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Chapter 1
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1829

Fredericton, New Brunswick, British North America

The heat of the flames warmed Claire Appleton’s hypothermic cheeks when she bent forward to stir the Dutch oven.  The pot’s wire bail handle hung suspended above the roaring fire by a large metal hook, and the cookware swung slightly as the ladle moved through the contents and sent the pungent odor of onion and cabbage soup through the one-room cabin.  

Claire closed her eyes, remembering vaguely what the summer sun feels like on bare skin, and smiled.  Elsewhere in the shack, icicles hung from the ceiling, but by the fireplace, it was pleasant.  Or at least the side of the body facing the fireplace was pleasant.  Claire’s rear, which protruded into the room as she bent forward, was quite cold.  She hung the ladle, corrected her posture and pulled her shawl tighter around her upper body.

Despite it being January, she began humming “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.”  It was one of few songs she knew by heart, and although humming indicated she was happy, she wasn’t nearly happy enough to sing.  That rarely occurred in her nearly 19 years on earth.

Midway through “To save poor souls from Satan's power,” a gust of frigid air compelled the flames to dance.  The slam of the shanty’s only egress, a door cracked in multiple places, quickly followed. 

Claire dropped the cover onto the Dutch oven.  “Goodness, Harold, you startled me so badly I could’ve jumped in the fire and lit my skirts ablaze.”

Her husband remained silent until he unwrapped the gray wool muffler from his face and hung it, along with a moose-hide coat and hat, on their peg near the door.  The shedding of outerwear revealed a man who was of typical height, five foot five inches, with a slim build who appeared even slimmer in his threadbare clothing.

“I have something to show you, Claire,” he said, eyes sparkling with an excitement she had not witnessed since their son’s birth. 

She shoved her hands into her apron pockets in an attempt to conceal apprehension.  “What are you so overwrought about?”

“Overwrought?” He shook his head, a clump of snow falling off his shoulder-length hair and landing with a splat on the dirt floor.  “No, I’m as happy as a bear who’s found a beehive.”

Harold dug into his waistcoat pocket and pulled out a paper that crinkled when he unfolded it on the table and smoothed out the wrinkles.  All apprehension faded, Claire came closer tinging with curiosity, but what she saw made her furrow her brow.  On the yellow-tinged paper was a map of British North America, copied somewhat badly from its original source.  Still, she recognized it from her grandfather’s map that she memorized years ago as a child.

There was New Brunswick, their home colony, drawn as a misshapen square.  Two dots adorned it.  One represented colonial capital Fredericton, mere miles from them, and the location of the College of New Brunswick, the first English-speaking institution of higher learning in the colonies, while the second represented Saint John, the colonies’ first city, with a staggering population of more than 35,000.  Dangling off the misshapen square was an elongated bean-shaped island that depicted Nova Scotia.  It was decorated with one dot – Halifax.  A huge swath of land running from the Atlantic Ocean to the Ottawa River was Lower Canada with dots indicating Montreal, Quebec, Trois-Rivières and Wright’s Town.  Finally, the western most colony, Upper Canada, ran from the Ottawa River to nearly the western edge of Lake Superior.  Dots illustrated Bytown, Kingston and York.

“It’s a map of the colonies,” Harold said.

“I know what it is,” she said, placing a hand on her hip and jutting out her elbow.  “Why do you have it?”

He smiled almost mischievously.  “I came across Emery Jones outside the church.  He gave it to me.”

Jones and Harold had been acquainted since they were boys.  In recent years, Harold saw Jones only once a year when he ventured back to Fredericton from Rupert’s Land where the monopoly that resulted from the merger of Hudson's Bay Company and North West Company of Montreal employed him as a fur trader.  Jones, as far as she knew, had no need for a map. 

“Why did he give it to you?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

The furrow in her brow deepened.  No, it wasn’t obvious.  It wasn’t obvious at all.

“There’s opportunity out west,” Harold said when she didn’t respond.

“There’s opportunity in Saint John also.  You’re not considering becoming a fur trader, are you?”

“It would be more profitable than farming, but no.  I want to go west.”

Claire took a step backward.  “What about me and Junior?”

He chuckled.  “You’d come along.  I have no plans of returning to Fredericton once we leave.  I’ve even picked out where we’re going to settle.”  He traced a line with his finger to a blob that apparently was a lake.  “Here.”

His finger ended on the shores of Kempenfelt Bay on the western side of Lake Simcoe in the Niagara Peninsula.  Claire’s eyes narrowed.  The Great Lakes occupied the western most portion of Upper Canada and abutted the United States.  Loyalists settled the region following the American Revolution, and Americans invaded during the War of 1812.  Harold was well aware she had a connection to the area, one she barely acknowledged because it pained her to do so.

“That’s a long way,” she said when she failed to calculate mileage in her head.

He straightened his back, somehow making himself appear even thinner than usual.  “That’s why I will only make the trip once.”

She shook her head.  “It’s too far, Harold.”

“Nearly 900 miles.”

Claire sat, head spinning at the thought of the vast British North American wilderness – rugged, rocky and forested.  It took travelers a considerable time commitment to reach even neighboring communities.  A trip of 900 miles would take months. 

“Other people have made the journey,” he said. “There are farms all along the Niagara Peninsula.  We would have neighbors.”

She placed her head briefly in her hand.  “The Niagara Peninsula is where my father died.  It was this time of year and all when Mama found out.”

Harold’s eyes no longer sparkled.  “Sounds like you’re concocting excuses.”

“That’s the truth of it,” she said, eyes shifting from his face to the Dutch oven in the fireplace.  “It is where my father died, and it is far away.”

“And if it were not for those things?”

She avoided looking at him, although she could feel his critical glare upon her.  “And it is the expense.  We cannot even afford to live as we wish here.”

“I’ll earn a few shillings here and there along the way as a day laborer.”

“I still don’t like the idea.”

Harold sat in the cabin’s only other chair.  “We need to separate ourselves from my father.  That is the truth also.”

Harold Junior stirred from his nap, providing Claire with a welcome distraction from the conversation.  She retrieved the infant from the woven-straw shopping basket that did double duty as his bed and began breastfeeding.  How could they make such a lengthy journey with a baby that wasn’t even weaned?  Not that she expected Harold to contemplate such a topic, considering it was the province of women, but still.  It was simply another item to add to the list of reasons to stay.

“If we don’t go now,” Harold said, “we’ll have more children, and it will become more difficult.”

Claire bristled.  “But why so far away?  Why not go to Saint John?”

“The Niagara Peninsula is further south.  That means a longer growing season and milder winters.  We can have our own farm with animals and a nice plot of land.  We can’t have that here.  My father would never allow it.”

“Your father I could do without,” she said, still avoiding eye contact. 

Claire did not acknowledge her father-in-law’s existence unless forced to, and she felt uneasy at the mere mention of his name.

Harold’s father, Ebenezer, appeared haggard beyond his 57 years as a result of nearly two decades of alcoholism.  A love of drink was not uncommon in the colonies, but his originated from the death of his wife, Temperance, after a lengthy illness in 1809.  Her passing left him with six sons, from the ages of five to 14, whom he neither particularly liked nor tolerated.  The eldest three he employed immediately in the fields, the fourth son he tasked with caring for the livestock, but the youngest two he found practically worthless.  When the six sons married, Ebenezer parceled out his 160 acres, asking only for food stocks in return.  All these years later, it seemed Harold, the youngest, was still attempting to prove his self-worth. 

Harold stood, making his way to the front of Claire’s chair.  “Will you at least consent to thinking it over, because you know I very much want to go?”

Claire didn’t immediately answer.  She already gave it thought, and it was not a journey she wanted to take, but Harold seemed intensely eager.  She couldn’t crush his dreams, now could she?  No, reality would do that for her.  Once he realized how difficult the proposed trip would be, he’d change his mind, she was certain of it.  After all, Harold often was overcome by ideas that he discarded once his enthusiasm wore off and the lack of practicality emerged. 

“Yes,” she said.  “I will pray on it.”

His eyes again sparkled.  “I’m happy to hear that.”

She forced a smile.  Given enough time, Harold would be the one to reconsider.  That was her hope, anyhow.

*
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CLAIRE AWOKE FROM AN unsettling dream, clenching the quilt, her shift drenched in cold sweat.  Only one image stuck in her mind now that she awakened – her father, or at least someone who represented him.  She didn’t actually remember him, having been two-years-old when he left for military service.  He was a ghost who haunted the family by sheer virtue of having existed.  In the dream, he was dying on that bloody hill within view of Niagara Falls, or at least that was her interpretation.  She didn’t have any concept of what the falls or that hill looked like either.  Was the dream a warning or maybe an omen?  Her breath slowly became deeper as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she realized she was in her cabin, 900 miles away from her father’s death site.  

Harold forgot to knock the icicles from the ceiling before bedtime, and her eyes caught sight of a particularly large one suspended above the bed, its menacing point ready to impale without warning.  If it pierced them in their sleep, Ebenezer would claim they deserved it because of their negligence.  He’d be thrilled.

The fire was dying, the last of the embers smoldering.  Claire told herself she should rise and stoke the flame before it disappeared completely, but she took comfort in the warmth of Harold’s body and wasn’t particularly motivated to stir.

Harold, her dear delusional husband, was probably dreaming of a farm.  Surely, there must be another way to fulfill his vision without moving 900 miles, but what?  And if there were another way, would Harold consider it?  The west, a place he hadn’t given a moment’s thought until he came across his friend mere hours ago, seduced him.

The room went dark, and Claire jolted upright.  She swung her legs over the edge of the straw-filled mattress and flinched when her stocking feet made contact with the dirt floor.  Junior slept beside his parents’ bed in his basket, raised above the ground by the dining table chairs.  She placed a finger under his nose, checking his breathing, before maneuvering as quickly as she could on tiptoe to the tin pocket on the wall that held the flint, char cloth and fire striker.

The cabin measured approximately 16 feet by 20 feet, slightly smaller than the average farmer’s home, but even in this confined space, it didn’t take long in subzero weather for her fingers to go numb.  She struck the fire steel across the flint and sighed with satisfaction when the fire roared back to life on the first try.

I love our life here, she thought, why would I want to leave it?  Besides winter is winter.  I don’t care what Harold says.

She remained by the fireplace for a few minutes, warming first her front and then her back.  As she warmed her back, her eyes examined the shadowy contents of the cabin.  The couple didn’t own much, but neither did most people.  All their worldly possessions, save farm implements, fit into this one room – their bed, the dining table and chairs, the trunk, the sideboard filled with her cooking tools – but if they moved, most would be left behind.

Claire returned to bed, and her thoughts once again drifted to her nightmare.  Before today, it had been months since she last thought about her father.  After all, at this point, he was little more than the man who impregnated her mother.

The bedclothes on her half of the three-feet-wide bed were chilled from sweat, causing her to shiver uncontrollably.  She pulled the quilt around her ears and pressed herself against her husband until she felt his body through her shift.

“Claire?  Everything fine?” his voice said, piercing the silence.

“The fire went out.  I was cold.”

“Well, this should be our last winter here.  Let that warm you.”

She grimaced.  “Of course.”

Now, she was certain her dream was a harbinger of things to come.
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Chapter 2
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Shopping trips into sleepy little Fredericton, a collection of 200 or so cottages surrounded by farms and forest, presented the only bright spot in Claire’s weeks.  She knew every resident, if not personally then by sight, having spent the better part of her life on these streets.

Once within village limits, almost with a skip in her step, Claire followed the familiar path to the dry goods store on Queen Street.  She stopped only to adjust Junior, whom she carried across her chest in a sling made from a blanket, and to exchange pleasantries with acquaintances.

When she reached the store, she threw open the door with more force than intended, soliciting an unladylike yelp from Mrs. Porter inside.  Claire smiled, stamped the snow off her flat slipper shoes – in fashion but wholly impractical in the winter – before entering the shop and shutting the door.

“Oh, my goodness,” Mrs. Porter said, rushing toward her customer and taking her hand, “you simply must warm yourself by the stove.  Did you walk the entire way?  You’re frozen stiff.”

“It’s only a few miles, and I used my snowshoes for most of the way.”  Claire beamed, cheeks ruddy from wind, and pointed to the snowshoes strapped to her back.  “The air is good for me.  I can only be stuck in that cabin for so long.”

The Appletons’ cabin, like the typical farmers’, lacked windows.  It was chronically dark and smoky, illuminated only by the fireplace and the occasional candle, and gave no escape from the blackflies and mosquitos that plagued them every summer.

“Oh, to be young again.  I wish I had half your energy.” Mrs. Porter’s wistful eye scanned Claire as if doing so revived her youth, now decades gone.  “Come.  Come.”

Mrs. Porter led Claire to the Franklin stove, which occupied a large portion of the store’s center, wood crackling in its metal belly.  The stove produced less smoke and threw off more heat than a fireplace, but it was expensive.  This was the only one Claire witnessed, and she still considered it a marvel of the modern world.

“It’s woefully inadequate on a day like this,” Mr. Porter said from behind the counter.  “But spring will come, and so will the mud and bugs.”

Mrs. Porter smiled and clasped her hands in front of her chest.  “My husband, always looking on the bright side of life.”

Junior stirred, and Claire unwrapped him from the sling.

“He’s growing nicely.  You must be proud.”  Mrs. Porter outstretched her arms.  “What a lovely smile he has.”

Welcoming the break, Claire handed over the baby and stretched her hands closer to the stove.  “Mr. Appleton is especially proud.  He’s already planning for when Junior is a boy.”

“All in due time,” Mrs. Porter said, bouncing the infant on her hip. “Enjoy him while he’s young.  Soon enough, you’ll need to teach him to mind you.”

With no other customers in the store to occupy him, Mr. Porter left his post to join the women.  “How is Mr. Appleton?  I haven’t seen him since he came in here with his trapper friend Jones.”

The mere mention of Jones brought to mind Harold’s map.  The parchment was now his most prized possession.  He studied it daily and made his intentions known, although he hadn’t again directly asked her opinion.

Claire sighed and rolled her eyes.  “He has his heart set on moving west.  It’s all he’s talked about for weeks.”

Mrs. Porter went pale.  “Goodness.  He doesn’t want to become a trapper, does he?”

“Thankfully, no, but I’m not sure what has possessed him.”

“Men sometimes have queer ideas,” Mrs. Porter said and laughed when her husband gave her an incredulous look.

“I’m sure it’s a passing fancy,” Mr. Porter said.  “A man can dream.”

I dream of my father, she thought but decided not to share this aloud.  “I hope it passes.”

“I’m sure it will.”

“Will you be visiting your mother?” Mrs. Porter said it in a way that implied she was hoping Claire would say “no” and Junior could stay longer.

Claire rarely visited her mother, although this was not something she wished to share with Mrs. Porter. The relationship was, perhaps, not as strained as Harold’s with Ebenezer but they were not as close as Claire envisioned a mother and daughter should be.  

“No, not today,” Claire said.  “Mama is busy.”

Mrs. Porter cooed at Junior, and he smiled.  Yes, that was exactly the response Mrs. Porter wanted.

“Oh, what a shame,” Mrs. Porter said.  “I’m certain she misses you.”

Warmth sufficiently returned to her fingers and toes, Claire perused the store’s shelves, the closest she would ever come to envisioning herself as a rich woman.  The majority of the stock items she could not afford – trimmings for garments, stationery, ink wells, books, for example – and never would so long as the Appletons were subsistence farmers.  Claire lingered near the leather-bound volumes.  They attracted her eye and imagination during every visit despite being a luxury she would never know and a pointless luxury at that considering she could barely read.  It was the registrar who filed the Appletons’ marriage license application who gave Claire the French spelling of her name when she could not spell it herself.  It was not until months later that Mrs. Porter told her it should have been spelled “Clare.”

“What can I get for you today?” Mr. Porter said, returning to his post behind the wooden counter.

“A pound of tea and five pounds of flour, please.”

While most commodities could be grown or crafted at home, tea was not grown at this northerly latitude, and flour was dreadfully expensive, one-fifth the average farmer’s income over the course of a year, so Harold urged Claire to purchase a little of each as possible.  This afternoon, she would bake bread, a rare treat to be enjoyed with her recently churned butter.

Mr. Porter scooped the tea and flour from barrels into burlap sacks and weighed them on the balance scales.  Claire eyed him, wishing it were possible to learn arithmetic simply by watching him.  She knew only enough to get by.

“You’ll join me for dinner, won’t you?” Mrs. Porter said, still bouncing Junior on her hip.

“I couldn’t impose,” Claire said and tried not to grimace when her stomach growled.

She and Harold only enjoyed breakfast and supper.  Harold’s sisters-in-law often paid him for his assistance on their husbands’ parcel of Appleton land by serving him dinner, but she rarely enjoyed a third meal.

“Nonsense.  You’re a customer and a friend.  I’ve known you since you were knee high.”

Claire wasn’t certain how old she had been when she met Mrs. Porter, but she knew she assuredly could not have been that tiny.  Perhaps she had been a toddler.  Her father had been alive then, and the family lived in town.  She still remembered the view of the evergreens from their cottage’s narrow loft window and how she and her brothers would chip away the ice on the pane in the hopes of seeing a Mi’kmaq out hunting or a caribou.  

“Goodness, you’ve gone pale, Mrs. Appleton.  Come.  Eat something.”

Claire nodded.  It was no secret their rocky, tree stump filled land produced little.  Sharing a meal with Mrs. Porter would save the Appleton’s food stocks, if only marginally, just as it did when Harold’s sisters-in-law fed him.  

“But you must let me pay for it,” Claire said, not wanting to accept alms.  “I can clean for you.”

Mrs. Porter waved her hand dismissively.  “It isn’t much.  We can manage.  I’ll keep your offer in mind for the future, though.”

The middle age proprietress handed Junior back to Claire then beckoned.  The women exited the store through a door located behind the counters and entered the Porters’ private quarters, a two-story frame house attached to the back of their store.  The open door revealed the kitchen, a fire roaring in the immense fireplace.

Instantly, the scents of bread and mashed turnips assaulted Claire’s nostrils.  Her hostess stopped to stir the kettle, and Claire felt her stomach rumble.  Perhaps she didn’t eat enough, she acknowledged, but it was still winter and they couldn’t risk food running out.  She hoped her eagerness for this meal did not show as she shed her snowshoes and coat and took a seat with Junior at the table.

Mrs. Porter slapped the turnip mash in tin bowls, serving it with a sliver of wheat bread.  Claire cupped the bowl with both hands, feeling the warmth tickle her fingers, before reluctantly setting it back onto the table.

“Mr. Appleton has too much time to think,” Mrs. Porter said after Claire dumped her spoon into the mash.  “Once spring comes, he’ll forget this moving west nonsense.”

“Mr. Appleton is quite busy, I can assure you.  He’s threshing grain today with his father.”

“Ah, his father.” Mrs. Porter wagged her spoon.  “That is the root of the matter.  If you can get him away from his father, he’ll have no need to dream of the west.”

Claire nodded.  “I would like that as well.  He gave us the roughest, meanest plot of land.”

“That’s what happens when the youngest son marries.  He receives the final portion of the property to be cleared.”

Claire took an extra-large spoonful of mash.  It would be nice to own their own land, of course, but that was the problem; it prompted Harold to be passionate about moving west.  Dreams, however, were worthless.  Dreams didn’t put food on the table or wood in the fireplace.

“I suppose I should be grateful we have any plot at all.  Harold could easily have ended up a farm hand, but where would that leave me?”

Mrs. Porter leaned forward and gave Claire half of her slice of bread.  “You’d manage somehow.”

Claire shook her head.  “No, Mrs. Porter, I couldn’t take more than my fair share.”

Mrs. Porter winked.  “That is your fair share, dear.”

She smiled and gladly accepted the bread.  If it was alms, it was delicious alms.  “Thank you.  You are very kind.”

Mrs. Porter returned the smile.  “Everything will be fine in the end; just you wait and see.”

Claire nodded, wondering how long she’d need to wait.

*
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CLAIRE ENJOYED HER first restful sleep in weeks, unmolested by nightmares of her father, until the sound of Junior screaming jolted her awake.  A second later, the cabin’s door sounded as if it might be ripped off its hinges.  

“What the dickens?” Harold said, throwing off the covers and jumping out of bed.

Claire followed, feet smarting from the cold seeping through her stockings, and picked up Junior.  Clenching him to her bosom, she rocked him gently from side to side, but her efforts failed to make his screams subside and only succeeded in making her ears ring.

She held her breath when the door shook again in the shadowy light. Her heart raced, and she swallowed, throat dry.  They were about to die, she was certain, but whether by man or beast she knew not.  She knew she should pray but couldn’t remember any of the words.

Harold grabbed the musket from the wall, followed by the powder horn and ram, and primed the gun.

After a third shake, a voice bellowed.  “I know you’re in there, Goddamn you!” 

Junior wailed louder, his face redder than seemed humanly possible.

Inching forward slightly, Harold signaled for Claire not to move.  

The door jostled yet again.  Harold aimed the musket.

“Let me in, damn you!” the voice said.

Harold unbolted the door, and Ebenezer Appleton stumbled into the cabin accompanied by a flurry of snow and wind that whipped the fireplace flame to a high point.  

“What took you so long,” he slurred, a half-drunk bottle unsteady in his hand.

Harold quickly shut the door.  “Papa, it’s the middle of the night.”

Tears streamed out of Junior’s eyes and down his crimson face like a miniature waterfall.  Claire clenched her child protectively while keeping an eagle eye on her father-in-law who glared back at her through glassy eyes.

“Papa, you can’t be here,” Harold said, grasping the musket.

“Your cabin sits on my land,” Ebenezer said, followed by a string of incoherent syllables.

What would the law say if Harold shot him?  After all, this was not the first time Ebenezer showed up at the cabin in this state.  There were some weeks when he rarely was sober.

“Papa, please,” Harold said, lowering his voice, “the baby.”

“What do I care about your brat?  Another mouth to feed.”

Ebenezer lunged, and Claire gasped.  Holding onto Junior as tightly as she could, she took a step backward and then another, edging closure to the kitchen sideboard where her cooking knife was kept.  When she reached the sideboard, she grabbed the knife handle and brandished the tool like a weapon.

Harold waved his arms.  “Papa, whatever it is, we can discuss it in the morning.  Leave them out of it.”

Ebenezer pointed at Claire, his ungloved fingers pale from the cold he evidently could no longer feel.  “You shouldn’t have married her.  She was practically a child, and now you have a child we cannot afford to feed.”

Harold stepped in front of his father, blocking the easiest path to Claire.  Ebenezer attempted to pass his son, but lost his balance and fell, bottle slipping from his hands and shattering when it hit the floor. Shards of glass flew and rum sprayed in all directions.  Claire shrieked.

The dirt floor was firm as wood, and the rum lingered in tiny puddles in a half dozen places.  Ebenezer moaned, pulling himself to his knees and trying to drink the liquor puddles.  

“You’re pathetic, Papa,” Harold said.  “Look what you have become since Mama died.  You have resorted to drinking your precious intoxication from dirt.  I pray for your soul every night.  Only God can save you now.”

Ebenezer lifted his head.  “I’ll kill you.  I’ll kill you all.  When you least expect it.  Perhaps whilst you sleep.”

He laughed and it sounded simultaneously joyful and maniacal.  Then as quickly as he was able, he sprang to his feet and ran from the cabin, leaving the door wide open.

Harold latched the door then secured it with one of the chairs, although they both knew one chair was powerless to stop a madman.

“Watch your step,” Claire said, knife still firmly in hand.  “I don’t want you to cut your foot.”

“I’m fine, Claire.”  Arms outstretched, Harold walked toward her.  “Either hand me Junior or put down the knife.”

Junior finally calmed, eyes puffy and nose runny, and tugged on Claire’s shift.  She knew she should feed him and put him back to bed, but the instinct to protect was stronger and, knuckles white, she clenched the knife.

“Claire, please, put the knife down.” 

Harold reached her and, wrapping one hand around her wrist, pried the knife away. 

“It’s all right,” Harold said, returning the knife to its place on the sideboard.  “He shan’t be back tonight.  Feed Junior.  I’ll sweep up the glass, and you can dispose of it in the morning.”

Claire collapsed on the bed and placed Junior in a position where he could suckle.  Her nostrils burned from the alcohol that permeated the air, and the broom’s scratching made the hairs on her neck stand on end.  At this point, one would think Claire would be accustomed to her father-in-law and the demon that possessed him when he drank, but she vowed never to excuse his behavior, to normalize it.  He made a fool of himself scores of times, but tonight was different.

“He.  He threatened to kill us,” she said, shaking slightly.

Harold did not look away from his task.  “He can barely stand upright when drunk yet alone plot murder.”

“All he needs to do is set the cabin on fire whilst we sleep.”

“This is why we need to leave, Claire,” Harold said, voice rising.  “We won’t have any peace while my father is still alive.”

She stared at the wall in the direction that faced west.  “Upper Canada is exceedingly far away.”

“That’s where the opportunity is.”

“It’s 900 miles.”

He stopped sweeping and folded his arms.  “Quit focusing on the distance.  Others have done it, which means it’s possible for us.”

Claire did not answer, and Harold moved the glass to a pile in the corner.

“How would we get there?” Claire said after several minutes.

Harold covered the shards with the broom.  “Over land.”

Over land?  Did he expect them to walk 900 miles?

“But we don’t own a horse or oxen.”

“I will worry about these details.  I simply want you to agree that it is the best thing to do.”

She shook her head.  “Agree?  How can I agree?”

“How can you not?”

The couple fell silent, and all that could be heard was the crackling of the fire after Harold stoked it with the poker.  He returned to bed, maneuvering himself around Claire to lie down.  It didn’t take him long to fall asleep, and Claire’s eyelids grew heavy while waiting for Junior to finish suckling.  Just when she felt calm, nearly nodding off, something outside the cabin snapped.  Her eyelids flew open and Harold, his sleep apparently light, bolted upright.

“I knew he’d be back,” Claire said.

“Now don’t panic.  It could be a moose.”

“Moose sleep at night,” she said, pulse quickening.

“I’ll go see.”

Harold stretched out his hand to indicate she should stay seated then climbed out of bed and pulled on his boots. He lit the candle in the lantern then disappeared into the night, wearing only a coat over his nightshirt.  

Claire held her breath.  Why hadn’t he taken the musket?  She strained her ears, but the ground was so hard his footsteps couldn’t crunch in the snow.

Were the cabin walls thick enough to stop a bullet?  There was nowhere to hide in a one-room house.  Her eyes fluttered around the cabin and settled on the knife on the sideboard.  It and the poker were her only weapons.

“I told you to leave,” Harold’s voice filtered through the walls.  “I will involve the justice of the peace if necessary.  This must come to an end.”

Claire gasped, feeling faint.  Her father-in-law came back to kill them!  Junior finished suckling, and she prayed he wouldn’t start screaming.

“I don’t want to hear you threaten them again.  I will involve the justice of the peace.”

Claire swallowed so hard her throat hurt.  Involving the justice of the peace meant Harold would need to walk to town, leaving her and Junior alone with a drunken madman.  Not to mention a trip to town before sunrise meant risking injury or attack by animals.

“Leave!”

Minutes passed, and no voices could be heard.  Her pulse quickened and it took every ounce of self-control not to panic.  What was happening?  Her mind filled with vile images of Ebenezer murdering his son.  Then the door opened, and Harold entered carrying the lantern and a torch.

“What on earth?” 

“You were right, Claire.  The sot was going to burn us to death.”

Harold threw the torch in the fireplace, and the flames rose.

“Kill us?” Claire said, jumping.

“Yes, but it was you and Junior he was after.  I would simply have been an unfortunately victim.  He wants you both dead.”

“How do you know he’s gone for good this time?”

“I don’t.”

“But, H—”

“I don’t know!”  Harold removed his coat and hung it on its peg.  “This is why we must leave, Claire.  I asked you politely.  Now I am insisting.  We will discuss this again in the morning, and I want an answer.”
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Chapter 3
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Lavinia Fox Winthrop’s shriveled and cracked hands appeared two decades older than the rest of her 42 years.  While the skin on her face still appeared youthful, though tired, her hands betrayed a lifetime of drudgery.  Claire eyed her mother and wondered if she was viewing a vision of the future, should she manage to survive two more decades, and wasn’t certain it was a future she wanted.  Of course, there was no escaping it.  She was a farmer’s wife.

The elder never lived outside Fredericton, but life transformed from uneasy to perilous after Claire’s father and brothers died.  Lavinia worked until her back bent from stooping over for hours, and she ate so little that, for a time, she was not more than skin and bones.  In physical appearance, she was perhaps the same height as her daughter, when she could straighten her back, and they both shared a head of auburn hair, although grey streaked Lavinia’s. 

Lavinia lifted her mug to her dry lips, and her elbows could be seen through her dress’s well-worn fabric.

“It’s been a lovely visit, Mama,” Claire said, even though she felt it wasn’t.

On her knee, Junior alternated between babbling and sticking a fist into his mouth.  He reached for Claire’s plate, and she moved it from his grasp while keeping her eyes locked on Lavinia.

Lavinia’s expression did not change.  “You had best keep an eye on that child before he puts something in his mouth that he shouldn’t.”

“Yes, marm.  Do you think of Papa ever?” Claire said, examining Lavinia’s room for signs of Major Horace Winthrop, but his effects were long ago used or sold.

Lavinia’s stoic expression changed only in the corners of her eyes.  “It’s been ages since he died.”

Claire felt her stomach turn.  For a second, she imagined her mother might share a story or admit a feeling, but her mother had no room for sentimentality and even less room for feeling.

Claire nodded.  “Fifteen years is a very long time, but I try to remember sometimes.”

Lavinia set her half-finished toddy on the naked table.  “Why?  You’ve spend the majority of your life without him.”

“That’s exactly why I want to remember,” Claire said, voice rising.

Lavinia scoffed.  “That’s the absurdist thing I’ve ever heard.  Aren’t you a bit old for flights of fancy?”

“Fancy is better than this world at times.”

Lavinia picked her mug back up and gazed at her daughter over its rim.  “Harold’s father on the bottle again?”

Claire bristled.  “He’s rarely off of it.”

“Idol hands do the devil’s work.”

Claire didn’t immediately answer, uncertain how to respond considering Lavinia made the toddies using a shot of rum in each mug even if she did serve them with a baked potato to balance out the alcohol.  

“Mama.  Harold wants to move west.  We’ll be leaving shortly.”

“It’s good to leave your father-in-law’s land.”  Lavinia took another sip.  “How far?”

Claire swallowed.  “To Upper Canada.”

Lavinia raised an eyebrow.  “How far is that?”

“Nine hundred miles.”

Her mother shook her head.  “That’s higher than I can understand yet alone count.”

“Nor I.  But it is very far.” Claire’s eyes fluttered to the window and then back to Lavinia.  “I shan’t see you again once we leave.”

“I see.”

Lavinia took a drink but said nothing else.  Claire blinked.  What was her mother thinking?  Was she devastated?  Of course not, Claire reminded herself.  This was the woman who refused to remarry and preferred instead to send her 10-year-old daughter out to work.  If this were truly their final meeting on earth, some tenderness would be appreciated, even if she knew none was coming.

“Mama, I need to return home before it’s dark.”

Two miles separated the village from the Appleton’s farm.  It was not a difficult journey, but it was one Claire preferred not to take after sunset.

Lavinia glanced out the window, the setting sun creating a prism as it shone through the ice.

“Yes, of course.  You must make haste.”

Claire tried to smile, tried to appear polite, but couldn’t quite manage.  She stood, removed her coat from the back of her chair and pushed her arms through the sleeves.  Next, she created Junior’s sling out of the old blanket and secured him inside.  She worked slowly, hoping Lavinia would stop her, smother her with a goodbye hug and kiss, but she did not.

“I’d say I’d write,” Claire said, “but we both know I cannot write a letter any better than you can read one.  Not to mention the expense.”

Lavinia nodded.  “I understand.  Perhaps you can let the Porters know when you’ve arrived safely.”

“Perhaps.”

Claire took one final look around the one room dwelling her mother rented.  It was not much different than the Appleton’s cabin with the exception of the large pile of laundry, Lavinia’s only means of income, in the corner.  

The women said their curt goodbyes, and Claire stepped out into the cold.  When she heard the door close and latch behind her, she sighed and began walking.

It was difficult to believe she would never see Fredericton in winter again.  Wasn’t it mere weeks ago that she mocked the idea of leaving?  Light waned quickly, and she should hurry, but instead of taking the direct route home, she made a slight detour.

Muscle memory took her to the largest building in town, a two-story frame house on the edge of the village that once belonged to her employers, the Goods.  In the 18th century, the elder Goods amassed a fortune in Saint John in the shipping industry but preferred the peace of Fredericton.  Claire came to work for them in 1820 as a scullery maid not long after her brothers, Ashley and Cyrus, died of fever.  Her father and grandparents also were dead, making it difficult for Lavinia to support them.  She turned down two marriage proposals, opting instead for a life as a laundress and sending Claire to work.  

The Goods were kind, fair employers but now they were dead, like nearly everyone Claire ever loved, and new owners converted the house into an inn.  The Goods’ death left Claire unemployed.  She stayed with Lavinia for a time and planned to move to Saint John when Harold proposed marriage.  This was not to say that Claire married Harold out of desperation.  No, quite the opposite, but the Goods were wonderful people.  It was a shame they were gone.  Tears stung Claire’s eyes, and she realized what she must do.

The door to the inn opened and two rowdy men exited, laughing and stumbling.  Both wore the rough brown coats of labor men, possibly lumberjacks whose season had come to an end, and tuques.  One man lost a glove while the other clenched his rope belt.

“Hey there, lassie,” the man without a glove said, burping, “can we help ye?”

Claire instinctively held Junior closer.  “I’m fine.  Thank you.”

“There’s still plenty of rum left,” the other said, twirling his belt, “if you ask nicely.”

Claire nodded politely, hoping they wouldn’t notice she feared them.  “Of course.”

The men left her unmolested and continued on their way.  The man with the rope belt lost his footing and fell into a snow-covered hedge, and when the man without a glove tried to help him, he also fell.  They reminded her of Harold’s father, imbibing from boredom, addiction or to fend off the cold.  Her stomach turned.  That was not a future she wanted for Junior, whom she held firmly as if expecting the men to abduct him. 

Taking slow, careful steps, Claire made her way to the back garden and what was once the staff entrance.  Mrs. Good tended a fine garden, containing edible plants such as dandelion, mustard and ginseng, and native flowers such as blue bead lily, wild rose and oxeye daisy.  Claire remembered mingling among the buds while hanging laundry on the line to dry and, although a smiled came to her face now, tears rolled down each cheek.  This chapter of life closed, and chances were she never again would see such a wonderful garden.

The employee entrance door creaked open, and a woman exited carrying a tub of water.

“Hey, you, missy,” she said after emptying the tub into a discolored snowbank, “are you lost?”

Claire wiped away the tears and shook her head.  “No.  I know exactly where I am.”

The woman dried her hands on her apron.  “Guests don’t normally come back here this time of year.”

“I’m passing through.”

The woman took a few steps forward, face pale.  “Do you need help?  Is your babe all right?”

“Yes.  He is fine.”  Claire patted Junior through the sling.  “I am also.”

“I’m relieved.  Good day then.”

The woman wore neither coat nor shawl and she had left the door open.  She retreated back to the threshold and disappeared inside the business.  A second later, the heavy door swung closed with a thud. 

Claire sighed.  “It’s time to go home,” she said to Junior, “or we risk not making it back safely.”

She took one final look at the garden, trying to envision it in its glory, and then headed back up the path she created moments ago to the street.

*
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UPON RETURNING HOME and tucking Junior safely into his basket, Claire opened the trunk at the foot of the bed and dug through the family’s few summer garments, easily finding the tiny drawstring bag and shoving it into her apron pocket.

She shifted her attention to the cast iron pot of potatoes and venison she placed over the fire before leaving for town.  Removing the lid, she stabbed the potatoes with a fork just as the door groaned.

“Did you go see your mother?” Harold said, stomping the snow off his feet and closing the door.

“We recently returned,” she said, replacing the lid.  “The meal is nearly ready.”

He smiled.  “It smells wonderful.”

Claire watched her husband remove his outerwear and hang it on the peg next to her six-year-old coat with mink trim on the sleeves that concealed where she outgrew it.  

She patted her pocket. “Harold.”

He turned and eyed her quizzically but said nothing.

She pulled out the drawstring bag and opened it, dropping the contents – a ring with a moonstone setting – onto the table.  

“You should sell this for money for the journey,” she said, picking up the ring and holding it up.  

Harold shook his head.  “No, that’s your ring.”

“It’s not appropriate for a farmer’s wife.  I never wear it and never will.  Sell it.  There are a multitude of things we need.”

“This is true, but Mrs. Good wanted you to have it, so you shall keep it.  I have a plan.”

Claire placed her hand on Harold’s. “I’m sure Mrs. Good would want us taken care of.  In a roundabout way, if we sell the ring, Mrs. Good will be taking care of us.”

Harold responded by taking the ring and putting it on her finger.

“Why won’t you let me help you?” Claire said, pulling her hands away.

“Because I am the man.”

“You are my husband.  This ring belongs to you,” she said, taking it off and setting it in the center of the table.  “You don’t need my permission to take it.”

Harold’s nostrils flared, and Claire thought he would raise his voice but he did not.  “I do not fault you for wanting to help, but if I wanted to take the ring, I would have.  It is the only nice thing we own.  Keep it and pass it down to a daughter someday.”

“A family heirloom?”  The thought of Lavinia’s room passed through Claire’s mind.  “We aren’t the sort of people who have heirlooms.”

“That’s why we’re moving west.  So we can advance from surviving to thriving.  Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand,” she said.

She did not.  It seemed to her that Harold lived in the fantasy of a prosperous west and failed to see reality.  Life out west would be a struggle – life would always be a struggle – but she had no desire to argue. The visit with Lavinia and the stop at the inn drained all her energy.

“Good.” Harold ran his hand through his hair.  “I’d like my dinner now.”

“In one moment.”

Claire returned the ring to its bag and shoved it into her pocket before using her bent and tarnished copper spoon to fill two tin plates.

“You are a good wife,” Harold said when she served the dishes.  “I thought you should know that.”

Claire’s cheeks warmed.  In their nearly two years of marriage, he never complimented her in that way.  “That’s a lovely thing to say.  Thank you.”

“Of course.  I’m looking forward to our new life together.  Aren’t you?”

She touched her pocket before sitting.  “Yes, it’ll be grand,” she said, tone not betraying her true feelings.
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Chapter 4
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“Lyman is here,” Harold said, entering the cabin shortly after breakfast followed by his second eldest brother.

Claire greeted her unexpected guest then returned to the task of butter churning, her ears deafened by the thonk, thonk, thonk of the dash every time it hit the bottom of the wooden barrel. 

The men sat at the table, and Harold removed his map from his pocket.

“Claire, can you join us for a moment?” he said, unfolding it.

Biceps aching, she welcomed the break and joined her husband at the table.

“Lyman is going to help us on our journey,” Harold said, tapping the map with his finger.  “He’ll take us up the Saint John River into southern Lower Canada.  Once we’re there, I’ll temporarily take a logging job.”

“Logging?” she said, her chest tightening.  

Logging, a lucrative seasonal occupation, was not without risk.  Men often died from injury, or drowned moving logs down river.  If something happened to Harold, Claire would have no means of getting back to Fredericton.  Not to mention, the only logging experience Harold had was clearing their plot of land.  Claire pursed her lips and shook her head.

“I’ll be fine,” Harold said as if reading her thoughts.  “I’m always careful in my work, you know that.”

“Yes, you are very cautious,” she said, although she knew the past was not prologue in this instance.

“The sleigh will hold some,” Lyman said, looking around the cabin, “but you will need to decide what stays and what goes.”

“The furniture stays,” Harold said.  “We can do without, but we will need our tools.  They will be too expensive to replace.”

“They’re more valuable also.”

Lyman referred to use-value, Claire knew, but it still was difficult to hear that the furniture Harold and his brothers spent hours building was worthless.  She ran her hand along the back of the chair, wishing Harold would put aside his foolish pride and sell her ring. 

Claire swallowed and returned to the butter churn, although it probably didn’t matter if the butter ever was made.  The churn wasn’t a necessary kitchen tool and would stay.  Butter was a luxury they would not have again for months, maybe longer.

“Will our trunk be able to go?” Claire said. 

“Yes,” Lyman said, “I would think it essential.  I can carry the trunk and a few crates.”

“That would be sufficient,” Harold said.

Junior stirred, and Claire again abandoned her task to pick up the infant. She wondered what she could do to prepare him for the journey.  The change in location and schedule would no doubt confuse him greatly, as it would any six month old, unknowing and innocent.  

“You mollycoddle that boy,” Lyman said, shaking his head.  “You’ll make him soft.”

“He can’t even sit on his own,” Harold said.

“Even so.  He’s your first.  You’ll learn.  Neither one of you has any guidance or practice.”

Lyman laughed, making Claire uncomfortable.  Harold was his family’s youngest child and Claire’s siblings were dead.  Of course, they had no experience, but why should they make their baby suffer by letting him cry when they were mere feet away, so close he could see them?

“I thank you for your help,” Harold said to Lyman.  “I’d offer you something to eat but we don’t have much to spare.”

“I understand.  Papa gave you the most miserable parcel of land.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less from him.”

The brothers continued discussing their father while Claire bounced Junior on her hip.  One thing was certain.  Getting away from Ebenezer was the best thing they could do.  Nevertheless, the journey still frightened Claire.  So many things could cause a rough journey: inclement weather, illness, injury, theft, lack of funds, lack of roads, bears, not to mention anything they hadn’t considered.

Claire pinched her nose with her fingers and closed her eyes.  I just wish the journey were over, but it hasn’t even begun.

*
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THE JINGLE OF BELLS sounded through the cabin walls, catching Claire’s attention before the horses’ neigh.  She immediately knew Lyman arrived with his sleigh.

Choking back tears, she ran her fingers along the tabletop.  This morning marked the final time they would dine at this table; it may be the final time they would dine at any table until they built a new cabin. It was silly to cry over sentimentality, but part of her ached to know she never again would see this place.  Why, she wasn’t certain.  It was a location fraught with hardship and worry, but it also was the first home she and Harold shared.

Junior cooed, and Claire wiped her tears.  “We’re going a long way today, Junior.  It will be the first of many such days.  We shan’t see this place again.”

Harold entered the cabin and stamped his feet.  “Lyman is here.  We will leave immediately after I help him pack the sleigh.”

Claire squinted outdoors.  Barely dawn, the moon hung high in the sky.  If they were lucky, the sun would warm them.  If they unlucky, it would snow.  Being early March, it could do either.  

“How long will that take?” she said after he closed the door.

“Probably not long, but you should get yourself and Junior ready.  When we carry things out, the door will need to remain open for extended periods.”

Claire nodded.  “I understand.  I’ve packed the breakfast dishes away.”

“Good.”

Harold pinched Junior’s cheek, causing the infant to giggle, before silently leaving the cabin.

“Let’s start with the tools in the barn,” she heard him tell Lyman followed by the crunch of their boots.
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