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    DedicationFor the land that held what the ledgers erased.—and for every hand that never stopped listening.

      

    



  	
        
            
             Epigraphs"They said we built the nation.But we only ever tended what it tried to cover."— Miriam Whitman (oral fragment, recorded 1832)

"History grows crooked. Soil does not."— Field preacher's ledger, Southern Reach, 1827
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​Chapter 1 - the green unseen
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The ache began not in the heart, nor the stomach, but somewhere deeper, nestled behind the ribs where breath turned to spirit. Lydia Whitman felt it first on a morning sharp with the lingering teeth of winter, yet softened by a hesitant sun. The air still carried the brittle scent of ice, a ghost of the long, unforgiving months, but a subtle warmth, a promise, now touched her cheek. She stood at the ragged edge of the Whitman garden, her bare hands plunged into the cold, yielding earth where frost had finally relinquished its grip. The soil, dark and loamy, clung to her fingers like a promise half-forgotten, a secret whispered from the very ground. It was a rich, dark brown, almost black, speckled with the pale, skeletal remains of last year's withered stalks and the occasional glint of mica. Its coolness seeped into her skin, a primal connection, a reminder of cycles far older than human memory. She wasn’t digging, not yet. Her fingers kneaded the damp clods, feeling the granular give, the subtle resistance. She was waiting and waiting for the crocuses to bloom.

They were late this year. Or perhaps, Lydia mused, brushing a strand of dark hair, escaped from its practical knot, away from her cheek with a muddy wrist, she was early. Impatient. A profound urgency thrummed beneath her skin, a counterpoint to the slow, inevitable turn of the seasons. It wasn't illness, this sensation – though Sarah, her elder sister by two years, had pressed a cool hand to her forehead just yesterday, her brow furrowed with gentle concern, muttering about chills and the lingering dampness of late winter. It wasn't precisely longing, either, not for a person or a place she could name, not for the simple comforts of a new dress or a trip to the market town. It was a hum, low and resonant, a vibration felt in the marrow of her bones, a deep chord struck within her very being. Something old, wordless, and vast was stirring, roused from slumber beneath the comfortable repetition of her days in the Whitman farmhouse on the edge of the Massachusetts woods. It was a feeling that had been building for weeks, a quiet crescendo that now threatened to burst forth, demanding acknowledgment.

She remembered the exact moment it had truly begun. It was a Tuesday, the wind howling around the eaves, rattling the windowpanes. She had been mending Thomas’s heavy work trousers, her needle flashing in the lamplight, when a sudden, inexplicable stillness had fallen over the house, a momentary hush in the storm's fury. In that silence, a whisper had seemed to rise from the very floorboards, from the ancient timbers of the house, from the earth beneath. It wasn't a voice, not with words, but a distinct impression, a pull, a subtle shift in the fabric of her reality. From that moment, the hum had taken root, growing steadily, drawing her gaze outward, beyond the familiar confines of the farm, to the brooding, silent forest that pressed against their western boundary.

The others sensed it too, this restlessness radiating from her like heat from banked coals. Sarah noticed it in the way Lydia’s gaze would drift past the mending basket, out the salt-scoured kitchen window, lingering on the treeline where the skeletal branches of oak and maple clawed at the pewter sky. Sarah, ever practical, ever grounded, tried to coax her back. She’d teased her gently last week, her voice warm as she kneaded bread dough, the scent of yeast and flour filling the cozy kitchen. "Lyddie, if you stare any harder at that forest, you'll sprout roots yourself. Come, help me with these herbs. The thyme needs sorting before it loses its potency." The humor was affectionate, a familiar anchor, a gentle tug back to the rhythms of their shared life. Sarah, with her quick smile and capable hands, was the steady heart of the household, the one who ensured the pantry was full, the clothes mended, and the hearth always warm. She worried about Lydia, not with a dramatic fear, but with the quiet, persistent anxiety of a sister who saw a beloved sibling drifting. She’d tried to engage her, to speak of the upcoming spring fair, of new patterns for dresses, of the gossip from the village, but Lydia’s responses were often vague, her eyes still drawn to the distant treeline.

Thomas, their uncle who had steered the farm and their lives since their parents succumbed to the fever winters ago, watched her with a different kind of attention. His concern was etched in the deeper lines around his eyes, lines carved by years of worry and hard labor. The way his pipe smoke seemed to hang heavier in the air when she moved too quickly, too silently, like a startled deer, unsettled him. He saw the practicalities threatened: a farm needed steady hands, predictable rhythms, a mind focused on the immediate, tangible tasks. Lydia’s quiet intensity, her moments of profound stillness followed by bursts of inexplicable energy – like the time she’d spent an entire afternoon scrubbing the root cellar walls with a fervor usually reserved for spring cleaning, only to emerge pale and abstracted – unsettled the order he’d fought so hard to maintain. "You seem peaked, child," he’d remarked just the evening before, his voice gruff but not unkind, as she’d jumped at the sudden crackle of the hearth log, her nerves frayed by the constant internal vibration. "Not sleeping? That root cellar needs restocking come daylight. Good, solid work settles the mind." He believed in the efficacy of labor, in the soothing balm of physical exhaustion. He worried that Lydia was succumbing to some melancholic fancy, a weakness he could not abide, not for her, not for the future of the farm. He had promised his dying sister he would care for her girls, and care he would, even if it meant gently, firmly, pulling Lydia back from the edge of whatever precipice she seemed to be teetering on.

Only Eleanor, Lydia’s grandmother, seemed to understand the nature of the current pulling at her granddaughter. Eleanor, whose hands were gnarled maps of decades of labor, each knot and ridge a testament to a life lived close to the earth, yet whose eyes held the deep, quiet light of perpetual twilight. Her gaze was ancient, seeing beyond the surface, recognizing patterns and echoes from a long-forgotten past. Lydia had confessed it aloud one afternoon, the words spilling out as she helped Eleanor card wool by the fire. The rhythmic scrape of the cards, a comforting, almost hypnotic sound, filled the small space between them, punctuated by the soft hiss and pop of the burning logs. "Nana," she’d whispered, her voice barely audible above the rustle of the wool, "it’s like... like something is calling. From out there. Or maybe from in here." She’d pressed a hand against her chest, just below the collarbone, feeling the persistent thrum. "It aches. Not pain, but... an emptiness waiting to be filled with something I don't know the name of."

Eleanor hadn’t offered platitudes or dismissed her. She hadn’t flinched or frowned, her expression remaining serene, her gaze fixed on the endless task of preparing the raw wool. She’d nodded, a slow, deliberate movement that seemed to acknowledge the vastness of the unnamed thing Lydia felt, a silent affirmation that this feeling was not unique, not a sign of madness, but a recognizable, ancient call. Then, wordlessly, she’d set down her cards, the fine wool clinging to the wire teeth, and pushed herself up from the low stool with a soft grunt, her joints protesting the movement. She moved to the hearth, her steps slow but purposeful. From the simmering kettle, she poured steaming water into a chipped earthenware mug, the steam rising in a fragrant cloud. She added a generous pinch of dried chamomile and a single, fragrant curl of lemon balm from the string hanging above the mantel, herbs gathered and dried by her own hands, imbued with their quiet magic. She pressed the warm cup into Lydia’s chilled palms, letting the heat seep into her skin, and then closed her own weathered hands over her granddaughter’s for a moment. Her touch was grounding, like touching sun-warmed stone, ancient and reassuring. She said nothing. No advice, no warnings, no questions about the ache or the call. Her silence was profound, a testament to a lifetime of listening to things beyond words, to the subtle language of the earth and the spirit. Lydia knew her grandmother feared neither hunger nor silence – the inevitable companions of a hardscrabble life on the edge of wilderness. What Eleanor feared, what she had sometimes spoken of in the deepest watches of the night, when the wind howled like a banshee and the house creaked like an old ship, was the numbness that could creep in between the hunger and the silence, the slow death of feeling and connection, the dulling of the soul. This ache in Lydia, Eleanor’s silence seemed to say, was life itself asserting its claim, a vital sign, a stirring of the deepest self. It was a sign that Lydia was alive, truly alive, and listening.

That very night, the hum beneath Lydia’s ribs intensified, resonating into sleep. It wasn't a gentle lullaby, but a vibrating chord that pulled her deeper into unconsciousness than usual. She dreamed not of people or places, not of the farmhouse or the fields, but of moss. Thick, luxuriant, silver-green moss. It pulsed with a soft inner light, a bioluminescent glow that seemed to emanate from its very fibers. She watched, detached yet wholly immersed, as it climbed with impossible patience over split-rail fences, each delicate frond unfurling with silent determination. It insinuated itself into the seams of the fieldstone walls, softening the harsh angles and turning the rough grey into a velvety green. It carpeted the rough-hewn planks of the barn door, transforming the familiar wood into something ancient and living. It crept, silent and inevitable, beneath the threshold of the farmhouse itself, its tendrils reaching, exploring, claiming. In the dream, it didn’t smother; it softened. It rounded every sharp corner, muffled every harsh sound, turning the familiar angles of her world into gentle, undulating curves. The rigid lines of human construction dissolved into the organic flow of nature. It was the land breathing, sighing, reclaiming, not with violence, but with a quiet, persistent embrace. The dream was not a nightmare, but a profound communion, a vision of the world as it truly was, beneath the veneer of human order. She woke abruptly just before dawn, the taste of it sharp and vivid on her tongue – earthy, damp, ancient, like the deepest forest loam, a flavor that lingered long after she had thoroughly woken. A profound sense of peace, tinged with an unsettling wildness, remained, a feeling that had seeped into her very bones. It felt less like a dream and more like a visitation, a message whispered not into her ear, but directly beneath her skin, by the very land itself, a primal language she was only beginning to understand.

—
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THE NEWS ARRIVED A fortnight later, shattering the fragile tension like a stone through ice. The late winter had clung stubbornly, but now, with the first tentative hints of spring in the air, a different kind of shift was coming. It came on the heels of Jeremiah Cobb’s lathered horse, its flanks heaving, its breath steaming in the cool morning air. The rider himself, a burly man known for his booming voice and even louder opinions, burst into the tavern yard where Thomas was bartering seed corn, his voice hoarse from shouting along the road, his face flushed with exertion and excitement. "Land grants!" he bellowed, waving a sheaf of crinkled parchment above his head like a banner, the crisp paper rustling in the wind. "New tracts! Beyond the Hudson! Ripe for honest hands and stout hearts! A man could make his fortune out there, build a dynasty!"

The words crackled through the small community faster than a grass fire, igniting sparks of hope and ambition in every listener. By evening, a copy of the proclamation, smudged with ink and the grime of many hands that had eagerly passed it around, lay spread on Whitman’s scrubbed oak table. It was held flat at the corners by a chipped mug, a worn Bible, and two smooth river stones, symbols of the domestic, the spiritual, and the enduring earth. The single lamp flickered, casting dancing shadows over the bold, official script promising opportunity, prosperity, and virgin soil west of the great river. Men gathered – Thomas, his face alight with a rare enthusiasm; Micah Boone, a neighbor and occasional hired hand whose restless feet had taken him further west than most, his usual stoicism softened by a flicker of interest; old man Fletcher, whose farm was barely yielding enough to feed his family; and a few others, their faces ruddy with excitement and hard cider, their voices a low murmur of anticipation.

"Opportunity, Lydia!" Thomas declared, his finger stabbing at a point on the crudely drawn map accompanying the text, a map that showed vast, unblemished green spaces labeled "Unsurveyed Lands." His eyes shone with a fervor she rarely saw, a reflection of the firelight and the spark of new beginnings. "Look here! Fertile valleys, timber aplenty. A chance, girl, a real chance to stake a future beyond scratching at this stubborn New England rock. To build something lasting, something that will last for generations to come. No more fighting the stones, no more thin soil. Just rich, deep earth waiting for the plow." He spoke of clearing land, raising barns, planting orchards – the tangible poetry of possession, the dream of every farmer in their rocky corner of the world. He envisioned a legacy, a name carved into the very landscape.

Lydia stood slightly apart, near the hearth where Eleanor sat spinning, her wheel a soft, rhythmic counterpoint to the men's eager voices, a steady, ancient hum against the clamor of modern ambition. She held the notice Thomas had thrust at her earlier, the parchment still faintly smelling of the ink and the many hands that had touched it. She read it twice. The first reading was as Thomas’s niece, a citizen of the fledgling republic, a young woman raised on stories of pioneers and progress: "Public Lands... generous tracts... reward for patriotic endeavor... secure title..." The words painted a picture of sanctioned adventure, a manifest destiny written in ink and law, a glorious expansion into an empty, waiting continent. It was the narrative she had been taught —the story of her nation's growth.

The second reading was different. It was as something else – the girl who tasted moss in her dreams, who felt the ache of the land behind her ribs, who heard the wordless call of the unseen green. As her eyes traced the lines boasting of "unclaimed" territory and "cleared" land ready for settlement, other words shimmered beneath the ink, not written but screaming in the negative space, a silent counter-narrative that only she seemed to perceive: Clearance. Dispossession. Erasure. She saw not empty valleys, but valleys where the smoke of other hearths had recently curled, where generations had lived and died, where sacred rituals had been performed. She saw not virgin timber, but forests where generations had walked paths now labeled "wilderness," where ancient trees stood as silent witnesses to a history that would soon be bulldozed into oblivion. The map lines, confidently drawn by distant surveyors who had never set foot on the land they were dividing, didn’t just grow; they slithered, consuming, obscuring. They didn’t mark opportunity; they marked absence. They marked who, and what, would inevitably disappear beneath them, silenced by the scratching of pens and the ringing of axes, by the relentless march of "progress."

Her gaze lifted from the parchment to the faces around the table. She saw the hunger for space, for a fresh start, the weight of inherited debts and stony fields lifting in their imaginations. She saw Micah, quieter than the others, tracing a route on the map with a calloused finger; his expression was unreadable, with a flicker of something in his eyes that she couldn't quite decipher, but which resonated with her unease. She saw no malice in any of them, only the fierce, blinkered practicality of survival and ambition, the desperate need for a better life. But the map, under her second sight, seemed to bleed the ghosts of those not represented, not consulted, whose names were written in the wind and the water, not on deeds of ownership. The hum within her deepened, resonating with a sorrow that felt older than the hills —a lament for what was being lost, for the silencing of a world that had existed long before their arrival. It was a grief that transcended individual lives, a grief for the very fabric of the earth.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
-~ \)‘\/(H(ERE T’HE ARTH
o~ REMEMBERS

" The Whitman Chronicles Book Il
L

GREGORY PARROTT






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





