hours.  Unlike her mother, Mabel was unable to quickly turn off her negative emotions, and social interaction at the moment sounded as appealing as enduring quarantine.

“No, Mother, not today.  I don’t feel well.”

“You had best not feel ill for any wedding events lest you spoil them.”

It didn’t escape Mabel’s attention that Lucretia didn’t ask about her symptoms or even about how long she had been ill.  She was well aware that a Steward marrying a Bartlette was a momentous occasion that could not be interfered with for any reason – the families were as close as blood, and Hettie and Geoffrey’s marriage would permanently unite them – but she couldn’t help it if she felt ill.

“No, Mother,” she said, shaking her head and opting not to argue.

Mother and daughter kissed each other on the cheek and parted ways with the promise that they would see one another tomorrow.  Mabel exhaled slowly, allowing the breath to pass through her parched lips with coolness, and savored this short period of tranquility between dealing with her mother and her husband’s arrival home from work.

––––––––
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MABEL AND GARDNER HILL had been married for a year and in that time they rarely disagreed.  Of course, they rarely agreed either.  They merely co-existed, speaking only when circumstances necessitated it.  Wasn’t this something that was supposed to happen to couples who had been married for decades, who found they no longer had anything in common Mabel wondered?  It wasn’t expected in a couple whom many still considered newlyweds.

When they were courting, Gardner was sweet.  He brought her flowers, quoted love poetry and took her on long walks.  Mabel enjoyed his company and looked forward to seeing him.  Those days were gone.  Now she dreaded hearing the front door open. 

Every workday, it was the same routine.  Gardner came home, replaced his shoes with slippers, petted the dog and gave his wife a kiss.  If it could be labeled a kiss.  There was nothing remotely romantic about it. It was more like a peck one might give a close family member.  Some days it wasn’t even a peck but more of a lip grazing.  This lack of spousal affection was followed by the short walk to the dining room as Gardner inquired about the menu for that night’s dinner.  Once in the room, he took his place at the head of the table and looked about, overly pleased with himself as if he had done something worthy of her praise.

“How was your day, darling?” Mabel said, standing with her hands firmly clasping the back of one of the chairs.

“I’ll tell you once dinner is served.”

“Very well.”  Mabel turned on her heels.  

Gardner did thank her when she returned from the kitchen with the dishes, but his sincerity seemed faked, and she accepted it without a smile.  It was like this every evening.  It didn’t matter what she cooked, if he liked it or not, if something exciting had happened that day.  Food was more important than conversation.

Mabel slowly cut her meat and placed a dainty, overcooked piece into her mouth. Gardner, meanwhile, unceremoniously shoveled mashed potatoes into his own orifice while relating with some pride the tale of a bridge and his role in its construction.  She merely nodded before they fell back into silence.

Gardner finished his potatoes, and Mabel perceived his eyes upon her.  She tried to focus on her carrots, which she had no appetite for, when she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.  

“The thing with Hettie and your mother was this morning?”

Mabel set down her fork, and it clanged against her china plate.  “The thing?  Do you mean the dress fitting?  Yes, that was this morning.  Hettie despises the dress Mother picked and wants to continue working after she gets married.  Mother is livid.  She wants me to talk to her, to talk sense into her.  Me?!”

Gardner said nothing, and Mabel laughed nervously before continuing. “Hettie studied hard, was admitted into a prestigious nursing school and graduated with honors.  Why shouldn’t she be permitted to put her education to use?  Isn’t that what Father always wanted us to do, educate ourselves for the betterment of society?  Whereas, I, on the other hand, I never was ambitious.  I only completed grade 12 because it was expected of me.  It was a struggle, I tell you.  I had difficulty living up to our parents and teachers’ expectations. But not Hettie.  She handled the pressure with ease.  Never mind it made me feel inferior because she is two years younger.”

A venomous smile spread across his face.  “Are you quite finished?  What difference does any of that make?  All I asked was whether the appointment was today.”

She blinked.  Far be it from her actually to attempt to confide in her husband.  “Yes, the wedding party’s attire is underway.” 

“Good.  Has Geoffrey found them a place to live yet?” 

“He’s in the process, I believe.  It’ll probably be a rental somewhere in or around H-block since his family —”

“A rental?  I don’t know why Hettie wants to —”

“Because she loves him,” Mabel said, not wishing to hear his full sentence.

“Well, we’ll see how much she loves him when she’s living in poverty,” he said, the smile still on his face.

Mabel’s cheeks grew hot.  Gardner couldn’t be as happy for Hettie as Mabel was, she knew, but he could at least pretend to be pleased and keep his opinions to himself.  Hettie would not be living in poverty, not as people live in poverty in big cities like Toronto or Ottawa anyway.  Barrie had less than 7,000 people.  Hettie would be just fine.  She –

A wave of nausea suddenly overcame Mabel.  Startled, she placed her elbow on the table and held her forehead in her hand. 

“Now don’t cry,” Gardner said. “It’s not that bad.  For us anyway.  Let’s take the carriage out after dinner and see if there’s a motion picture playing tonight.”

“I’m not crying.  I feel quite ill.”

The nausea grew worse, and Mabel covered her mouth, running as quickly as she could from the room. Her narrow skirt prevented much speed, however, and knowing she would never make it to the bathroom, she headed for the kitchen where she vomited in a cooking pot that had been left on the stove.

When she finished, she leaned gasping against the counter, her fingers gripping the edge of the butcher block as if that could somehow calm her down.  Footsteps scraped behind her on the tile floor, and she gripped the counter tighter, her knuckles growing white.

“I didn’t think dinner was that bad,” Gardner said from the threshold.

“I’m sorry.  I don’t know what’s the matter.”  Why am I apologizing to him? she thought and wrinkled her nose.  What?  For ruining his dinner?

Gardner put his hand on her back.  “Perhaps you had best get to bed in case you are contagious.  I’ll have Mrs. Watson clean up,” he said, referencing the housekeeper, “when she gets back.”

Mabel nodded, feeling small and vulnerable but heeded his advice.  Perhaps, something she ate earlier in the day disagreed with her and that was all, and she would feel better in the morning.    After all, Mabel told herself, Mother will have my hide if I ruin Hettie’s wedding plans.

*
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WHEN LUCRETIA RETURNED to the Stewards’ Gothic Revival after the dress fitting, she was not expecting to see her husband, Benjamin, sitting in the breakfast room thumbing through the mail and waiting for the housekeeper to serve his soup and bread.

He, meanwhile, didn’t even notice her presence, not bothering to so much as look up when she silently took her seat across the table. 

She glared at him, waiting for the moment he would pay attention to something that genuinely mattered.  Why was it taking him so long? 

“Did you see Mabel this morning?” he said finally. 

“Yes, she was there.  Hettie, on the other hand, is very confusing.”

Benjamin furrowed his brow and at last made eye contact.  “Confusing how?”

“She wants to continue working after she marries.”  Lucretia sat forward.  “She sees nothing wrong with it.”

He chuckled.  “She wants to put to use the education we paid for.  How selfish of her.”

“The education you paid for.  Your name was on the check.”

“We paid for it.  Our inheritances jointly pay to educate our children.”

Lucretia groaned unable to appreciate her husband’s incessant need to instill in their daughters a sense of independence and self-awareness.  These were not attributes society permitted women to aspire to yet alone possess, and they caused young women needless frustration when they felt they were entitled to do as they pleased, same as men.  Hettie actually wanted to continue working after she married.  The ridiculousness, the gall.  If it weren’t for Benjamin, she wouldn’t have such notions.  Lucretia felt gooseflesh form on her arms as she acknowledged that, in addition to her husband, she also didn’t understand her own child.

“Nevertheless.  It is selfish of her.  She should think of poor Geoffrey.”

Benjamin again chuckled.  “Hettie is a strong-minded female.”

“You’re being very flippant.” Lucretia put her palms on the table and stretched out her arms.  “It’s not funny.”  

“There is nothing wrong with Hettie loving what she does.  But she will quit to stay at home just like every other married woman because that is what society demands.  It’s not right, but that’s what society demands.”

“Well, then why teach our daughters to be independent-minded if society won’t permit them to be truly independent?”

He narrowed his brow and looked down his nose at her.  “It’s the principle of the thing.”

“It’s maddening.”

Lucretia stabbed the butter with the knife, but Benjamin did not flinch.  He instead picked up a week-old issue of the Ottawa Citizen and was mentally transported to the city he lived in before he met Lucretia.  At least there, no one was harping about women’s status in society.
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​Happiest Day of Her Life, but Not His
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“Keep an eye on the time, please,” Benjamin said to anyone who would listen as he repeatedly checked his pocket watch, snapping the lid shut each time with a forceful click.  “The bride cannot be late for her own wedding.”

Lucretia and Benjamin’s middle son, Frederick, descended the main staircase, slouching with both jacket and waistcoat unbuttoned. He plodded past his father, his elder brother Walter and his brothers-in-law, Gardner and James, without so much as a nod of acknowledgement before parking himself on one of the sitting-room chairs.  He refused to make eye contact and instead gazed out the window at the canopy of leaves created by the property’s maple trees.

Freddie was followed down the stairs by the youngest Steward son, Thomas, who was adjusting his tie.  Tommy was barely 18 but acknowledged everyone with the air of an older man. His upcoming commencement from high school along with a recent job in a local architect’s office had given him a boost of not only confidence, but hubris.  With a bounce in his step, he bounded over to the sofa and sat next to his younger sister, Adelaide.

Adelaide was four years younger than Tommy and had no interest in fashion, hairstyles or cosmetics.  As a consequence, while all the other women in the house were upstairs getting Hettie groomed and primped, she already was dressed and passing her time reading a well-worn copy of her favorite book, Wuthering Heights.  She barely looked up when Tommy sat beside her.

“I can’t wait to see Maeve,” Tommy said in reference to Maeve Bartlette, the groom’s only sister.  “She’ll look so lovely in her dress.  I can’t wait until the reception so I can talk to her. At school the other day, she agreed to read my poetry.  I’m so nervous what she’ll think.”

Adelaide rolled her eyes at her brother but said nothing.

“Not that Maeve is a literary expert or anything, but I will be crushed if she doesn’t like it.  She enjoys when I recite Byron.”

“I’m trying to read,” Adelaide said.

“You’re always reading.  How often do I get to see Maeve fresh and glowing?”

“‘Fresh and glowing’?”  She rolled her eyes again.  “You see Maeve at school all the time.”

Disgusted, Freddie bolted to his feet and exited the room, slamming the door behind himself.  The slam shook the wall and briefly jarred everyone in the room from their conversations.  Benjamin shook his head and followed his son.  

“She’s the most beautiful girl in the world,” Tommy said, not skipping a beat.

Adelaide threw her book down on the sofa.  “Walter, make him stop.”

Walter, who was standing in the corner with Gardner and James discussing the Mexican Revolution, crossed his arms.

“Tommy,” he said in a tone reminiscent of Benjamin, “leave Adelaide alone.  If you love Maeve so much, you should marry her.  Today is Hettie’s day.”

Tommy’s face flushed.  Love was a word not to be used lightly.  It was best saved for Valentine cards and couples like Hettie and Geoffrey.  Tommy became quiet, and Adelaide smirked before picking up her book and resuming her reading.

*
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WHEN BENJAMIN LEFT the sitting room, he did not follow his son, but instead went upstairs in search of his wife, his concern over the family’s tardiness overriding his interest in Freddie’s temper tantrum.    

He cracked open the master bedroom door.  “Lucretia, it’s getting late.  Are the girls getting ready?” 

Lucretia was sitting on the bed, handkerchief crumpled in her fist.  “Yes. Can’t you hear them?”

The muffled sounds of gossip and giggling could be overheard from the adjacent room.  Benjamin crinkled his nose.

“The fact they’re noisy doesn’t mean they’re getting ready,” he said.

“I’ll go check on them shortly.”  Lucretia wiped her eyes.  “I’m feeling sentimental.”

He entered the room and came closer, stopping when he saw their wedding photo on her lap.  As he glanced at his younger self – a dark-haired, broad shouldered fellow of 33 – he yearned for a moment to be young again.  No, he told himself, I can’t fall into my wife’s sentimentality.

“Are you going to do this every time a daughter marries?” he said.

“It brings back good memories.”

“It does. I know.” He sat on the bed and took her hand.  “But right now we are running behind schedule, and Freddie is in a prickly mood that must be rectified before we leave.  Can I count on you to move things forward?”

She again wiped her eyes.  “Yes, I’ll be ready in a moment.”  

“Good.”  He patted her hand and stood.  “I need to go take care of Freddie.”

Lucretia also rose, clenching the picture frame to her chest.  Today would be the happiest day of Hettie’s life.  In her early 20s, dissatisfied with the courtships and marriages she witnessed, Lucretia declared she never would get married.  Despite this declaration, she never once regretted her decision to marry Benjamin; he counter balanced her personality and reminded her she was valued.  She ran her finger over the glass covering the photograph, as if the bride in the photo were not herself but some long-lost relative, before returning the frame to the dresser.

––––––––
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DOWNSTAIRS, FREDDIE took a bite of an oatmeal cookie, crumbs raining down his chin, and examined the pattern in the kitchen’s tin ceiling.  He had never really paid attention to the pattern in the ceiling before – it was simply always there, taken for granted – but now he wondered how the tiles were manufactured and how much time they took to install.  He was so engrossed in this contemplation that he did not notice when his father came through the door.

“Frederick, I need to speak with you in my study now, please,” Benjamin said.

The statement sounded like a request, but Freddie knew it was a demand.  He turned his head, but remained expressionless.  “Yes, Father.”

Like a child being taken to the principal’s office, Freddie followed his father into the study.  The small room was tucked into a quiet nook at the back of the house.  With the exception of a large picture window overlooking the garden, the walls were covered floor to ceiling with bookcases.  The shelves contained so many books they were arranged in stacks, and some were even beginning to encroach on the floor and the top of the radiator. Benjamin’s round, custom-made desk was in the centre.  He sat on its edge.  Freddie shoved his hands into his pockets.

“What is bothering you today, Freddie?”

“Not a thing.”

Benjamin narrowed his eyes.  “I didn’t imagine you would tell me.  It doesn’t matter.  I already know.  Everyone knows you and Hettie are close.  It’s been that way your entire lives.  Your mother and I are to blame for that.  You shared a crib and a pram together.  In hindsight, perhaps we shouldn’t have done that.  In any case, you are adults now, and marrying Geoffrey is what must happen for your sister’s happiness.”

“Her happiness means more than mine,” Freddie said, avoiding eye contact and focusing on a stack of books whose jumbled pattern of colored covers seemed too perfect to be random.

“That’s being a bit dramatic, don’t you think?  You mustn’t say that because your happiness is equally important.  But today is Hettie’s day.  Someday you will have a bride, and you’ll want her day unspoiled.”

Freddie nodded.  “I understand, Father.”

“Change is difficult, I know.  The world is constantly changing, Freddie, and we must adapt to it.”  

Benjamin stood and began making his way to the door before stopping.  “Get your hands out of your pockets and button your jacket and waistcoat.  You look lazy.”

*
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HETTIE SQUIRMED IN her seat, the image of Ida Morris, her eldest sister, in the mirror behind her.  Ida had the power to make the bride dazzle or to cause a disaster, as she held in her hand what, on a day like today, could be considered a weapon – the curling iron.  

“I should have brought an extra curling iron,” Ida said, touching the iron’s barrel with her finger, “and there’s no time to run down to the kitchen and reheat this one.”

Hettie felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.  “You’re not going to leave me with one of those God awful hairstyles with the ringlets down the side like they had when Grandmother was a girl, are you?”

“No,” Ida said, giving her sibling a swat on the shoulder.  “I have more common sense than that.  I’ll fix it.”

Ida took hairpins out of a small cardboard box sitting on the vanity and, sticking several in her mouth, continued styling.  

While Ida continued her handiwork, Mabel and Walter’s wife, Dorothea, began discussing their own wedding days. The discussion began with talk of dresses and hairstyles but quickly descended into a conversation about something a bit personal.    

“And then you’re nervous about the wedding night,” Ida said, removing the last pin from between her teeth.  “Did Mother have the talk with you, Hettie?”

Hettie resisted the urge to nod. “Yes, and it was horribly awkward.”

“A talk about what?” Alice said from the corner of the room, so eager from curiosity she was rocking back and forth on her heels.  

The women, having forgotten she was there, fell into silence before turning to face her.  

“It’s not your concern,” Hettie said, loose strands of hair falling around her face and mimicking the 1840s hairstyle she dreaded.

A smirk formed on Alice’s lips.  “Of course, it’s my concern.  I’m your sister, aren’t I?”

“I’m not going to discuss these things with you,” Hettie said, pulling her housecoat tightly around her shoulders and turning back to the vanity mirror.

Mabel hung her head, Dorothea focused at the wall, and Ida shook her finger before picking up yet another hairpin. 

“What things?  Why is everyone being so mysterious?” Alice said, placing herself between Hettie and the vanity mirror.  “Do I look all right?  It took forever to get my hair this way.  I’m not sure if lilac flatters me, though.  Why didn’t you pick another color for your bridesmaids’ dresses, Hettie?”

Ida pointed to the door.  “You keep it up, I’ll make you leave.  You’re too young to be in here anyhow.”

“I’m nearly 16,” Alice said, the smirk growing bigger.

“And I need to finish Hettie’s hair for her wedding.”

“Geoffrey’s not going to care what her hair looks like.”

“Well, he’s certainly not going to care about yours.”

Alice pursed her lips and was about to respond when Lucretia entered the girls’ bedroom.  There were five beds in the room, one for each daughter, each with its own floral bedspread.  Ida and Mabel’s had been vacant since their weddings, and tonight Hettie’s bed also would go unused.

Lucretia was smiling but her eyes were bloodshot, and the sight of all her daughters together, aside from the youngest, made her tears well up again.  She cleared her throat and focused on the alarm clock on the nightstand between Alice and Adelaide’s beds until the moment passed.  

“All right, come along,” Lucretia said, recovering her composure.  “We’re going to be late if we don’t hurry.  Goodness, Ida, you aren’t finished yet?  We need to help Hettie into her dress.”

“I’m nearly finished styling,” Ida said.

Lucretia glanced at the bride’s dress hanging on a peg on the wall, and the disagreement she had with Hettie at the seamstress’s last month no longer seemed significant.  If anything, it was silly and inconsequential.  What really mattered was that a Steward was marrying a Bartlette.

“Are you ready to marry the man of your dreams, dear?” Lucretia said.

“She’s been ready all her life, Mother,” Ida said with a laugh.  

Hettie fell in love with Geoffrey Bartlette when they were children, and their courtship lasted eight years, unshaken even by her three years in nursing school, their class difference, and their radically different upbringings. 

“I’m finished,” Ida said.  “It’s time for the final touch.”  

Hettie stood and removed her housecoat, hanging it over the back of the vanity chair.  As she did, her cheeks flushed pink as if she recently had applied rouge.  It was a vulnerable moment, standing there in nothing but her undergarments, stockings and white patent leather pumps. She raised her arms, and Ida and Lucretia lifted the wedding dress over her head.

The women tugged on the sleeves, buttoned several fasteners and smoothed the skirt before standing back and allowing the others to lavish the bride with compliments.  Everyone, that is, except Alice who wrinkled her nose.

“I can see why you don’t like this dress, Hettie,” Alice said.  “It’s not the most stylish thing in the world, is it?”

Lucretia furrowed her brow. The last thing she needed was for the argument with Hettie to begin anew.  “Alice!  I should fetch the ruler and rap your knuckles for flapping your lips.”

Hettie laughed.  She was so happy even this dress, that she still thought was horrendous, wasn’t going to ruin her mood – and neither would Alice.  “It’s all right, Mother.  We all know I’d prefer cap sleeves, a lower neckline and a skirt that’s form fitting like on an opera dress.”

“You’re not going to the opera, Henrietta,” Lucretia said.  “It’s a wedding and you must look respectable.”

Hettie sighed.  What was wrong with wearing a party dress to a wedding?  It was a celebration, after all, wasn’t it?

*
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THIS ROOM HELD MANY memories, Hettie contemplated as she absorbed every detail of Benjamin’s study.  He had forced her and her siblings to read at least one book weekly as part of their education, and when they were young, they hated it. Eventually, they grew to enjoy perusing the shelves for the next adventure or bit of factual information.  In addition, this also was the room where the lecturing took place, and there had been plenty of lectures, especially for her and Freddie.

Finally, she focused her attention on her father.  There would be no lectures today.   Benjamin’s eyes were sparkling.  

“You look beautiful.  The beauty in your soul is shining through.”

“Father, you’re going to make me cry,” she said, glancing downward.  

“It’s true.  You have an inner beauty that matches your outer beauty.”

Benjamin did not give out compliments often, and she beamed.  “Thank you, Father.”

“Are you nervous?” 

“No.  It is Geoffrey, after all.  I’m where I should be.”

“It doesn’t become easier for me, especially with my daughters,” he said, twisting his hands in front of himself. “You’re my fourth child to marry, but it’s still difficult.  This is your last morning in our house.  I’ll soon be giving you away.”  

“Geoffrey is a good man,” she said, hoping to sooth her father’s concerns.  

“Yes, he is.  Otherwise, we wouldn’t be standing here now.”

The grandfather clock in the parlor struck the hour, and they both knew it was time to leave for the church.  As they exited the study, it became clear that the rest of the family had already left.  Hettie took Benjamin’s arm, and they walked to the car.  

Life was about to change and change for the better, she was certain of it.
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​For King, Country, Freedom and Self Worth
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On this particular Sunday, slightly more than two months after Hettie’s wedding, every window in the Steward house was open, letting in a cross breeze, the filtered hubbub of the neighborhood and birdsongs.  

Canada was at war!  The news dominated all the newspapers and was the talk of the town, but the Stewards had yet to gather and discuss it formally.  Those assemblies were reserved for Sundays when the extended Steward family gathered for a meal and debate.  

There was one exception – a lone, abbreviated, unsatisfactory conversation between Hettie and Walter the day the war declaration was announced.  Walter had treated Hettie as if she did not have a mind of her own, as if she were her husband’s property.  This was not behavior expected from one of Benjamin Steward’s sons, and not only didn’t she understand her brother, she hadn’t quite forgiven him.

She moved her chair closer to Geoffrey’s and smiled as Freddie’s bulldog, Flossie, wandered into the dining room.  The family’s pets generally weren’t allowed inside the house, so this was an unexpected surprise.  The pooch had no doubt entered after the housekeeper, Mrs. Norris, left the kitchen door open to cool the room.  

Flossie sniffed the perimeter of the room before finding her master.  Freddie slipped her a piece of chicken from his plate, and the dog left, tail wagging.

The atmosphere was calm and relaxed while everyone was engaged in their meal.  Hettie’s heart sped up, however, when Geoffrey took her hand.  Now was the time.  The family’s serenity was about to be shattered.  

“We have an announcement to make,” he said, his voice firm and confident.

Once they heard the announcement, she would be unable to face them, Freddie most of all. Hettie smiled shyly then averted her eyes in an effort to avoid everyone’s gaze but her husband’s, and clenched Geoffrey’s hand until her fingers grew white.

“I’ve decided to enlist and do my bit,” he said.  “I’m going to Toronto in the morning to make it official.”

“And I’m going to join the nursing service and go with him,” Hettie said, somehow finding the courage to lift her head and make eye contact with her family.

The announcement was met with silence, a quiet so hushed any sudden noise would have made everyone in the room flinch.

At the very least, Hettie knew, the family was expecting an announcement about a new job or even a pregnancy, so news about enlistment had to be jarring, perhaps downright shocking.

The silence lasted mere seconds, broken by the one person Hettie knew would have the most to say – her mother.  Lucretia, seated at the foot of the table, appeared calm, but Hettie knew she was a kettle on the verge of whistling.  The steam was building behind the unperturbed exterior. 

“Why would you do this?”  Lucretia said.

Geoffrey opened his mouth, but she cut him off, shaking her head. “I don’t believe it.  I honestly don’t believe it.”

Lucretia was the first to speak, but her opinion invited others to contribute theirs in rapid succession.  

Tommy leaned forward. “Don’t we have the free will to do what we want?” 

“Not if it puts one’s life in danger,” Ida said.  “And especially not if it puts my sister’s life in danger.”

“Our sister, or have you forgotten?  I don’t want Hettie in danger any more than you do.  I don’t like the decision; I am merely supporting her right to make the decision.”

Alice stood, and twisted back and forth slightly, her hands on her shoulders.  “If we have the right to do anything we want, then I’m going to become queen of England because the world revolves around me.  Isn’t that right, Hettie?  Doesn’t the world revolve around you?”

“Well, I—” Hettie was trembling, hand still firmly grasping Geoffrey’s.  “There’s a greater good here.  A means to—”

Mabel locked eyes with her closest sister.  “There is no greater good when you’re abandoning us,” she said, bursting into tears.

“Abandoning?  No!”

Gardner laughed, a mischievous look on his face.

As the debate raged, voices grew increasingly louder.  Lucretia was crying. Benjamin’s face was beet red.  The siblings were pointing, gesturing and talking over one another.  Watching all of this, Hettie felt increasingly hot and wondered if she might faint.  Instead, she dug her heels into the floral pastel carpet and forced herself to listen to everything they had to say.
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