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Dedication
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To my second great-grandparents,

Abraham Patterson and Lovey Estes—

whose lives inspired this story

and whose love endures beyond the stones that mark their rest.

To family—past and present—

who have encouraged and inspired me to write,

so our ancestors will never be forgotten.

And to all who came before us,

whose quiet strength still lingers in the roots and branches of our family tree.

—Kathleen Patterson Garcia
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Epigraph
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“What is buried in the soil blooms again in time.”

— Unknown

“To forget one's ancestors is to be a brook without a source, a tree without a root.”

— Chinese Proverb

So it is with memory, love, legacy—

deep-rooted, unseen, but never lost.
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Author’s Note
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This work is based on the life of my second-great-grandfather, tracing his story from his mother and grandparents through his birth, marriages, and children. The historical framework rests upon verified records—birth and death dates, marriage records, and places of residence—all drawn from documented family history.

The letters to Abraham, printed in italics, are genuine family correspondence preserved through generations. Likewise, italicized passages describing the wagon train reflect true accounts and events drawn from historical logs and journals of the period.

Research for this book began in the early 1980s and continues to this day. Primary sources include genealogical records from Ancestry.com, historical archives, Google resources, and modern AI assistance to illuminate details of people, places, and daily life within the regions where the family lived. Additional material was gathered from pioneer journals, wagon train rosters, and local historical societies of Pennsylvania and Oregon.

Though the narrative is written as historical fiction, every effort has been made to honor the truth of their journey—their faith, endurance, and legacy that endures under the apple tree.

This book is both a work of remembrance and gratitude—to those who came before, whose lives shaped the generations that followed. Their stories live on not only in the pages of history, but in the hearts of those who still walk the ground they once called home, so future generations may know where they came from.
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Prologue
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In the quiet hours of early morning, before the world begins to stir, I sometimes imagine the lives of those who came before me—their footsteps soft upon the earth, their laughter fading across the hills, their voices carried forward in the wind.

This story was born from the echoes they left behind: from old letters and worn Bible pages, from land records and names carved into weathered stone. Each trace, each thread, led me deeper into the story of Abraham Patterson and Lovey Estes, my second great-grandparents, whose courage and devotion shaped not only their own lives but the generations that followed.

In telling their story, I have tried to honor the spirit of all who braved the wilderness, who tilled the soil, who raised their families beneath uncertain skies. Their hardships were great, yet their faith endured; their love, though tested by distance and time, never faltered.

The past is not gone—it waits in the whisper of leaves, in the turn of a plow, in the names we still carry. This book is my way of reaching back across two centuries, so that future generations may know where they came from, and feel the strength of those who walked before them.

— Kathleen Patterson Garcia —
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Chapter One: The Land Between Rivers
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Greene County, Pennsylvania — January 1817

The wind howled low and mean through the hollows, stirring snow off the ridges like flour from a sack. The creek had frozen hard, its surface milky and still, and even the crows kept low to the ground. It was the kind of cold that cut clean through wool and bone—the kind that sealed doors with ice and made everything feel still, as if the forest itself held its breath.

Inside the log cabin perched on a rocky patch of Morgan Township, a fire hissed in protest against the winter. The hearth blazed, but even its glow could not chase away the damp chill that crept in through chinked logs and floorboards. On a low bed pushed close to the fire, Catherine Patterson labored through her first childbirth. She was nearly twenty-three, and though she came from a family of strong backs and steady hands—her father still split timber each fall, and her mother kept the household running like a well-wound clock—Catherine had faced her own share of trials. She had helped clear fields, driven cattle through flood-swollen creeks, and once spent a week alone when Thomas, her husband, vanished without word on a late summer morning and never returned. But nothing in her young life had prepared her for this: the relentless, primal force of labor, where breath and bone bent under the weight of creation itself.

She gritted her teeth as another wave gripped her from within. It was like something ancient had possessed her body—something larger than pain, something primeval and unstoppable. The contraction wrapped around her belly and lower back like a red-hot band of iron, squeezing out her breath, bending her to its will.

"Slow now, Catherine," came the voice of the midwife, Clara Brown, firm but kind. “Don’t fight it. Breathe low. That’s it.”

Catherine obeyed, but her chest rose and fell with a shudder. Her dark hair was plastered to her brow with sweat, and her thin shift clung to her body, damp and clinging. The room was hot near the fire but still icy along the floor. She could smell everything—blood, smoke, wool, the faint metallic scent of the birth knife resting clean nearby.

A basin of water steamed beside the bed. Clara moved with calm certainty between the basin, the bed, and her satchel. Her hands, though gnarled by years and cold, were deft and deliberate. She had delivered over fifty babies in these hills—often by the light of a tallow candle, sometimes with only a prayer to guide her.

Clara had been summoned late the night before by Catherine’s neighbor, George Schmidt, a bachelor farmer who lived a quarter mile down the ridge. Knowing Catherine was near her time and that she was alone, he had made a habit of checking in every few days—just polite neighborliness, nothing more. When he knocked on her door that evening with a jar of rendered lard and a sack of potatoes, he found her hunched over the table, gripping the edge and breathing through the start of labor pains.

“She’s been laboring since dusk,” he told Clara, voice low but urgent, cheeks ruddy from the wind and snow crusting his shoulders. “Won’t let out a cry, but I can see the pain on her like frost on glass. I hitched the buggy soon as I knew it wasn’t easing.”

Clara didn’t waste time with questions. She bundled herself in a wool cloak, tucked her satchel under one arm, and climbed into George’s buggy without a word.

The sleigh runners scraped the frozen ruts as they made their way up the dark hill, her lantern swinging from a hook on the side rail. George held the reins with a kind of stiff solemnity—he wasn’t a man much for talking, but his concern rode just under his breath.

“She’s alone, then?” Clara asked.

He nodded, flicking the reins. “Aye. Ain’t seen that husband of hers since August. Some say he went west. Others say he didn’t go anywhere a man ought to.”

Clara’s jaw tightened. “A woman shouldn’t labor with only silence for company.”

“No,” George said quietly. “She shouldn’t.”

They arrived just before two, the buggy wheels groaning as he helped her down.

“You’ll see her through?” he asked.

Clara gave him a look as sharp as sleet. “If there’s breath in her, I’ll see her through.”

He nodded once and clicked the reins, turning back down the ridge into the dark.

“Another one’s coming,” Catherine whispered hoarsely, feeling it rise up like a wave set to drown her.

Clara reached under the blanket and nodded. “It’s close now. You’re doing fine. Strong and steady.”

But Catherine didn’t feel fine. She felt like her bones were coming apart, like her skin might split open. Somewhere deep in her gut, fear stirred—cold and ancient. She knew the stories. She’d heard them whispered around fire pits and over coffins: women who bled too much and never rose again. Others taken by fever days after delivery, their flesh hot to the touch, breath rattling in their throats until it stopped.

Her mother had survived seven births, but barely. Catherine remembered her lying pale as a sheet in the weeks after Samuel, the last child, was born. And Cousin Ruth hadn't survived hers at all. She was buried with the baby, both wrapped in the same shroud.

Please, Lord, Catherine prayed, don’t let me die today.

She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood. Her breath came in short gasps, and her hands fumbled blindly for the rough wool of the blanket. She didn’t cry out. Her family had taught her early that a woman’s pain was her own. But her body trembled.

Clara saw it, and something softened in her eyes.

“Your mother’s spirit is strong in you,” she said gently. “But you don’t have to carry this alone, Catherine. Let the pain come through you, not against you. That’s the way.”

Another contraction seized her. Her back arched, her legs tensed, and she felt a low cry rise unbidden in her throat. It was a sound like an animal in the wild—raw and full of life’s brutal insistence.

“That’s it!” Clara encouraged. “You’re nearly there, love. One more good push, and your babe’ll be in your arms.”

Catherine gripped the frame of the bed, her arms taut with strain. She bore down with everything she had. The world narrowed to fire in her belly and thunder in her ears. She pushed with a strength she didn’t know she possessed, tears slipping silently down her cheeks.

And then—suddenly—it was over.

A slick, red infant slipped into Clara’s waiting hands, warm and trembling with its first signs of life. The child let out a cry—thin and fierce, full of new breath and winter defiance. It echoed off the low rafters and into the night like a heralding horn.

“Praise be,” Clara whispered, her voice trembling now. She deftly tied off the cord with clean linen, wiped the child’s nose, and wrapped him in a faded blue blanket from her satchel. “A boy. And a strong one, too.”

Catherine blinked up at the ceiling. Her limbs were lead. Her breath came in shivers. She felt like she’d been emptied of everything—strength, blood, fear—and yet something new had taken root in the hollow space: awe.

“A boy?” she croaked.

Clara laid the bundle in her arms. “See for yourself.”

Catherine gazed down at the small face—red and wrinkled, eyes squeezed tight, mouth still parted from the cry. He was beautiful, she thought, in the way mountains were beautiful—unyielding and forged by something greater than herself.

She touched his cheek with one trembling finger. “Abraham,” she whispered. “Your name is Abraham.”

It was her father’s name—a man of long silences and hard labor, who once told her the land remembers those who work it well. She had married into another name, another farm, but the blood of Abraham still ran in her. She hoped it would run strong in this child, too.

Outside, the wind battered the shutters, rattling them like bones. The forest groaned under the weight of snow. But inside the cabin, there was warmth, and fire, and life.

Clara remained close, checking the afterbirth, rinsing cloths, keeping one eye on the color in Catherine’s cheeks. Her hands did not rest. She had seen too many women bleed out in the quiet minutes after birth—just when everyone thought the danger had passed.

“You did well,” she said, her voice low. “Keep him close now. And drink when you can. We’ll watch for fever.”

Catherine nodded, though her eyes were already drifting shut.

In the cradle of her arms, Abraham stirred. His breath was warm against her collarbone. He had arrived in the heart of winter, on land caught between two rivers, in a cabin warmed by faith and fire.

For now, that was enough.
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Chapter Two: Catherine’s Silence

[image: ]




Morgan Township — Late Winter 1817

The boy slept most of the day, curled in the crook of her arm or nestled in the hollow beneath her collarbone. His breathing was shallow, like wind skimming across snow. Catherine rarely put him down—not for chores, not for sleep, not even when the midwife came back to check her stitches. The old woman, practical as a bucket, muttered something about spoiling the child, but Catherine said nothing.

She’d said very little since the night he was born.

The cabin, built by her father years before, felt different now. Quieter, though nothing had changed but the presence of one small child and the absence of one tall man. Catherine moved through the days like someone stepping across thin ice—carefully, slowly, eyes always watching the surface. When she stirred the stew, she stared into the pot as if it might speak. When she stepped outside to draw water, she paused and listened. For birds. For wind. For boots.

But no one came.

The silence left by Thomas Patterson filled the cabin like smoke. Not thick or choking—but always there. His wool coat still hung on the peg by the door, and the note he’d once left her—“Back before dusk”—still rested in the corner of the hearth mantle, its ink faded, untouched.

She never cursed him. Never wept. Never whispered his name in the night, not even when the fire burned low and the babe whimpered in his sleep.

Thomas had left six months into her pregnancy. No warning, no letter. One morning he kissed her cheek and rode into Waynesburg for flour, and that was the last she saw of him. His boots had sat by the door for weeks, waiting like loyal dogs, until she finally shoved them into the chest beneath her father’s old woolens.

People speculated, of course. Men at Bentley’s store whispered he’d lit out for Ohio, or maybe even Kentucky. Some said he’d been running from debt. Others, from the bottle. But no one really knew. And Catherine never said a word to help them know.

She simply carried on.

When the baby fussed, she pressed his small body against her chest and hummed tunelessly until he calmed. When the fire guttered, she fetched more sugar maple logs, stacking them like she had as a girl. When night fell early and the shutters moaned in the wind, she sat by the hearth and rocked slowly, watching the flames curl and snap.

Her body still ached in places she didn’t speak of—her hips sore from the long labor, her belly tender, the healing stitches pulling faintly when she moved too fast or shifted wrong in bed. Sometimes, when the baby drifted off against her breast and the world was finally still, she felt the dull throb in her bones and wondered how many women had sat just like her, stitched and silent, holding their world in their arms.

She talked to the baby when no one else was around. Low, murmured things. Promises. Memories.

“You’re a strong one, Abraham,” she’d whisper, running her thumb over his soft brow. “Came into the world with both fists tight. Just like your Grandpa. You’ve got his blood, you know.”

Sometimes she held him upright against her shoulder, patting his back as he drifted to sleep.

“I’m sorry your father left,” she said once, her lips brushing the crown of his head. “But you won’t go without. You’ve got me, and I’ve got enough love for two.”

She told him about the fields in spring and how the sugar trees would run sweet if the thaw came slowly. About the wildflowers along the ridge that only showed their faces for a week in May. She told him of her childhood—how she used to catch fireflies in her mother’s bonnet, how her brother Andrew once climbed the well roof to escape a whipping.

One night, while rocking Abraham long past midnight, she whispered a memory she hadn’t spoken aloud in months:

“He laughed when I told him about you. He had flour on his hands... said it was the best news he’d heard in his whole life. That was the last day he kissed me.”

Once, when the baby was nearly two weeks old, Andrew came by again. He brought a sack of oats, a few dried apples, a stiff loaf of bread wrapped in oilcloth, a fresh quart of milk, and a pound of butter their mother had churned.

“You all right, Cathy?” he asked, leaning against the doorframe with his hat clutched in both hands.

“I’m fine,” she said, adjusting the infant’s blanket. “Just tired.”

He stepped inside and looked around the room. The fire was going, the kettle simmering, and the cradle still sat unused in the corner.

“You’re still sleeping with him on your chest?”

She nodded.

“Well, Mama says it’s good for ‘em at first. Says they hear your heartbeat and think they’re still inside.”

Catherine gave a faint smile. “Maybe he’s not ready to be out yet.”

Andrew looked down at his boots, then at her again. “He’s a pretty one. You name him Abraham like you planned?”

“I did.”

“Papa’ll be pleased. You look like him, you know. Around the eyes.”

She looked away at the fire. “It’s strange, how much changes in a year.”

Andrew scratched the back of his neck. “You need anything?”

She shook her head. “Just spring.”

He chuckled lightly, then frowned. “He might come back, you know.”

Her hand paused on the swaddling cloth. “Maybe. But he won’t find his place waiting.”

They sat down at the table. She poured him coffee—black and hot—into a cracked ceramic mug. He sipped it and winced.

“Still strong as pitch,” he muttered. “You oughta write to Hannah. Let her know you’re doing okay here. I could help you with that.”

Hannah was their older sister, the first born of the Arnold clan, married to John Lewis and living in Washington County with five children of her own.

“You’re right. I need to let her know about my boy and that we’re doin’ fine. Thank you for helping me, Andrew.” She went to the old wooden chest and pulled out some paper, a bottle of ink, and a quill.

After the letter was written they drank in silence—the kind that says more than talk ever could. Before he left, Andrew touched the baby’s head lightly, his big hand gentle and awkward.

“You done good, Cathy. I mean it.”

She only nodded. He placed the letter, folded neatly, into his coat pocket, promising to mail it when he got into town.

A few days later, Clara Brown returned. She arrived just before dusk, her boots crusted with road mud and a small satchel clutched in one hand. Her shawl—a faded red wool thing with a mended corner—was wrapped tight around her shoulders, snow clinging to the edges like lace.

“I thought I’d best check on you,” she said, brushing off her sleeves. “Snow’s going soft, and the creek’s stirring again. Time likes to slip away when you're raising a newborn.”

Catherine ushered her in and handed her a warm mug of tea. The baby slept on a folded quilt in front of the hearth.

“You look tired,” Clara said, after a long glance.

“I am.”

Clara unpacked her satchel and checked the healing stitches, the color in Catherine’s cheeks, and the firmness of her belly. Her thick-knuckled hands, red from lye soap and weather, moved with practiced care. She washed them in the basin, then sat down on the bench.

“You’re doing well,” she said. “Stronger than most.”

“I don’t feel strong.”

“No one does, when they’re in it.” Clara sipped her tea. “But I’ve seen women fall apart with less reason. And I’ve seen others rise from ruin with a baby on their hip. You’ll be the rising kind.”

They sat together as dusk filled the windows, quiet except for the snap of the fire.

Clara rose at last, gathering her things. “You call if anything turns. Fever. Bleeding. Or just if the quiet gets too loud.”

Catherine walked her to the door. “Thank you.”

Clara gave a small nod. “You’ll raise him right. I can feel it.”

When the door shut, Catherine bent down to pick up the baby again. He stirred and gave a soft sigh, his tiny hand resting against her collarbone.

She whispered to him, voice like wind through long grass. “We’re doing fine, aren’t we? Just us.”

And in that moment—barefoot on the wood floor, snow melting in streaks down the windowpane—Catherine felt something shift. Not a lifting of sorrow, but the strengthening of roots.

Quiet, steady, deep.

She pressed her lips to the crown of his head.

“I won’t fail you,” she whispered. “Not ever.”
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Chapter Three: New Beginnings
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The Cabin in the Hollows – Early Spring 1817

The snow was retreating, reluctantly, from the hollows and hillsides, leaving behind patches of muddy ground and thin shoots of green. The creek that had been sealed in ice for months now gurgled with new life, its surface breaking into rivulets that glittered in the mid-morning sun. Smoke drifted lazily from the cabin’s chimney, curling into the brightening sky.

Inside, Catherine moved slowly, cradling her son as she worked. He was growing heavier, his limbs stronger. When he gripped her finger, the force startled her. She no longer carried him everywhere; now he sometimes lay swaddled in a straw-padded cradle near the hearth, his eyes tracking her across the room. He rarely cried. He watched.

Catherine’s appearance had shifted in subtle ways since Abraham’s birth. She had always been of average height—around five feet seven—but her younger brother Andrew still towered over her at six foot one. Her frame had thinned slightly in recent weeks, the rigors of childbirth and the steady rhythm of tending to a newborn softening what little roundness she’d carried. Her waist-length hair, a flowing mass of auburn touched with gold, was usually pinned up in a sensible bun during the day, but in the evenings, she let it fall loose around her shoulders, a quiet comfort that reminded her of her mother. Their Irish blood showed in that hair—vibrant and defiant against the bleakness of late winter—and in the pale porcelain cast of Catherine’s skin.

Her eyes were a clear grey-blue, different from her siblings’ darker coloring, but close to her father’s, and in recent days, they’d begun to recover their old twinkle. Her smile, though still rare, could brighten the sourest of faces when it came. And though she said little, her presence filled the cabin in a way that steadied everything around her.

The silence hadn’t left Catherine—it had only changed. She still didn’t speak of Thomas. She didn’t speak of much at all unless her brother came by or a neighbor dropped off supplies. But in her son’s presence, her quiet took on a new shape. It was no longer hollow—it was full, like earth before a planting.

Each day brought new rhythm. Feed the fire. Feed the child. Check the fence line. Fetch water from the creek where red-winged blackbirds flitted in the brambles. The stillness between tasks allowed her to think, and though she kept her thoughts to herself, they began to push deeper into her heart.

She sang now, sometimes. Old lullabies her mother had crooned while peeling apples or turning the wheel of the spinning frame. Her voice was low, rusty from disuse, but steady. Abraham would blink slowly, lulled by the melody and her warmth, his body folding into her like he had never left her womb.

At night, she told him stories—not elaborate ones, just bits of memory: her father’s first mule, a long summer with too many bees, the day the cow got loose and ran into the creek. The stories weren’t for him yet. They were for her—to remember who she was and to mark time.

The thaw loosened more than just the land. When Andrew visited in late March, he found Catherine outside, splitting kindling with the babe bundled on a wool blanket nearby. She looked up and offered a rare smile.

“He’s strong,” Andrew said, crouching beside the child.

Catherine nodded. “Takes after my father.”

“Maybe he’ll get your quiet too. Lord knows we need fewer loud men in this world.”

She didn’t answer, but the edge of her mouth curved faintly. Her hair, loosed by the wind, had begun to slip from its bun, catching glints of sunlight that hinted at gold.

He helped her carry the split kindling inside and lingered longer than usual, setting down his coat and accepting a cup of broth at the table. Catherine poured him a second cup without asking.

“You sure you’re doing all right?” Andrew asked, nodding toward the sleeping baby. “You look steadier than you did in February.”

“I’m better,” she said. “Mostly. I don’t feel hollow anymore.”

Andrew looked relieved, though he tried not to show it. “Mama said you’d come through. Said you always had grit.”

“I was angry,” Catherine said softly, folding her hands. “But it wasn’t loud anger. Just... tight. Like a knot inside.”

“Still is?”

“Some. But he makes the tightness ease.”

Andrew leaned forward. “You think he’s gone for good?”

Catherine hesitated, then nodded. “I don’t think about it much now. I used to listen for his boots. I don’t anymore.”

Andrew exhaled. “You’ve got every right to be bitter, but you’re not. That’s more than I’d manage.”

She looked at her son. “Bitterness would take up room he needs.”

They sat in the quiet that always fell easily between them. After a while, Andrew said, “If you ever decide to leave this place... Mama and Papa’d make room. Even I could build you a little lean-to behind the barn.”

She smiled, then shook her head. “This land was Papa’s. I’ll stay till the maples rot.”

Later that week, Clara Brown arrived again, just as the first crocuses were breaking through the thawed soil near the stoop. She wore her red wool shawl, same one with the mended corner, and her cheeks were flushed from the walk.

“Won’t stay long,” Clara said, breath fogging as she stepped inside. “Just wanted to see you once more before planting starts. Once the season’s on, I don’t sit still till July.”

Catherine took her shawl and offered tea without words. Abraham lay sleeping in the cradle.

“You’ve put on color,” Clara said, eyeing her. “And your hands don’t shake anymore.”

“I’ve steadied,” Catherine said.

“You’ve softened, too. Not in a weak way. In a rooted way. I can see it.”

They sat by the fire, mugs warm between their palms.

“I remember thinking,” Catherine said after a pause, “that I might not come through it. Not the labor, just... the days after. The emptiness.”

“I know that quiet,” Clara said, voice low. “The kind that tries to draw you under.”

“I still hear it sometimes.”

“You will. But you’ve got a tether now.”

They both looked toward Abraham.

“I stitched something for him,” Catherine said, rising to her sewing basket. She pulled out a piece of soft linen—larger than a child’s handkerchief, but still fine and neat. The initials A.P. were stitched in tight dark thread in one corner.

“He won’t need it for a while,” she said, “but someday he’ll carry it.”

Clara took it, studied the work. “He’ll know his name, and he’ll know you made it. That matters more than folks think.”

As Clara stood to leave, she turned back one last time at the door.

“Spring’s a good time to begin again. You’re doing just that. Don’t let anyone make you think it’s not enough.”

When she was gone, Catherine tucked the folded handkerchief into the wooden chest beside her father’s woolens.

Two days later, George Schmidt stopped by with a side of salt pork and a sack of potatoes.

“Brought these over from the smokehouse,” he said, clearing his throat. “Thought you could use ‘em.”

Catherine opened the door wider. “Come in, George. The baby’s just fed.”

George stepped in awkwardly, shifting his cap from one hand to the other. “He sleeping well?”

“Well enough.”

George looked at the cradle, then at the hearth. “Folks were wondering... how you were holding up.”

“I’m still here,” Catherine said. “Still splitting wood. Still boiling oats.”

George chuckled softly. “That’s more than some do with two good hands and a full larder.”

He paused before leaving, his tone gentler. “If you need anything—tools, or help with the plow come May—you’ve only to send word.”

“Thank you, George. Truly.”

That evening, Catherine sat by the window with the embroidery hoop in her lap again. The light was fading, but her fingers moved in rhythm. She wasn’t working on initials this time—just a border of stitches around the handkerchief’s edge. Strong and even.

In the distance, a whip-poor-will called into the dusk. Catherine looked down at Abraham, asleep and dreaming, and felt the thaw inside her stretch a little further.

She pressed her lips to his forehead.

“Soon, the world will soften for you.”
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Chapter Four: In Her Mother’s Arms

[image: ]




Three Generations — Fall 1817

The wind had turned crisp and dry by the time Catherine's parents arrived, tugging yellowing leaves from the trees and sending them skittering along the path that wound toward the cabin. The air carried the earthy scent of fallen walnuts and damp bark, and a woodsmoke haze settled lightly between the hollows. Abraham, now nearing nine months, was standing with support and babbling often, his eyes growing ever more curious about the world around him.

Catherine had been glancing toward the path since morning, brushing her hair back with flour-dusted fingers as she tended the hearth. When she finally saw two familiar shapes crest the last bend—her father’s tall frame beside her mother’s bundled silhouette—something warm stirred in her chest. She shifted Abraham on her hip and stepped closer to the window.

“They’re here,” she said aloud, though no one was listening but the baby. Her voice trembled just a little.

The knock on the door was expected, but it still sent a ripple through her as she moved quickly to open it. Abraham clung to her apron, his legs tucked tight around her waist.

She opened the door to reveal her mother, her shawl drawn tight against the autumn chill, and her father beside her, tall and broad-shouldered, carrying a small sack of apples and late-planted turnips from their garden.

"Well now, isn’t that a sight for sore eyes," her father boomed, his gray eyes softening as they fell on his daughter and grandson.

Abraham's face lit up with delight, and he extended his arms eagerly. Catherine laughed and handed him over.

"You've grown, little man! Look at you!" her father said, bouncing the baby in his arms. Abraham tugged at his grandfather's graying beard, eliciting a hearty laugh.

Catherine's mother stepped close to embrace her daughter tightly. "You look well, my dear. Tired, but well."

"It's been a season," Catherine replied softly, her voice catching. "Come in, both of you."

As they stepped inside, Catherine felt a sudden lump in her throat. It wasn’t just the comfort of familiar voices—it was the sheer relief of not being alone. For months she had carried the weight of new motherhood, isolation, and responsibility with a quiet resolve. But now, in their presence, she was simply a daughter again. Her father’s scent—woodsmoke, leather, and soil—wrapped around her like a memory, and the familiar cadence of her mother’s voice was enough to bring tears to the corners of her eyes.

Inside the cabin, the fire in the hearth gave off a steady warmth, and the table was set with cornbread, beans, and a baked apple pudding Catherine had prepared that morning. Andrew had arrived earlier and was stirring a kettle of cider. He greeted their parents with a smile and a firm handshake.

They unwrapped shawls and coats and settled at the table. Catherine poured the cider into tin mugs, its cinnamon tang rising with the steam.

As they sat to eat, conversation turned easily toward the farm, the yield from the fall garden, and how Catherine managed the household on her own with Abraham.

"She’s a natural with the lad," Andrew remarked, pride in his voice. "You ought to see the way she barters at Bentley’s store with just a basket of eggs and a sharp eye."

Her father chuckled. "Just like her mother used to do. Except I reckon she’s a bit shrewder."

"She always was," her mother said with a wink. “Never backed down from a fair bargain.”

Andrew grinned. "You remember when Catherine tried to milk that goat for the first time?"

“And nearly tipped the bucket into her lap?” her father added with a chuckle.

Catherine rolled her eyes. “And yet here I am, keeping a cow now. Shows what a little determination can do.”

“Or stubbornness,” Andrew muttered, dodging a playful swat from his sister.

After the meal, Abraham sat in his grandfather's lap again, tugging at his beard and giggling.

“Careful, boy, that’s taken me near sixty years to grow,” he teased, his voice rumbling with laughter. “You keep pulling and I’ll leave you to explain to your grandmother why I look ten years younger.”

Catherine smiled and leaned back, briefly letting herself relax.

Her mother reached over and squeezed her hand. “You’ve done well, my girl.”

Catherine looked into her mother’s eyes. “Do you remember what it felt like? That first year?”

Her mother smiled faintly. “I do. I remember the long nights most—the quiet ones, when your father was out in the fields, and all I had was a crying babe and my own thoughts.” She looked over at Abraham. “But I also remember how it softened me. How love became less about words and more about every small gesture. You’re in it now. And you’re doing fine.”

They sat in silence for a moment, that kind of silence that can only live between two women who understand each other.

Soon after, Abraham began to squirm in his grandfather’s arms. He fussed and grunted, flailing until his grandmother came to retrieve him.

“All right, little one,” she whispered, gathering him gently to her chest. “You’ve still got stories to hear.”

Wide-eyed and alert, Abraham studied her face with deep interest. He reached up to pat her cheeks, then ran his fingers across the lines around her mouth, as if memorizing the way she smiled. He tugged at her earlobe, then traced the edge of her hairline, fascinated by the stray wisps of auburn slipping from her pinned-up bun.

She laughed softly. “You’re not going to sleep, are you?”

Abraham babbled something in reply, his tone questioning.

“No, I didn’t think so,” she said, planting a kiss on his nose. She rocked him gently and continued speaking, her voice low and rhythmic. “You’re just like your mother was—never still, always watching. I see that same spark in your eyes. And oh, your hands—always reaching, always learning.”

The boy responded with a delighted squeal, smacking her collar with both palms and then gripping a button with fierce determination.

A knock at the door interrupted their moment. Catherine’s father stood to open it, revealing George Schmidt on the step. He held a muslin-wrapped bundle in both hands, a grin on his face.

"Brought you something, Catherine," he said, handing it over. "Fresh venison. Took it just yesterday and thought you might want some before the cold sets in."

George was tall and lanky—a good six foot, with dark brown wavy hair kept short and neat. His eyes were a rich, deep brown, always seeming to carry a twinkle when he smiled.

"That’s very kind of you, George," Catherine said, surprised and touched. "Thank you. It’ll go to good use."

"Well, you’ve had enough on your hands, and I figured a warm stew never hurt anyone."

Her father waved him in. "Come on in a minute. We were just visiting. You remember my wife and son, I’m sure."

George nodded politely to everyone and stepped inside, taking off his hat. The warmth of the cabin and the laughter within softened the natural awkwardness that came with unexpected visits.

Abraham, still cradled in his grandmother’s arms, turned toward the new voice. He stared at George, blinking slowly, then let out a delighted squeak and reached one hand toward him.

George grinned and gave a small wave. “Well now, that’s a fine welcome.”

He lingered near the fire as Catherine set the bundle aside. “Had some luck by the creek yesterday,” he said. “Saw tracks early, waited till dusk. Big buck—nearly lost him in the brush.”

Andrew leaned forward. “Up near Bentley's trail?”

“Just west. He was circling low. I think the cold’s pushing them down sooner this year.”

Her father nodded. “That’ll help everyone come winter.”

They talked a few more minutes, the warmth of shared work and familiar woods keeping the mood light. George looked toward Catherine once more before finally excusing himself.

"Don’t let me interrupt. I’ll see myself out."

"Take care, George," Andrew said.

Once the door closed, Catherine’s father chuckled. "Good lad, that George. Always helping neighbors."

Abraham, growing heavy-lidded at last, yawned and fluttered his eyes sleepily. His grandmother shifted him gently to her shoulder and rocked him with a soft hum until he finally nodded off.

Andrew stood and stretched. "Time I get the team ready. I’ll ride back with you," he said to his parents.

They bundled up slowly, lingering at the doorway as if they, too, didn’t quite want the day to end.

Outside, the trees swayed in the cooling breeze, their leaves whispering the slow approach of winter. The hills were painted in rust and gold, nature’s final burst of glory before the stillness.

Catherine stood in the doorway, watching her family disappear down the trail, their laughter fading into the quiet. The cabin behind her, though small and simple, now held something immeasurable—a warmth born of shared stories, familiar voices, and the touch of three generations gathered under one roof.

Later that evening, with Abraham tucked snug in the cradle and the fire burning low, Catherine sat quietly in the rocking chair, one hand resting over her belly, the other smoothing the quilt she’d sewn last spring.

In the hush of that moment, she could still hear her mother’s voice, soft and sure. She could still feel her father’s arms as they held her boy, strong as the land beneath them. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, heart full, as wind moved through the hollows once more.

Long after the fire burned low, that warmth would remain.
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Chapter Five: The Turning Season
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Beneath the Thawing Hills — Early Spring 1818

The snow had begun to melt in patches along the ridge, and where it withdrew, the earth emerged dark and rich, hungry for the sun. A swollen creek whispered through the hollow below the Patterson cabin, no longer frozen but quick with meltwater. Above it, the air held the sharp scent of thawing ground, and the trees—though bare—trembled with the promise of new life.

Inside the cabin, Catherine moved about with more steadiness now. Abraham, a year old last January 12th, followed her with the unbalanced steps of the newly sure. His blond curls bounced with each staggered movement, and his hands grasped at whatever he could reach—the leg of a stool, the edge of her apron, the frame of the hearth. His laughter echoed off the log walls, and his babbling, though not yet words, filled the space with a music that had been absent through much of the long winter.

Winter had been long and cruel, but spring was pressing forward. Catherine marked the change not only in the landscape but in herself. There was strength in her limbs again, and color had returned to her cheeks. The child’s laughter, bright and sudden, reminded her daily that life pushed forward regardless of hardship.

She had begun to take Abraham outside more often. She bundled him tightly and carried him on her hip as she gathered the first shoots of wild onion near the creek or paused to let him listen to the call of red-winged blackbirds returning to the brush. His eyes were wide and watchful, already reading the world like a book of sounds and colors. On the path back to the cabin, a crow hopped from stump to stump and Abraham, delighted, reached both hands toward the glossy wings as if he might catch the shadow the bird tossed along the ground.

One afternoon, as she hung linens to dry between two trees, Catherine paused. Abraham was sitting on a blanket nearby, batting at the damp air with chubby fingers. A warm wind moved over the hills, soft and full of memory. It was the kind of wind that reminded her of things her mother once said, back before Catherine had a child of her own: that seasons speak if you know how to listen. Catherine tilted her face to the breeze and thought, it’s turning now. The year’s begun to open.

That night, the creek ran louder—a steady rush, as if the whole hollow had unstopped itself. Catherine lay awake for a time, her son’s small weight tucked against her. In the darkness she could make out the square of the greased-paper window, milk-white and faintly pulsing in the breeze. She tried to count the logs between the window and the hearth, simple measures that steadied her, and she found herself smiling at the memory of her father’s voice telling her as a girl to “count what’s sturdy.” The cabin. The creek. The hills. The child.

Later that week, a neighbor rode up the path from the south—a rare sight in the quiet hills. It was Eliza Marner, a widow from the next hollow over, her skirts muddy from the ride. Eliza was about twice Catherine’s age, but her face was youthful in its own way. She kept her long light brown hair tied back in a single braid most becoming to her features, and she wore spectacles that gave her the look of a young schoolmarm—knowledgeable and kind. Her eyes were an unusual light brown, set off by long dark eyelashes, which gave her an open, thoughtful expression. Catherine had always admired her from afar and now found herself wondering why this beautiful young woman had never remarried. She remembered someone once saying Eliza’s husband had died in a freak accident ten years earlier, but there was little else known.

Catherine invited her in without hesitation. The two women sat close to the hearth, speaking in the clipped, quiet way of frontier women who understood each other without need for flourish. They spoke of births and losses, of planting plans, of rumors from the township seat. Catherine set a kettle to the fire and scraped a spoon through the last of the winter’s hominy, warming it with a bit of milk and a pinch of salt. Eliza drew her skirts close to the blaze and flexed her hands.

“You going to raise him here alone?” Eliza asked gently, nodding toward Abraham, who had fallen asleep with his thumb in his mouth.

Catherine didn’t answer right away. She looked down at her son, his small body curled beneath a quilt.

“For now,” she said finally. “Until I can’t.”

Eliza nodded slowly. “Then I’ll be down this way more often. Two hands make things easier than one.”

“Are you sure?” Catherine asked.

Eliza gave a warm smile. “I’ve got time. And I remember what it was like, after he passed. You don’t have to ask—I’ll come whether you ask or not.”

Catherine’s eyes filled, but she blinked the tears away and nodded. “Thank you.”

They shared a cup of bitterroot tea—sharp on the tongue but warming as it went—and when Abraham stirred and sat up, blinking at Eliza, she reached out and stroked his curls.

“You’ve got a bright boy here,” she said. “He watches everything.”

“He doesn’t miss much,” Catherine agreed. “Sometimes I think he can read my mind, the way he looks.”

Eliza laughed. “That’s not reading your mind. That’s learning your face.” She tipped her spectacles up and considered the boy. “He’ll be a talker soon. You can hear it in the way his mouth tries at sound.”

They spoke of seed and soil then, of the little patch Catherine had scraped clean just south of the cabin where the sun hit early, and of the best time to put peas in. Eliza described how her mother used to drop peas on St. Patrick’s Day, “if the ground can be worked, even a finger’s width,” and how onions and lettuce wanted the cold almost as much as they wanted water.

“I’ll come back in a week or so,” Eliza added, rising to brush her skirt off. “We can patch that corner of the roof together and see if we can’t mend that gate. I’ll bring my thread and a few needles too—I’ve got some spare.”

Before Eliza left, she reached into her satchel and pulled out a folded letter. “Your father sent word through town,” she said. “Andrew brought it up when he went to fetch supplies. I thought I’d bring it over.”

Catherine took the letter, turning it over in her hands, eyes uncertain. She smoothed the crease with her thumb and pressed her lips together.

“I... I can’t read it,” she admitted quietly. “Never could.”

Eliza took it back gently. “Would you like me to?”

Catherine nodded.

Eliza read aloud, her voice soft and even. The letter was full of affection—her father saying how proud he was of how she was raising Abraham, that her younger siblings were growing fast, and that the orchard was budding early this year. He wrote that with the thaw he’d begin to prune, and if the weather held, he’d graft two new scions of the sweeting tree onto the old rootstock by the lane. He said the winter rye he’d put in last fall looked close and green under the snow-melt and that they’d try peas soon as the earth would take them. Andrew added a few lines about his last visit, noting how strong Abraham was becoming and that he’d try to come back before midsummer—he had a small keg of nails set aside and a length of chain that might suit Catherine’s gate, and if he could borrow a team, he’d haul up some boards for a better floor by the hearth.

When Eliza finished, Catherine held the letter to her chest. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“Anytime,” Eliza said. “And if you want to write back, just tell me what to say.”

Catherine hesitated, then nodded. “I do.”

They sat at the table, and Eliza set her paper and small bottle of ink between them. The pen scratched softly while Catherine dictated in a careful voice—news of the creek running high, of Abraham’s first brave steps across the dirt floor, of the way the blackbirds came back to the marsh below the cabin as if carrying spring in their wings. She asked after each of her siblings by name and told her father she dreamt sometimes of the orchard and of the smell of crushed grass between rows. She asked Andrew to bring the nails if he could, and—if it wasn’t too much trouble—a length of clean muslin for curtains come summer. When Eliza had finished, she sanded the page and folded it neatly.

“We’ll send it down with Mr. Keaton when he goes to Squire Bentley’s store,” Eliza said. “He takes letters in his pocket as neat as coins.”

Catherine laughed softly, surprised by the brightness of it. “I’ve never thought of a letter as money.”

“Oh, they spend the same,” Eliza said. “They buy distance.”

After Eliza left, the days arranged themselves into a pattern that felt almost like contentment. Catherine rose early, lit the fire, and warmed johnnycakes on the skillet for herself and a cup of milk for the child. She drew water from the creek—careful of the slick stones—and set it by to settle the silt. Abraham toddled between the hearth and the doorway, stopping to pat the polished curve of the table leg as though it were a living thing.

The season turned steadily. The stream flowed freer, the sap ran sweet in the maples, and Abraham took his first steps on solid earth. One clear morning, Catherine stood him in the yard and held both his hands. The ground was still stiff where the shade clung, but the sun-side had softened to a dark, fragrant give. Abraham looked up at her, eyes wide with the seriousness of his new work, and then, as if he were stepping from one world into the next, he let go. Three steps, then five—astonished laughter—then a tumble into her skirt and arms. She pressed her face to his hair and breathed in the warm, milky scent of him, the faint smoke of the hearth caught there, and the edge of damp earth.

A week later, true to her word, Eliza came back. The day lifted towards warmth, though a crust of old snow persisted in the shaded fold behind the cabin. Eliza tied her horse to the alder by the path, set down a small sack, and looked up at the roofline.

“We’ll need a ladder,” she said.

Catherine brought out the one Andrew had left them last fall—a rough-hewn thing, sturdy in the way of unpretty objects. Eliza climbed first, nimble and sure, and Catherine passed up the cedar shingles she and Andrew had split in October. They worked without much talk at first, their bodies falling into rhythm. When they stopped for breath, Eliza pushed her spectacles up and squinted toward the ridge.

“You can see clear to the cut in the trees up there,” she said. “That’s where lightning took the oak last summer.”

Catherine shaded her eyes. “I remember the sound.”

“Sound and light together,” Eliza said. “It felt like the world hit a bell.”
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