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The picture on the right is a copy of an ambrotype taken on May 7, 1858. Forty-nine-year-old Lincoln had just won the Duff Armstrong “Almanac” murder trial, and 22 year-old Abraham Byers stopped him in the street outside the courthouse. When Byers asked Lincoln to pose for a photograph, Lincoln protested. He said that his rumpled white linen suit was not fit for a portrait; nonetheless, the younger Abraham prevailed. The cover is a reverse image of Byers’ photograph, showing Lincoln’s face as if viewing it in a mirror. The novel that follows is an attempt to interpret his life the way he likely perceived it.

Credit goes to Heather Steward Fowler for creating this cover, which with a single picture, captures the essence of Lincoln Raw—a biographical novel.
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.

The inspiration to write a novel based on Abraham Lincoln’s life came in part from reading Jackie Hogan’s Lincoln, Inc.: Selling the Sixteenth President in Contemporary America. As a sociologist, Hogan explores the ways we employ Lincoln today (as American culture has done since his death) in our political, ideological, personal, and national struggles; the ways we simultaneously deify and commercially exploit him; the ways he is packaged and sold in the marketplace of American ideas. In Lincoln, Inc. we see our proclivity for projecting onto Lincoln the way we see ourselves, who we think we are, and who we wish we could be. 

Lincoln Raw is a biographical novel in which I attempt to look at life through Lincoln’s eyes as he was coming of age. I focus on his humanity by dramatizing his responses to the world as he likely saw it, filtered through his sensitivities, emotions, and values. As we look at the events of his life—beginning with childhood—and keep our focus on how he responded to various forms of disorder, injustice, and abuse, we can better understand the passions that drove many of his policies and decisions as president.

I build Lincoln’s story around events that have been described by those who were close to him. When confronted with different versions of emotionally charged events, I do not discount those incidents, but synthesize the accounts to produce scenes which seem consistent with his development at the time they occurred. I am indebted to the biographical works of Michael Burlingame and Joshua Shenk, among others, for their insights into Lincoln’s personality and the events that shaped his character. 

Every character in the novel—except one—is a real person with whom Lincoln interacted in some way. In each case, they are presented in a manner consistent with the way in which they were regarded by Lincoln. For example, throughout his life Lincoln demonstrated an attitude toward his father that suggested the elder Lincoln was abusive and unfair. The son’s assessment may not have been accurate, but it was the perception that he lived by. Lincoln also probably saw his marriage as being less blissful than might have been the case. As with all of us, perception is reality. We respond emotionally to our perceptions, and those responses contribute to the development of our character.

Writing about Lincoln is tricky, in part because today’s author must reconcile three distinct periods of Lincoln scholarship that take different slants on who he was and what he believed. 

During the first period (the demi-God era, including biographies written from the time of his death until the early 20th century), Lincoln’s wife, Mary Todd, and son, Robert, wielded a great deal of influence (some say censorship) over what biographers should say in molding his legacy.  The image Mary championed seems to have differed from how she treated him while he was alive. Robert, who was often embarrassed by his father’s backwardness (his unkempt appearance, frontier style of language, and lack of formal education), likely wanted to recreate his father in the image of the man he wanted to remember. After his father’s death, Robert committed his mother to an insane asylum for a brief time and destroyed many of her private papers and letters. Biographers of this period were also sensitive to the nation’s need for a narrative that would facilitate healing after the assassination and Civil War. 

The result of these influences was a tendency to discredit perspectives that were not in sync with the needs of the era. Casualties of such biases included two people who knew Lincoln intimately: Billy Herndon, his law partner, and Hill Lamon, his friend and bodyguard. It was Herndon who first exposed the Ann Rutledge story based on extensive interviews with members of her family and people who lived in the small village of New Salem. Objections to the Ann Rutledge stories by Mary Todd and Robert contributed greatly to the efforts by biographers to discredit Herndon. 

Ironically, in the current era of Lincoln studies, that discrediting has been discredited, and today's leading Lincoln scholars such as Michael Burlingame and Joshua Shenk suggest that sufficient evidence exists to support the hypothesis that a close bond between Lincoln and Rutledge existed. They also argue that proving whether the relationship rose to the level of an engagement is trivial compared to understanding the role her premature death, combined with the deaths of his sister and mother, played on Lincoln’s psychology.

The second era of Lincoln (the Romantic period) was dominated by efforts to convert the demi-god into a folk hero. Carl Sandburg made an indelible contribution to Lincoln's legacy by spotlighting his meager beginning (though he soft-pedaled it to a degree) and his meteoric rise to power.

The third era, beginning about the middle twentieth century, has focused on Lincoln's psychology and asks the question, what made this man?

Lincoln Raw draws mostly from the current era of scholarship and tries to show Lincoln's personality development by looking at events through his eyes. By most accounts he was emotionally sensitive, introspective, and melancholy. In his time, those characteristics often attracted awe, admiration, and respect. During Lincoln’s time, melancholy people were considered to possess special insights and consequently, were regarded as exceptional, rather than deficient. 

Lincoln's misunderstood, almost conflicting, views on slavery and abolition are part of what attracted me to his story. In his speeches over decades in public life, he was equally critical of radicals at both ends of the spectrum. Despite his professed life-long hatred for slavery, Lincoln discouraged abolitionist policies. Instead, he repeatedly declared slavery should be allowed to die a slow death and drew a hard line against allowing "the extension of a bad thing [slavery].” To him, slavery was wrong, specifically because of its unfairness—It is wrong for a man to eat bread from the sweat of another man’s brow. Nonetheless, he held that it was protected by the Constitution where it was in place when the country was formed.

The same level of conflict that appears in his politics also shows up in his religious views, which when explored honestly and wholly, should give all of us pause when we claim that God is on our side. Lincoln declared more than once that he was not Christian (most prominently in a conversation with Newt Bateman which is captured in the latter third of this book), but he articulated and lived the teachings of Christ more fully than most people who claimed to be faithful in his day. 

Much of the dialogue in these pages is drawn from original sources, including letters, speeches, journals, and notes from interviews with Lincoln’s contemporaries. Some original material, particularly italicized excerpts from speeches and writings, has been edited for clarity. 

Like most of us, Lincoln employed a variety of voices. For instance, his oratorical voice, which matured over the years, was distinct from his conversational voice, just as his storyteller voice differed from his letter writing voice. He sounded different when engaged in formal conversations than in casual banter with an intimate. In Lincoln Raw, his narrator voice falls somewhere between his storyteller voice (especially in the use of present tense) and the style he might have employed when writing a letter. In each case, given how much language has changed over the past two centuries, I have found it helpful to adapt Lincoln’s voice so it is more attuned to modern readers. Even so, I tried to maintain as much as practical the colloquialisms and language style that were true to Lincoln’s times and usage. I was particularly surprised to learn that the expression “what’s up?” was in common usage in mid-nineteenth century America.

If reading Lincoln Raw prompts you to investigate his life in more depth, you’ll find an abundance of scholarly material in the sources I have listed at the end of the book under “Additional Reading.” 

I hope you enjoy reading Lincoln Raw—a biographical novel and I look forward to your comments.

DL Fowler

March 25, 2014 

That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

Friedrich Nietzsche
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The Executive Mansion, Washington City

April 14, 1865

People gossip about my face. Some say I’m steeped in gloom over little Willy’s death. Others insist this great conflict weighs on me like an oxen yoke. According to my copper-headed Kentucky playmate, Austin Gollaher, I was melancholy even as a baby.

In my youth, neighbors called me lazy. Cousin Dennis Hanks pronounced me a dullard. Today, some contend my countenance betrays uncommon wisdom, while others argue I’m simple and indolent, a gorilla posing as a man. A man’s shadow merely betrays his presence. To know him, we must probe the stripes from which he bleeds.

Still in my faded dressing gown and broken down slippers, I look out my office window upon the city. Traces of last night’s pyrotechnics hang in the air, and yesterday’s mantle of gray has yielded to splashes of red, white, and blue. Flags and buntings announce the Rebel Army’s surrender while reflections from the morning sun dance on the Potomac like scattered jewels. 

The river’s stench must have stopped General Lee’s men from crossing over when they had the chance, warning them of an invisible plague lurking in its waters. Seeds of disease are deposited in the Potomac by rivulets of human waste and refuse that flow along our streets and into its currents. Even this great mansion is no safe harbor from the pestilence. Our little Willy was taken by an epidemic of fever, and Mother is almost insane from grief.

I covet the luxury of mourning in the same fashion she does. Willy is not the only son I’ve lost since assuming this Office, and with every soldier’s death, a piece of me dies also. The blood of those who’ve perished in this great conflict could fill the little Knob Creek near my boyhood home, and their families’ tears would flood the fields around it. 

I give a letter to my secretary, George Nicolay. Hardly more than a boy, he’s entirely trustworthy, and nothing escapes his keen eyes. On our walks through the city, he can spot mal-intended ruffians from blocks away, though if we were set upon, reckon I’d be the one protecting his bony frame. 

The letter is a reply to General James Van Alen who complains I exposed myself carelessly while visiting Richmond this week. Nicolay thinks it best to assure him appropriate precautions will be taken in the future. My friend Ward Hill Lamon, Marshall of Washington City, a massive man equal to me in height but much greater in girth, reminds me daily of those who want me dead. Hill claims there are more than eighty plots against my life. There are times he could have added me to that list. Nonetheless, were it not for my decision to dispatch him to Richmond on Wednesday, he’d be haranguing me over Mrs. Lincoln’s plans to attend theatre this evening.

A recent dream buoys me; its details are etched in my memory, carved there by repetition. Invariably, it foreshadows momentous events. The morning would be made even brighter if it heralds the much anticipated news from General Sherman that the remaining rebel units under General Johnston have capitulated. 

In my vision, I float at a rapid pace across a dark expanse of water to an unknown destination. But this time, unlike the previous occurrences, Austin Gollaher appears and calls me back to a memorable Sunday morning of our boyhood.

––––––––
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IN 1816—MY SEVENTH year as I am told—we live on a tiny farm near the Gollaher family in Hodgenville, Kentucky. Once a wilderness, now this patch of earth is regarded as a peaceful valley. Surrounded by spiraling hills and deep gorges, our place lies along a branch of the Rolling Fork known as Knob Creek. Father tells us stories of the times before the Indians were vanquished from these parts—a time when they tormented people as far east as Virginia. He witnessed their inhumanity when he was a child. 

When not tending the farm, Father works at the distillery down where the creek and Rolling Fork join together. That is, unless he’s hunting, or out in the woods brooding, or dreaming up schemes to make a better life.

Last year’s winter lingers as the next one begins. The few sprouts that emerged from our late-May planting succumbed to aberrant snows and frosts in June. We replanted, only to suffer more crop-killing frosts through late July and August. A half-inch layer of ice stayed on the ground through most of September, but has finally melted during a brief interlude of moderate October weather. The resulting runoff swells our little branch to its brim.

As the morning sun breaks over the horizon, a biting wind whistles through our cabin, confirming that the year-long winter has merely taken a respite and lurks nearby, ready to resume its assault. I roll out of my cornhusk bed to find Mother fixing breakfast. She’s a rugged woman, but today she’s decked out in her best Sunday dress. Her coarse black hair cascades onto her shoulders. It’s the dress that snugs around her waist, rather than draping loosely from her bony shoulders to her narrow hips. She wears it when she hauls us down to the holy-roller camp meetings to hear preachers who’ve come through these parts; she can whoop it up with the best of them. It’s also what she wears when Father is away and she sets about on affairs of her own. 

I exchange glances with my sister Sally. Her eyes are deep-set and grey like my own. In spite of her being two years older, she looks up at me, and me down at her. She’s stout like Father, but that’s the only way they’re alike. 

We don’t ask what sort of business Mother is up to, but at breakfast, she tells us Mrs. Gollaher will be calling today.

I cock my head. “And Austin, too?” 

“Yezzun. The two of y’all ‘ll have the whole day to play. Father done gone off scoutin’ for land ‘cross the ‘hio River.”

“How long he be gone?”

“He be back when he be back, as always,” she answers.

Folks often talk of Providence smiling on them. When that happens, their insides must get warm the same as mine do when Mother tells me Father is away. 

After breakfast, I take a perch on our split-rail fence and wait for Austin. He’s three years older than me, but not taller. We’d rather be dead than apart, even though we don’t always see eye to eye on things.

Once, while we’re playing at his cabin he says, “You loose a coon or fox from your father’s traps again, I’m tellin’.” 

I say back, “We’ve no right takin’ more ‘n we need. It’s mean to harm animals for no reason.”

We argue until Mrs. Gollaher takes his side and scolds me. It doesn’t matter what they think. Right is right.

A week later, Father hauls me along to check his traps. He gets a coon in the first one, and about a dozen yards away a fox struggles to get free from a snare. Father yells, “Ha!” and crows about his trappin’ skills. Then he loads his flintlock and aims at the coon’s head. 

My shoulders grow taut. 

The rifle’s report sends a sharp pain ricocheting through my throat and head. 

I choke back tears as Father walks over to the next trap and bends down to inspect the fox. He crouches like a thieving pirate digging through his plunder, shakes his head, and sends me to the next trap thirty yards away. The trap sits at the end of a game trail, which winds through a thicket and comes out near the creek.  In it he has caught another fine fox. 

I’m standing there telling myself it’s wrong to kill two handsome foxes on the same day when another report from Father’s rifle sends tremors down my spine. Tears seep down into my throat. After a moment, I straddle the wooden cage and bend over to open it. At first, the critter hunches down, recoiling toward the rear of the trap. I slap the back of the cage with my hand a few times to coax it, and finally it springs out and races into the brush. I’m still astride the cage, smiling, when Father walks up and cuffs me on the side of the head. 

“You stupid boy,” he mutters. Then he grabs my ear in his meaty hand and drags me home where he whips me. On hearing the whaps of the switch raising welts on my back, Mother races outside and grabs Father’s hand. 

She snarls, “This time ya done gone too far.” 

Father flings his switch down next to my bare feet and glowers at her. After a long silence, he storms away, muttering. He ain’t none of mine. 

“Where ya goin’?” Mother shouts after him. 

“Huntin’,” he shouts back.

His words ring in my ears. “He ain’t none of mine.”

What I’m always eager to hear Father grumble is, “Git jeself down to Hodgen’s Mill with a sack of corn. Yer ma says we’re gittin’ low on meal.” The Miller Hodgen, a large man whose nickname is Mr. John, grinds our corn by hand. He lives with his plump mother Missus Sarah in a spacious home built of stone and evenly sawn boards. 

Missus Sarah’s first question whenever I arrive is, “Hungry, Abraham?” And without waiting for my answer, she serves up a fancy plate loaded with sweet cakes. While I’m devouring her pastries, she sits next to me at the finely carved table. Smiling, she opens Robinson Crusoe and reads aloud. At the end of each page, she coaxes me to sound out the words and prompts me to take a stab at reading a line on my own. 

“When you speak, dear boy,” she tells me, “do so properly like Mr. Crusoe in the book. Well-spoken men go far in this world.” 

Though we read for over an hour, it seems like only a few minutes have passed when Mr. John comes in from the mill, carrying my sack of meal. That’s Missus Sarah’s clue to put aside her book to set the table for supper. I’m always invited to join them.

Sometimes, they let me stay with them for days, sleeping in a bedroom all to myself on a real bed. Mr. John often says they wish Mother and Father would give me to them for good. But when the homesickness sets in, they always send me off well fed and smiling. 

Once, Austin and I are down at the mill together when Ol’ Zack Evans, a swarthy, near-skeleton of a man, rides up on his blind rickety nag. When the beleaguered animal balks at the platform, Mr. Evans kicks her hard in the sides. The burly miller jumps down from the platform, seeming to shake the earth, and pulls Mr. Evans off his mount, pinning him to a post. 

Mr. John’s nostrils flare. “If ever you kick a horse again, I’ll give you a thrashing you’ll never forget.” 

Mr. Evans stares at the ground.

I pull back my shoulders, straightening from my slouched posture, and say, “Mr. Evans, the other day your boy tears off a bird’s head and throws it at my feet. At first, he laughs, and Austin, here, warns him he’ll get a good whuppin’ if he doesn’t say he’s sorry. Your boy just shakes his head and says, ‘Abraham don’t never fight no one.’ I ball up my hands into fists, clench my jaw, and stare hard at him ‘til he buries his face in his hands and cries. Then he confesses he behaved shamefully. Now, your boy oughten not do such as that, and neither should you kick any more horses.” 

Several days later while returning from the mill alone, a brown-and-white dog is lying on the trail at the base of a precipice. Its shallow breathing is the only sign it’s alive. I kneel beside it, set down my bag of cornmeal, and stare up to the top of the bluff. It’s a long drop. The little fellow whimpers as I pet him, and his right foreleg shakes. His eyes look like he’s been crying. No way he can walk far. It’s a good thing he’s not too heavy to carry.

After a while, though, my arm tires, so I drop the sack of cornmeal under a shade tree and lay my dog on the ground. A few yards away, there’s a small spring where I fill my cap with cool water. Honey, that’s my new pet’s name, laps up badly needed refreshment while I fashion a crude splint for the injured leg, winding straps of soft bark from some nearby pawpaw bushes around a couple of saplings I’ve cut down to size. Mr. John made one just like it once. My doctoring is good enough for Honey to hobble behind me the rest of the way home.

I’m within hailing distance of the cabin when I stop and tie Honey to a tree using the leather tie on my sack of meal. Since Father won’t be at all happy about my new pet, Mother must approve before he sees him.

In near darkness, I steal up to the cabin and peer through the window. Father is asleep by the fireplace, so it’s not hard to slip in and whisper to Mother, “Down by the big sycamore, I’ve tied up a dog. His leg’s broke. Please, let me keep him in our empty pig pen. Father says we ain’t gonna have no more hogs for a while, and it’s got a roof to keep the rain out.” 

Mother smiles and asks where the dog came from.

I explain how I found him and beg, “Father won’t like my dog; he’ll see its broken leg and complain he’s useless, but you and Sally will love him. Please, tell Father not to shoot him or give him away.”

She rubs my coarse, black hair. People say we favor each other in looks and in temperament. Nothing of that sort is ever said about Father and me.

She says, “Seems ya loves the poor critter. I’ll make sure your pa doesn’t do it no harm.”

Mother and I collect Honey from his hiding place and make him a home in the old pig pen. True to her promise, Mother convinces Father to let me keep him. But just the same, he’s mean to my dog and always calls him ugly. 

Every time Father looks askance at Honey, it makes me cringe. I’ll never forget the darkness in his eyes when he discovered the first pet I brought home. 

Back during the springtime of my sixth year, a litter of new born pigs catches my fancy over at the Hodgen’s farm. I take them up and hold them one by one, stroking their cute little snouts. The smallest one nuzzles up against my chest and makes little loving squeaks. He so captivate me that Mr. John cannot get me to put him away. Finally, he says, “Abraham, you can have it if you can get it home.” 

My heart almost bursts. “Ya made this the best day of my life.” 

Mr. John chuckles. “What you gonna name him?”

“Let’s see ... why ... how about, Friday after Mr. Crusoe’s man in the storybook?” 

“Well, take good care of Friday,” he replies.

I gather up the hem of my tow-linen shirt forming a make-shift sack and carry him home cradled against my bosom. To make a bed for him, I line a hollow log with corn stalks, shucks, and leaves. 

The poor piglet squeals all night, bringing grunts and muttering from Father who tosses about in his bed. In the morning, the first thing he says is, “That pig’s gotta go.” I hope he’s just hungry and rush outside with corn meal, bread, and milk, but Friday doesn’t touch any of it. He just continues his relentless squealing. 

At last Mother says to me, “Ya best take that pig back to its mama; it’ll die if ya keep it here.” 

It breaks my heart, but what Mother says is always the truth and the law to me. With my head bowed, I take Friday back to the Hodgens. 

When the little fellow goes in the pen with his mother, she snorts with delight. He scurries to her teats, making joyous little squeaks. After she suckles him for a while, he looks happy and becomes so playful. I beg Mr. John to let me take him back. He nods, and I gather up Friday in my shirt and carry him home again. 

On my return Mother plants her hands on her hips and glares at me. “How would ya feel if’n somebody took you away to a strange place and ya never saw yer ma or sister ever again?” 

My heart pinches and my throat turns raw. Tears roll down my cheeks.

Mother rubs my head. “Now, if ya really loves that pig, you’d want him to be at home so he could be happy.”

I continue blubbering, begging her to let me try him one more day. “When he sees how much I loves him, he’ll change his mind.” But the next day he still won’t eat, and Mother convinces me to take him back once more. This time, however, she agrees to let me carry him back and forth. That way, we can play together by day, and he can suckle on his mother and sleep with her at night. 

After two weeks, he finally learns to eat on his own, and Mother lets me bring him home for good. I play with him and teach him tricks. We even play hide-and-go-seek. He always peeps around the corner of the cabin to see if I’m coming after him. 

Father comes beside me one morning during Friday’s feeding time and pours out a pail of corn. He says nothing, but licks his lips as he watches the pig devour its breakfast. Each morning thereafter he joins me in the feeding ritual, increasing his offering as the little fellow grows. Eventually, Friday gets too heavy for me to carry around and starts following me everywhere—to the barn, the plowed fields, even the forest. 

We spend most days in the woods where I teach him how to brush leaves aside to find acorns and nuts. Sometimes he takes a lazy spell, rubs against my legs and stops in front of me to lie down. I can decipher his language when he says to me, “Why don’t you carry me like you used to do?” When he grows a little larger, the table turns and he carries me. He does so as happily as I ever gave the same service to him. 

One night Father stares darkly at his plate of venison stew and says, “That hog’s fat enough for slaughterin’. Think we’ll do the business tomorrow.” 

My breath hangs in my throat. 

Mother asks, “Abraham, is somethin’ the matter?”

I leap off my stool and run to bed without finishing my meal. I lie awake weeping, plotting to rise early and steal poor Friday away to safety. If Father thwarts me ... there must be some way to punish him for his cruelty. 

Come morning, despite being famished, I pass up breakfast and hurry outside to check on Friday. The sight of Father filling a barrel with water, and the smoldering fire nearby for heating stones to make it scalding hot, takes my breath away. 

My heart races as I slip past Father and coax Friday to follow me to the forest. When Father discovers us missing he hollers, “You, Abraham, fetch back that hog! You Abraham, you Abraham, fetch back that hog!” The louder he calls, the farther and faster Friday and I run until we’re out of hearing range. We stay in the woods waiting for nightfall. On our return, Father scolds me and switches me with a stick until my back oozes. He ties my pet to a tree stump and threatens to whip me twice as hard if I interfere again. 

After another restless night, I rise early and sneak outside, planning once more to take Friday to hide in the woods. My heart sinks. Father is up before me again, his eyes narrow and dark as he prepares my pet for slaughter. Without breakfast once again, I start for the woods—this time alone. 

Not long afterwards, Friday’s squeals stab at my heart. I take off running, gasping for breath through mucous and tears, as if it’s my life Father wants to take. A half mile away, at the creek, the sound of flowing water covers distant noises, and I race along its bank, finally in control of myself, breathing in unison with the current’s rhythm. Calm settles over me when I stop to rest and distract myself by floating twigs downstream. Now and then, my serenity is disturbed by thoughts of how to mete out the punishment Father deserves. My mind often ponders what kind of world lies beyond our little Knob Creek farm. Maybe I’ll run away. 

By noon, my stomach growls, and I start for home. From the edge of the clearing by our cabin, Friday comes into clear view; he’s split open, gutted, and hanging from a pole. Mist covers my eyes, blurring Friday’s image. My stomach wrenches into knots, and my heart is heavy. I turn and race back into the woods and keep running along the creek side, determined to put as much distance as possible between me and Father’s treachery. 

A mile deep into the woods my legs grow weary, and hunger pangs prick my stomach. I stop and forage for acorns to stay my appetite. Once my hunger is abated, a tall hickory tree offers shelter from the glaring sun. My eyes sting from the saltiness of my tears. I rub them and blink, then rub them some more and blink again. The stinging subsides, and I gaze up at the overhanging branches, studying the leaves’ shapes and following patterns in the rippled bark of the limbs. In time, sleep overtakes me. When my eyes open, dusk is settling over the forest. I get up and wander home, resigned to accept whatever punishment Father has in store for me.

A couple of months later, we’re all settled in for supper when Mother sets cured ham on the table. The sight of it makes me gag. Forgetting any thoughts of hunger, I make a beeline for bed and burrow under a layer of animal skins to block out everything around me. 

The next morning I glare at the spot where Father had slashed Friday’s throat. Tears trickle down my cheeks. With a chip of bark, I scrape into a pile every grain of soil that had taken in Friday’s blood and heap twigs and hot coals over the little mound. Pain gnaws at every bone in my body as the fire burns down to a bed of fine white ashes. I gather up the hem of my tow-linen shirt, forming a make-shift sack, and collect some soft dirt from the edge of the clearing to spread over the ashes, covering the earth’s memory of my pet’s murder. 

So when Father looks askance at my new dog, something pinches at my heart.

One time, on our way to Hodgen’s mill, Honey sets off after a coon. In no time, he gets himself stuck in a hollow log, and it takes me considerable effort to extract him. On arriving at the mill, Mr. John says we’re last in line and the wait is long. Instead of going in with Missus Sarah to read, I pass the time exploring a nearby cave. 

A few yards inside, I find myself wedged between two large rocks. Faint glimmers of daylight cast shadows off the jagged walls around me. For some time, I struggle to get loose, exhaling the last wisps of breath still in my lungs, contorting and angling myself every which way, trying to pry the boulders apart with my hands, but they don’t budge. No effort is successful. I cannot gain my freedom. 

All the time I’m wrestling with those rocks, Honey is whining and darting between my confinement and the mouth of the cave. But once darkness engulfs us, he races off, barking. When he doesn’t return after several minutes, thoughts of dying in the pitch of night, or being eaten by a bear, weigh on me. On considering the first prospect, my body quakes, on the latter, my eyes shut and my throat seizes up.

About the time I’ve given up hope of being found, Honey’s barking is back, and shimmers of light reflect off the cavern walls. Next, come echoes of Mr. John’s anxious voice calling my name. I let out a holler. Before long, my dog and my friend are standing in front of me. Being big and strong, Mr. John makes quick work of pulling me out. At one point, however, I’m resigned that my salvation will come at the price of leaving a patch of my hide on the coarse surface of the rocks. 

Outside the cave we’re greeted by a large search party, including Father. The good miller glares at Father and speaks sharply. “Now, Tom, Abraham here is my prisoner. You must promise not to whip him or even scold him. The trouble he’s been through is lesson enough. I doubt he’ll be going into that cave again.”

Father tightens his hands into fists and says, “I’ll raise my boy how I sees fit.”

Mr. John puffs out his large chest. “I’ve told you before, me and my Ma would be grateful for you and the missus to give us young Abraham. We love him like a son and would take right good care of him. Now what I’m tellin’ you is, if ever you raise a hand to him about this matter, I’ll come and fetch him away and never give him back.”

Father knows Mother would never forgive him if the Hodgens take me in for good. On top of that, he’d have no one to slough off chores on. Once home, he heeds Mr. John’s warning, but his meanness comes out in other ways. He works me long hours each day at tilling the fields and whips me if I work too slowly. He says to me, “That nosy miller cain’t blame me fer beatin’ the laziness outta ya. It’s fer yer own good.”

In early autumn of that same year, an itinerant preacher, the Rev. Mr. Gentry, visits our settlement. His face glows to match the shine of his bald head as he inspects the outdoor church we’ve built under the shade of a large maple. “It’s perfect for camp meeting,” he says. “God led you to build the church in this spot for the special purpose of winning souls.” Its pulpit is carved out of a stump, and the benches are whipsawed from felled trees.

Under the sway of Rev. Gentry’s fire and brimstone sermons, Father makes another trip to the mourner’s bench, repenting of his sinful ways. Afterwards, he gets called upon to pray aloud before the entire congregation. Our neighbors whisper among themselves they hope it sticks this time. He proves their sentiments are anchored in fact when one night, after making a public prayer, he comes home and kicks Honey’s bad leg. 

The next morning I confess to Austin, “Don’t know ‘bout Father’s religion.”

“What makes you say that?” he asks.

I tell him about Father kicking my dog and say, “All Honey did was lay his nose on Father’s knee, tryin’ to be friendly. Can’t believe anybody with even a little religion would kick a dog, ‘specially kick its bad leg that’s all twisted from a fall.”

“Maybe your father thinks it’s no harm to kick a dog. Could be he s’poses God don’t care much for dogs.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Why, he’d be a mighty funny God if he doesn’t like a good dog.”

If Father’s behavior isn’t enough to shake my faith in his religion, Rev. Gentry makes me doubly wary. Later that same morning, the parson knocks on our door and asks to borrow a hat to cover his head. He says his blew off in a stiff gust, landed in the creek, and got carried away. Mother offers him my coonskin hat which he promises to return. 

In the afternoon when we gather as usual for the sermon, Rev. Gentry doesn’t show. 

Folks speculate he got a calling out of the blue to carry the gospel to a more needy flock. 

I turn to Austin and say in a low voice, “Seems to me it’s called stealing a perfectly good cap. No God who allows dogs to be kicked or a boy’s hat to be stolen is of much use.”

Austin whispers, “Those words would kill yer ma.”

“She shan’t hear them,” I vow.
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Chapter Two
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Austin hollers as soon as he rounds the bend in the trail. His mother waves as he takes off, sprinting up the hill to our cabin.

“Haloo, Austin,” I call out, leaping off my perch atop the split rail fence and race down to meet him.

Within minutes our mothers are giving us their usual cautions before we take off into the woods. 

Austin leads. 

Every day should be like this.

Down near the creek branch, I recall spotting some partridges the previous day. Hunting doesn’t appeal to me much, but Austin fancies it a lot. 

I point to the knoll across the branch. “That’s where the birds were yesterday.” 

He pulls out his sling shot then studies the current. “Crick’s too wide to cross here.”

He’s right. Even though my legs are longer than his, it’s still too far to leap across. 

I spot a foot log upstream and sprint to it. “Let’s try this.” 

“No, Abe. Log’s too small.”

I glare at him. “Don’t call me that. Call me Abraham just like my grandpa. He was a hero in the Revolution.” 

“Don’t see what’s wrong with Abe.”

“Abe sounds dumb.” 

“Everyone calls you Abe.”

“Sally doesn’t. Father and Mother don’t.”

He shrugs. “You can’t make everyone stop calling you that.”

My shoulders sag. “S’pose you’re right.”

He saunters up to the log, scratching the back of his neck. “Nah. Won’t do.”

I puff out my chest. “It’ll do just fine. Come on. Don’t be a chicken.”

He squints. “The bark’s slippery.”

I nudge it with my bare foot. “It ain’t slippery.”

He checks the fast flowing stream again and shakes his head. “Ah ... dunno.” 

“Dare you.”

He jerks around and glares at me, then plants one foot on the log, testing it. After a moment, he spreads both arms like wings and eases across, bending his knees a bit and keeping his body centered over the log. 

Now it’s my turn. The water’s seven, maybe eight, feet deep. The current’s so fast it’ll suck me under and drag me away. 

Austin laughs. “Coon it.” 

No way I’m going to take the coward’s way—straddling the log and scooting across it on my tail. 

My first step is just like Austin’s, half squatting, except I teeter. After getting my balance, I slide one foot forward then drag the other right up behind it, repeating the same until I’m about halfway out. 

Austin laughs. “Come on slow-poke.”

I glare at him and swing my back foot around to plant it in front of my forward foot. My front knee wobbles, and back foot shoots out one way while the rest of me tilts the other. 

Austin hollers, “Don’t look down. Look at me.”

I glance down. During dry-spells a person can jump across in most places. But when the weather turns stormy, the creek tests its banks, and the water rushes downstream like a gale pounding us from the east. The tallest, strongest men can’t stand against it. My arms flail in the air, but there’s nothing to grasp onto.

“Coon it,” Austin shouts again.

But before I can blink, I’m in the creek, limbs thrashing. I call out to Austin. Water pours into my mouth. The current coils around me and drags me into its cavernous throat. A chill penetrates me, drawing every muscle taut as its icy sting riddles my bones. I kick and stretch my arms upward, grasping for the surface. My breath rushes out of me, bubbles erupting from my nostrils and swirling past my ears, sounding like the devil’s laughter. I want to scream, but my lungs are empty, burning. My heart aches as if struggling against a vise. 

An eternity later, a bough slaps the water in front of me. My senses fade away. No sight, nor sound, nor touch, nor taste, nor smell, only the sensation of floating in darkness, as if in a deep sleep. 

Next, Austin is yelling, “Abe, Abe, stay with me.” He’s yanking on my arms and shaking me.

I jerk about, gasping and coughing up water. 

He laughs. “Lord, thought you was dead.”

“Me too,” I rasp, shivering. A host of prickly hairs sprout all over me. 

“Better let our things dry. Our mothers gonna switch us if they find out you fell in that crick.”

“Spank me she will, but she’s never laid a switch to me.” I undress and hang my clothes on a bush. 

Naked, I tiptoe to a sunny patch of ground and sit, drawing my knees up to my chest. The sun filters through the October chill, warming my bare skin, yet my mood remains shrouded. My mind wanders to my infant brother Tommy who died a few years back. Will this raging creek sweep him out of his grave and swallow him up? Folks around here tell of corpses being washed up out of the ground and floating off during storms. Even without melting ice or snow, and without a drop of rain here in the lowlands, the runoff from storms in the hills can fill our streams and swamp our fields. It’s like the great flood that Mother’s Bible speaks of; a flood that once destroyed all mankind, except for a chosen few. 

I look over at Austin, wanting him to rescue me from my melancholy. 

He meets my gaze and says, “Remember that game of hide ’n seek? When you hid up in the big sycamore tree.”

We laugh together.

My dark mood has lightened. “Remember that prank I tried to pull on you?”

His eyes get big. “Sure do. I wander up the tree and sit down right under ya, pretending you’ve stumped me. I say out loud, ‘Think this is a good spot to rest ‘til ol’ Abe shows his face.’” 

“I barely keep myself from splitting a gut and falling off that limb.”

He bounces to his knees. “You don’t see your hat’s tucked in the waist of my britches. You’d dropped it on the trail.”

I shake my head. “When you start to nod off, I undo my pants and aim right fer yer head. But jest as my load drops, ya prop my hat upside down and catch the whole stinkin’ mess.” 

Austin slaps his knee and lets out a whoop. “You was so surprised ya almost fell down outta that tree. That look on yer face when I jumps up and hollers, ‘It’s not every day someone gets the best of you, Abraham Linkhorn.’”

I laugh, forgetting I’m naked as a jaybird. Austin is rolling on the ground, jerking about like he’s been touched by the Holy Ghost—except he’s not convulsing from Satan’s legions fleeing the name of Jesus. No hollering, spitting, kerchief-waving itinerant preacher has brought him to this state. He’s contorted from giggling.

By the time I’m dressed and we return to the cabin, the memories of the dark hollow of death that nearly consumed me down at the creek are gone. Instead, I’m relieved at finding our mothers so deep in conversation that we slip past them unnoticed. This time, we escape our just punishment.

Early the next day, Mother again dons her Sunday best. When she calls for Sally and me, my melancholy spell has returned. Again, visions of Knob Creek’s chilly throat close in on me, and storm clouds darken the sky over our little valley. 

Mother looks at Sally. “You keeps an eye on Abraham whilst I be gone a bit.” 

Sally gives me an evil eye. Then she glares at Mother who shushes her. Mother may not look it, but she’s as rough-and-tumble as most men in these parts. People laugh about her mixing it up with men. 

Each of us nods.

As Mother disappears beyond the trees, I take off.

Sally calls after me. “Abraham Linkhorn, where do you s’pose you’re goin’?”

I stop and look down, poking at the muddy ground with my bare foot. “Nowhere particular.” 

She shakes her head and groans. 

I turn and start for the woods. 

She hollers at me, “Stay away from that crick.”

Hackles go up on the back of my neck. I spin around. “I’m seven. Nearly a man. Stop babyin’ me.”

“You’re far from a man, Abraham, and you should know to mind your elders.”

“Jest ‘cause you’re nine, that don’t make you my elder. Elders are smarter, not jest older.”

“If that’s so, why do ya mind Pa?” She grins.

I look off into the trees. “’Cause he’s bigger and stronger, for now.”

She turns and marches into the cabin.

“Know-it-all,” I mumble.

Even when Sally gets uppity with me, I love her. She used to carry me through mud and rain to the one-room log school—half the size of our little cabin, but with the same dirt floor. I only came up to her shoulders, then, and she kept watch over me so the bigger boys wouldn’t bully me. 

On our first day at the Riney school, Mother made me wear a sunbonnet and tow-linen shirt that hung below my knees. As usual I wore no pants. When we stepped through the rough hewn doorway, a curly-haired girl blabbed, “Don’t he look jist like one of ‘em darkies out on the big road?” One of the older boys blurted, “Yeah, some ol’ mammie gittin’ herded off to her new massa down Cumberland way mus’ve left him behind.” Other children joined their teasing. 

A girl with blonde hair sneered at me. “Lookie how dark his face and legs are,” she said. “He mus’ be a little Negro boy.” 

Sally made them stop, and when we returned home, she convinced Mother to braid me a manly new hat out of straw. Mother said not much can be done about my slave-boy, tow-linen shirt, due to our poverty. 

Until yesterday, the roiling water of Knob Creek never sparked fear in me, but these woods always make me shiver. I keep watch as I creep along. My heart beats faster, haunted by visions of Indians stalking me, lurking behind every tree. They’d be ghosts of the ones who slaughtered Grandpa Abraham and would’ve killed Father, as well. He was just a tyke at the time. 

That Indian, his tomahawk poised, hovering over Father—just a boy—is more than a dream to me. Grandpa dying at his side. Uncle Mordecai firing the flintlock, cutting the savage down before he can wreak more terror. Folks say the Indians are long gone from these parts, but thinking about them chills me. 

The big sycamore tree Austin and I laughed about just yesterday makes me laugh again. The knots in my back begin to unravel. This old tree chases away the pall that hangs over me—its branches reaching down like the arms of a gentle father.

––––––––
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WEEKS LATER, FATHER returns from his excursion across the Ohio River and says we have to leave our home. My playtimes with Austin end, and my boyhood dies.

I catch a whiff of the approaching winter storm. Darkness settles over the woods even though it is barely noon. Knob Creek thrashes against its banks, already filled with icy runoff from the deluge that blankets the nearby hills. I envy the freedom with which these waters flow, even though their abandon makes me fret, not only over Tommy. A few days ago Mrs. Gollaher and Austin carried Mother and me in their wagon to Tommy’s grave where we bid him our final goodbyes. Mother wants to be laid next to him when she dies, but her wishing is in vain now that Father says we must remove to Indian Anner. That’s what I called it before Missus Sarah corrected me. 

Father’s voice breaks through the roar of rushing water. “Abraham, git yeself up here. There’s work to be done if we’re gonna make Indiana ‘fore winter.” 

He’s wrong. Our cow is already haltered, and all that’s left is packing the horses that’ll carry our sparse provisions over a hundred miles to our new home. Father will return in the spring for our pigs; in the meantime, Mr. Gollaher will keep an eye on them.

On the other side of the Ohio, the bulk of our personal belongings wait for us, as do the barrels of whiskey Father will use to pay for a new farm. He must’ve bought the whiskey from Mr. Boone at the distillery down where Knob Creek spills into the Rolling Fork. “Uncle Boonie” treats us well. Likely, he sold Father the whiskey at a favorable price, or gave it to him for missed wages he never got paid for making barrels.

When it’s time to leave, Austin and his family come to say farewell. As we clutch each other, my tears dampen Austin’s shirt, and his soak mine. I promise to remember him every day for the remainder of my life. 

Father, Mother, Sally, and I say nothing to one another until the Ohio River comes into view. While storm clouds cast their shadows on the river’s cold gray waters, Father tells us the Linkhorn name will stay behind in Knob Creek. We will call ourselves Lincoln in our new home. One more part of my childhood is wrenched away.
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Chapter Three
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As the year-long winter resumes its assault, we arrive at our new homestead near Little Pigeon Creek in the Indiana wilderness. Without unloading our belongings, Father races against an impending storm to make a scant shelter, tucked up against a thicket of bare-limbed trees. It’s called a half-faced camp—fourteen foot sides, framed with stout poles, and covered on three sides with smaller poles and brush. At the open end, we build a fire for cooking. The embers provide warmth, and the fire’s glow keeps hungry animals at bay.

A lull in the storm gives Father time to hunt, but fierce winds and snow trap us in our shabby lean-to before he can cure enough game to last until spring. A few days later, our fire dies out from want of kindling, and we hang animal skins across the open face—our only defense against the elements. 

Sally and I huddle under animal pelts on a mattress of dried leaves and twigs piled at the foot of our parents’ crude bed. Our teeth clatter, and our tears are dried up from a bone-aching cold that has sucked moisture out of everything. A hungry panther’s scream keeps us awake late into the night. If it doesn’t get us first, we’re sure to become supper for a bear or pack of ravenous wolves. 

Sally drapes her arm over me and whispers, “Snug up closer. We’ll be warmer.”

I burrow against her. “Should’ve drowned in that stupid crick. Would’ve been over an’ done with.”

“Shh ....” Her voice is nearly lost in the howling storm. “Try dreamin’ ‘bout Kentucky.”

“If we see morning, Father will insist God’s Mercy has saved us from our own foolishness.” 

Sally giggles. “Mother will argue we’re in the hands of Providence.” 

––––––––
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NEAR MY EIGHTH BIRTHDAY in early February, tiny patches of bare ground checker the snow in front of the half-faced camp. I peer between the animal pelts hanging over our entry and spot a small flock of turkeys mingling among the trees, scratching about for acorns or frozen bugs. Father is out setting traps. He left his muzzleloader behind, propped just inside the opening. He’s been teaching me to shoot and keeps hounding me about becoming a man. Tells me it’s time to put aside childish ways, just as Mother’s Bible says. 

A voice inside my head telling me it’s wrong to kill. “Mother, would Father be angry if I shot a turkey?” 

She nods and says in a low voice, “He’d be proud.”

My hands tremble as I fumble with the ramrod, trying to pack powder, waddling, and shot down the gun’s barrel. I draw a deep breath and raise the stock to my shoulder, taking aim. Tiny beads of sweat line my brow, and the muzzleloader weighs heavy in my clammy hands. My conscience twinges again, but I quell it once more and whisper, “... put aside childish ways.”

The charge explodes, pummeling my ears, and my eyes slam shut. When I open them, the turkey is flailing and making an ungodly noise. “I’ve murdered it,” I whimper. 

I collapse to my knees, sobbing. 

Mother tries to console me.

Tears roll down my cheeks. “Father can be proud of me if he wants, but I hate myself for what I’ve done. Never again will I pull a trigger on anything as large as a turkey.” 

Spring’s arrival finds Father building a permanent shelter from logs he harvests out of the dense forest. He says it’s going to be at least two times bigger than the half-faced camp. I do my best to help, but never enough to please him. He no longer teaches me to shoot, instead he puts an axe in my hands and gives me long hours of practice felling trees. To help Mother and Sally, I keep the fire going and trek a mile each way down to the creek whenever the water pails are empty. 

If Father’s in a good mood, or if he’s out tromping through the woods, Mother recites stories to Sally and me from the Bible and Aesop’s Fables, books we spirited away from Kentucky without Father’s knowledge. The passages are ones that were read to her as a child, which she committed to memory. As Mother recites, Sally and I follow along in the books. In this way we build on the meager skills we gained at the ABC schools back home. Mother encourages me to practice writing as well. 

Warmer temperatures allow us to plant corn and vegetables among the tree stumps left from cutting timber for logs. By late summer the new cabin is up, and our first crop is ready for harvest. I begin regular trips on horseback to the grist mill a couple miles away. Often, waiting for my turn to grind our corn into flour takes hours. My idle time is filled reading books I’ve borrowed from neighbors.

One afternoon, I return from the mill to find Father back home from gathering the pigs we’d left behind at the Gollahers’ in Kentucky. That was one of Father’s few sound choices. The unruly animals would have slowed us down, preventing our arrival in time to build even the sparsest winter shelter. Survival would have been impossible. Of course, if storms had set upon us along the way, we all might have died before reaching our destination, anyway. 

I grin broadly and bring the old mare to a halt. The Sparrows, relatives of ours who lived near Knob Creek, are unpacking their belongings and moving into the half-faced camp we’ve recently abandoned. 

Dennis Hanks, a cousin, is ten years my elder, lean, and only a scant taller. He calls out, “Haloo, Abraham.” 

“Cousin Dennis,” I holler back as I jump down and dash toward him, forgetting the sacks of flour draped over the horse’s neck. 

Father scowls. “Mind yer manners, boy. Give due respect to yer elders, first.” He points to Aunt Betsey and Uncle Thomas. They raised Mother from the time she was a girl, and now watch over Dennis because his mother died, and he’s a Hanks bastard. 

I straighten. “Good day, Uncle Thomas, Aunt Betsey. Have you quit Kentucky, also?”

“Good day, Abraham,” says Aunt Betsey who bears a resemblance to Mother. She smiles at Father. “Your Nancy’s workin’ to make a fine gentleman outta this one.”

“Time’d be better spent makin’ him useful, rather than wastin’ it on readin’,” Father grumbles. “Gittin’ too smart for his britches. Always got his nose stuck in some book. Startin’ to soun’ like one too.” 

Dennis breaks in. “Abraham, help me unload.”

As we rush off, Dennis mutters in my ear, “Yer ol’ man’s still mean as a polecat.”

“No difference ‘tween him and those slave traders back in Kentucky, except I don’t reckon they yoke or beat their own sons.”

That evening at supper when Mother sets a kettle on the table, I examine the sparse offering of potatoes, and scowl. A quick glance toward the fireplace dashes my hopes that another pot of vittles is simmering away. That would be quite a trick, since we just have the one pot that’s already on the table. The only other thing coming from that hearth tonight is a touch of warmth. Of course, any heat from the fire makes a quick escape through the doorway that’s still in want of a door. 

Father calls for us to bow our heads and offers a blessing for the food.

“These is mighty scant blessings,” I mutter.

Father glares at me and pounds his fist on the table. 

Mother shouts, “Thomas!”

He looks at her, and she stares him down.

We eat the potatoes and go to bed without a word spoken among us.

Next morning, I ask Mother where Father is off to. 

“Huntin’ with Dennis,” she replies, adding she can’t understand why he always waits for our stomachs to ache with hunger before he hunts. 

I mumble low enough she can’t hear, “Maybe now he has a son who’ll make him proud.”

After a couple days, Father and Dennis lumber home carrying a single, scrawny deer. 
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Chapter Four
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Unlike the half-faced camp, our cabin’s fireplace is protected from direct assault by winter’s frigid storms, but its walls are still a sparse defense against icy gusts. Instead of slicing through loosely stacked poles, the wind whistles between logs which are not yet chinked with mud and grass. Snow drifts that pile up inside our open doorway eventually melt, making a mud hole of our dirt floor. 

Mother’s nagging about these deficiencies has no effect on Father. He and Dennis spend the bulk of their time wandering the woods for game. Father gets something now and then, Dennis hardly ever. When not hunting, they swap stories in front of the fire, Dennis being more of a chatterbox than a storyteller. I devote the long winter nights to reading long passages from the Bible or Aesop’s Fables which come easier to me now, and in my head I act out portions that catch my fancy. 

When the weather warms, Father finds new excuses to neglect our cabin’s needs. Extending the fence takes precedence over making a door or chinking our walls. I’m still not much good with the finer points of wielding an axe, so Father has me drag rails from the pile to the fence and lift them into place. 

One sweltering afternoon near Independence Day of my ninth year, a party of strangers driving a large wagon comes by as I’m helping Father split fence rails. 

I climb onto the fence and hail them. “How long you been on the trail?”

“Weeks,” one of them says. 

“Where do you hail from?” 

He grins. “Maine. North-most part of the country.”

“What’s it—” 

Father cuffs me on the side of my head, knocking me to the ground. 

I turn away to hide a solitary tear trickling down my face as Dennis crawls between the fence rails and helps me to my feet. 

By the time I’m standing, Father has apologized to the strangers for my insolence. 

I run to the cabin to check on Mother, who’s sick once again. Except for my feeble attentions, I’m certain she’d be ignored completely. Father is always preoccupied, and Sally is overwhelmed carrying Mother’s burden as well as her own.

Mother is in bed, her eyes closed. Frontier life has drained her. Father should have never made us leave our Knob Creek farm. 

Her forehead, clammy to the touch, means the fever has subsided; her face is ashen. “How are you?” 

She looks up at me and rasps, “Better, son.” 

Her hand is cold, bony. My voice cracks. “I worry.” 

“Ya shouldn’. I’ll be up an’ ‘bout soon.”

“I know.” Something tells me it’s not true, though.

“Abraham,” she murmurs, “fetch me some water?”

“Yes, Mother.” 

After returning with a cup of water, I sit on the edge of the bed and watch her sip, her lips trembling. Mine quiver as well.  

Mother whispers, “Abraham, I won’ always be here for ya ... to teach ya right ‘n wrong. Promise you’ll be good. ’Specially, obey Father and be kind to Sally. Learn from books, even if it makes Father angry. Grow to be a fine man, a preacher or teacher, someone special.”

My throat grows raw. “But you’re not going to leave us any time soon.”

“We never knows the Good Lord’s intentions,” she tells me. “Jest do as I says.”

“Yes, Mother.” I lay my head on her frail chest and weep.

Father calls me from outside. I wipe my tears and kiss Mother’s forehead. He calls again, impatiently.

“Coming, Father.”

When I stand at the doorway, he stares at me. “Fetch some corn from the storage ‘n get down to the mill. Sally tells me the flour is runnin’ low.”

“Yes, Sir.” 

I fill up two sacks with corn from the storage bin and tie each of them to opposite ends of a leather strap. After draping the strap over our old mare’s withers, I climb on board and goad her into a trot. When Father can no longer see us, I rein her in and recite Bible verses the rest of the way to Noah Gordon’s Mill. 

Upon arriving at the mill, Miller Gordon—he’s a shadow of Mr. John from Knob Creek—he tells me the wait is long. A book I’ve smuggled in one of the sacks of corn fills my idle time until my turn comes near sundown. I hitch the old mare to the wheel arm of the grinding stone and sit atop a rail, coaxing her around the circle. 

After a few turns, the old nag becomes sluggish and stubborn. Each time she passes my perch, she gets a smack on her rump and a goading, “Git up, you old hussy.” A couple of turns later, I swat her again, and as I’m saying “Git up—” she bucks and plants her unshod hoof into my forehead. Folks say I was unconscious through the night and presumed killed. Family and neighbors gathered in our little cabin to keep vigil, poor Mother not only sick with fever but stricken by grief. 

Upon waking late the next morning, I jerk upright and blurt out the rest of my refrain “—you old hussy.” 

The resulting deformity of my skull leaves my left eye unfocused and drifting upward—a constant reminder of my near death. My quickening from that premature mortality also endows me with an abundance of mental energies. Lengthy passages from Mother’s Bible come to me with greater ease, and the entirety of Aesop’s Fables rolls off my tongue without a single line misspoken. I remember almost everything without effort. 

Weeks later, Father catches me reading in the middle of chores, my axe propped against a tree. He complains I’m lazy as a possum and whips me with a strap until my back is raw. A few days later he rips up one of my poems and grinds it in the dirt with his heel. In spite of being threatened with more lashes, reading books and writing verse are irresistible temptations. The more I read, the more Father’s ignorance embarrasses me. When I correct him on even a small error, he gives me the back of his hand, or sometimes his fist. Mother is too weary to protest. 

As the chill of autumn blows through the prairie, milk sickness descends on us, taking our neighbor, Mrs. Brooner, as its first fatality. Uncle Thomas and Aunt Betsey are afflicted soon after. 

About noon one day, Mother returns to our cabin—not much more than a skeleton now—exhausted from tending the sick. She nods at Father, and for once he seems to know her thoughts. He takes down a whipsaw from the wall and turns to me. “Come along, Abraham.” I follow him to the log pile and watch as he examines several specimens. He selects one and motions for me to help. We lift it off the stack and set it on the ground. Next, he picks up the saw and tells me to grab one end. First, I rub my clammy hands on my pants.

As we begin cutting the log into boards, I ask if we need Cousin Dennis’ help. 

Father says to let him be.

My throat tightens. “Are Uncle Thomas and Aunt Betsey getting better?”

Father yanks on his end of the saw. 

I barely hang on to mine. I don’t repeat my question, not wanting to hear him confirm what I dread to know—they’re already dead and Mother’s time is coming soon.

When we’re done sawing the first log, he chooses another that we cut into more boards. We repeat the process again until Father decides we’ve made enough, and he shows me how to bore holes in the planks. As I proceed, he whittles pegs from scraps he digs out of the trim pile. 

Once finished, we assemble the boards into two long, narrow boxes. Tears trickle down my cheeks. The boxes remind me of the one my little brother little Tommy was put in to be buried. 

I return to the cabin and sit on the bed beside Mother, taking her hands in mine. They’re cool. Her forehead is chilled, more so than the time weeks ago. 

“Fetch me a pail.” She winces and clutches her stomach. 

When I return with the pail, she begins retching.

Soon, Sally joins me at Mother’s bedside, and we help her sit up. My sister cups Mother’s chin and tilts her head back. Her tongue is white, as if it’s coated with milk. Sally shakes her head. Mother grimaces as we lay her back.

Over the ensuing days Mother’s condition worsens. Her tongue is now dark, nearly black. She has no control of her arms or legs. Her head wobbles when we help her sit. It’s been seven days since she left her bed. Cramping and dry heaving come regularly. Her bowels are empty.

Late that afternoon, she whispers for Sally and me to draw close. “Love each other and God,” she says. After a deep breath she adds, “Be good to Father.” 

Sally and I cry.

Mother reaches for my hand, but her arm falls limp at her side. Her mouth quivers. 

I move closer and turn my ear toward her lips. 

She rasps, “Be ... special ....” 

I recall the promise she asked of me weeks ago.

Father comes into the cabin and stands at Mother’s bedside. None of us speaks for the longest while. 

Mother strains to prop herself up on her elbows. Failing, she falls back on the bed, mumbling. Sally and I lean forward wanting to understand her words, but it’s useless. Her breathing becomes shallow, sporadic. After several minutes, she gasps one last time, then breathes no more.

Sally closes Mother’s eyes. 

I lay my head on her hollow chest, choking back tears, begging her not to leave us. 

Sally strokes my hair and whispers, “Shh ....”

Father hangs his head and shuffles toward the doorway. At the threshold, he stops and speaks my name without turning. He waits for me to follow him to the woodpile. As we saw boards for her coffin, I bite my lip, fighting back tears, but a trickle escapes, tracing the edge of my nose until it finds the corner of my mouth. My tongue tastes its saltiness. When Father thinks we’ve cut enough boards, I bore holes into them, and he whittles pegs. My head throbs as we cobble together the long, narrow box for Mother’s burial. 

At Father’s instruction, I pick up one end of her coffin, and together we carry it into the cabin. My eyes are swollen and raw. I stumble, unable to see my way. At Mother’s bedside, I wipe away tears and focus on her ashen face. No longer is it contorted by disease. Her lips are cool to the touch of my trembling fingers. 

As we lift her body, wrapped in a threadbare dress she wore most every day, she almost floats into the coffin— light, like the skeleton of a tiny sparrow that’s fallen from its nest and died. What reason is there to live on? If the milk-sick disease should claim me soon, it would be a welcome escape.

That evening we bury Mother alongside Aunt Betsey and Uncle Thomas in a dale not far from the cabin. Once the last shovel of dirt is thrown onto her grave, I kneel and erupt into convulsive sobbing. 

Father mutters, “Come along. There’s work to be done.”

Sally follows him, stopping for a moment to kiss the top of my head. 

Weeks pass without Father speaking a word about Mother’s death. He spends much of his time in the woods, often alone but sometimes with Dennis. Regardless, there’s little meat on our table. Preparations for the winter are also ignored; our cabin still lacks a door, and the gaps between logs remain unchinked. 

Sally rises each day before dawn and works long into the night, cooking, cleaning, and mending. She says little, except making an occasional complaint that she can’t manage the household alone. I keep the fire fueled for her, and fell trees or split logs to bury my grief. 

When the skies darken, turning daytime into a near-night, torrents of rain beat on Mother’s unmarked grave, threatening to wash her body up from the ground. On those occasions, I sit on the sod above her, railing against Heaven, praying to whatever God there is to keep her safe from flooding. In the evenings, under the dim light of the fire, I painstakingly etch out a letter to Rev. Elkin, a preacher Mother knew back in Kentucky, and implore him to attend to her proper burial as soon as he can brave the wilderness and come to us. Her body could be swept away by flooding before her soul is delivered safely into the Almighty’s hands.

The misery of another winter taunts us like a panther toying with its prey, and we still have no answer from Rev. Elkin. I take up an ax and devote the short hours of daylight to felling more trees and splitting firewood. Father is more distant and brooding than ever. 

We are often hungry, except for Sally, who no longer has any appetite, and we’re always cold. At night, Father and Dennis sit at the table bantering about matters of little consequence while I lie by the fireplace reading Mother’s Bible. Sally huddles in the corner under layers of animal skins, her sobs mingling with the moans of icy winds blowing through our cabin. 

By spring, our strength is nearly dissipated, and our spirits are crumbling. Then one sunny afternoon, Rev. Elkin arrives to preach a sermon at Mother’s grave. Some twenty neighbors join in prayers for our family and for Mother’s soul, but the warmth of the moment is soon gone.

During the planting season, I lack the energy or the will to challenge Father, so I put aside my reading and writing, and tend to chores. He fills my idle time with trying to teach me his trade of carpentry. He says it’s a son’s calling to follow his father’s footsteps. My heart’s not in it. Father grows frustrated and invests no further effort in my apprenticeship. He leaves undone the cabin door we were making, and I become little more to him than a set of arms for wielding an axe.

Soon after the corn sprouts, Father slaughters our meager herd of pigs—a bear has already feasted on our cow. After he cures the meat, he sets out down the Ohio on a rented flatboat, intending to sell the pork. Since pork fetches a better price than wild game, he leaves none of the pork for Sally and me to eat. Besides, he tells us, he won’t be gone long, and our supply of corn meal and cured game should be sufficient during his absence. 

If need be, he says Cousin Dennis can hunt, notwithstanding his lack of skill and the continued scarcity of game. Much of the wildlife perished in the unending winter that lingered over the world for an entire year before we left Knob Creek. Back then we didn’t know why summer never came, but now folks say it was due to the mountains that exploded half a world away—somewhere called the Dutch East Indies.

Once Father is gone, my days are filled with wandering the woods, writing poetry, and reading. When Sally asks, I grind corn by hand into flour and keep the fire going. Sometimes the embers die out, and I make more smoke than fire getting it restarted. Sally cooks as best she can and cleans. Dennis makes himself scarce, scouring the woods for game to little avail. When not hunting, he often boards with one of our neighbors, leaving Sally and me unattended.

As weeks stretch into months, Sally demands more help from Dennis and me. Dennis scowls and reminds us, “Men hunt. Women and children keep the house and tend the crops.” He turns and struts away.

She calls after him, “The least you can do is make us a door for the cabin.”

He shouts over his shoulder, “It cain wait ‘til your pa gets home.”

Sally stomps into the cabin, muttering about its naked doorway.

I lumber down to a stand of cornstalks, peel back a few husks, and find the kernels withered and pale. Just the same, I snap off the ears and hold them in my shirt. The harvest goes quickly as planting was sparse.

I carry the crop up to the cabin where Sally is sitting at the table, trembling and crying, her face buried in her hands. I drop the corn on the table in front of her and lay my hand on her shoulder. “What’s the matter?” 

She looks up at me. “Father’s not coming back. I’m convinced of it.”

“He wouldn’t abandon us,” 

“No, but something might have happened. This is wild country.”

I search her face for any hint she can be consoled.

She drops her head. “He could have been killed by Indians. Or eaten by a bear or wolves.” 

I stroke her hair. “He can take care of himself.”

She pounds the table and screams, “Abraham, he’s never been gone this long before. What are we going to do for food if he doesn’t come back?”

“He’ll come back, and if we run out of food before he does, Dennis can hunt.”

Sally laughs, her voice strained by bitterness. “Dennis is useless,” she says. “Just like Father, he’ll wait ‘til our stomachs are knotted with pain before he picks up a gun to hunt. And when he does, he’ll come back empty-handed as always.” 

My heart sinks. I am ten years old. Dennis Hanks, ten years my elder, is more of a child than me. If the survival of this household is on my shoulders, we’re doomed. I walk to the uncovered doorway and stare at the horizon. I can’t even make a door.

In due time, Father returns, but he doesn’t stay long. Having sold all our pork, he’s off to Kentucky to find a new wife. Now it’s November, and the weather is turning foul. If winter’s fury holds off for a week, it’ll give him time to make it to Kentucky and its comforts. 

Sally and I are not so fortunate. Our food stocks are low, and if we were fortunate to have a gun, I’m unskilled at hunting. I’m more useless at setting traps. One day as I’m making my usual trek to the creek to draw water, the skies unload a torrent of rain and sleet. In my haste to escape the storm, one of my boots gets lost in thick mud. The sole of the other is already worn through. 
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