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Dedication



For my dad, who passed on the legacy of reading, learning, and telling a good story. 







  
  
Epigraph



This story reflects the language and attitudes of its historical period. Certain terms and expressions used by the characters are now considered outdated or offensive. They are included here only to preserve historical accuracy and authenticity, and no disrespect is intended. 







  
  

1

Thomas and Susanna Graham






Thomas Graham
September 18, 1797
Chestnut Ridge on the Forbes Road in western Pennsylvania


Thomas Graham’s body ached as the cold from the ground seeped through the oilcloth as he lay near the fire. Rain pattered on the tarp of their lean-to, not quite covering the steady sound of breathing coming from his younger brother James and brother-in-law Eli. His wife and sister retired in the relative comfort and privacy of the Conestoga wagon with its canvas covering. 

The group had finished day eight of walking seven to ten miles a day on nothing more than a stony path. The journey was enough to make both man and woman bone weary. The wagon, which carried their earthly belongings, only offered a single lazy seat, which slid out from the bottom of the wagon for an exhausted walker. His lively sister, Lizzie, had uncharacteristically occupied that spot the best part of each day. Thomas assured himself that Lizzie was simply tired from walking.

Most nights the party of five had found respite in cabins or barns of hospitable strangers, but they had no guarantee of comfort. On the third night of the hundred-mile journey from their hometown of Bedford, Pennsylvania, to Pittsburgh, the party agreed to stay outside in the shelter of the wagon and lean-to shelters. While a generous family had offered them shelter, the small cabin overflowed with an abundance of children—and excessive filth. 

The burden of responsibility weighed on Thomas that night. Susanna, his wife of ten years, entrusted him with their future. She had gone along with his harebrained idea to move the family and most of their possessions to the Kentucky frontier for its fertile land, but now Thomas was discovering the reality was far more difficult than his dreams. 

He thought back on the past several years. Thomas had distilled his surplus corn and rye into whiskey, which brought higher profits than grain and was easier to transport. With the extra income, he’d saved enough money to move west—along with selling the land he’d inherited from his father to his brother Moses. As the oldest son, Moses had received the best of the Graham family’s land.

When the new federal government passed a whiskey tax, western Pennsylvania erupted in an uproar. As President Washington and thirteen thousand militiamen arrived in Bedford to quell the insurrection, Thomas kept a low profile and didn’t get caught up in the unrest, though he disagreed with the tax.

Susanna was ever a source of constant support. She had caught his eye from an early age with her bold auburn hair and honey eyes, but it was her fierce determination that snagged his heart. Even then, she could be as stubborn as a pack mule. He chuckled, remembering their first fight after Susanna cooked a meal that proved inedible. She’d taken his plate, stomped outside, and tossed the food to the chickens. “It’s good enough for these birds. You’d better plan on sleeping with them tonight while you’re at it.” 

“Did I hear you laugh over there?” Eli propped up on an elbow to look at Thomas in the light of the fire. 

“Oh, pondering about what I’ve gotten us into. And why you and James are foolish enough to follow me,” Thomas said. 

“It’s Susanna we trust, not you.” Eli laughed, then grew serious. “That and your brother Elias claims the land is as good as gold in Kentucky territory.” 

“We’ve a long way to go with hardships still to come.” Thomas sighed, expressing his doubt and fear.

“It’ll be worth the trouble.” Eli nodded his head with assurance despite a yawn that swept through his body. Thomas watched him lie back down and wrap the wool blanket over his shoulders.

Thomas shivered. He was cold, yes, but it was more than that. Now that they were in the open, all he could think about were the dangers they could face in the mountains and all the way down the Ohio River.


Susanna Graham
October 3, 1797
On the Ohio River near Point Pleasant, Virginia


Susanna portioned out the rations for their family of five. She prepared a meal of coffee with milk, cold ham, bread, butter, biscuits, and cheese, still amazed that a fire hearth on the flatboat kept them comfortable at night and allowed her to cook while floating downstream. The flatboat was a plenty comfortable way to travel by river. Certainly better than taking the Wilderness Road down south through the mountains. At forty feet long, the boat had a large covered room, spacious enough to partition into two sleeping areas for the travelers and boatmen.

In the four days since they’d pushed from the Monongahela to the Ohio River, Susanna had become accustomed to the soft rolling as they navigated downstream. Late summer rains meant they didn’t have to wait for the river levels to rise; low levels often hampered travelers this time of year. Susanna shook her head as she remembered how Thomas had spent his days and nights worrying that they’d lose precious time and resources waiting on rainfall. Despite all of Thomas’s strengths, his biggest shortcoming was his desire to dominate nature, as if he were God himself.

As she swept the hot coals off the Dutch oven, lifted its lid, and placed the biscuits on a serving plate, Susanna marveled at how the group had covered over seventy miles since they passed William Tinton’s settlement at Belleville and the rapid waters downstream from there yesterday. Lizzie, Susanna’s sister-in-law, seemed less in awe of the river and more peaked from the swaying flatboat. Each day at dawn, Susanna noticed Lizzie ate sparingly and retched what little she had managed to eat. While Susanna enjoyed standing at the front of the flatboat, breathing in the fresh fall air, Lizzie cowered in the relative safety of the living quarters, so unlike her normally energetic self. But for Susanna, the power of the river under her feet and the glory of the colors that burst forth from both banks of the river invigorated her. The majesty of creation never ceased to amaze her. 

“Supper ready?” Thomas poked his head into the living area, cheeks rosy and golden hair mussed from the cool outside air. 

“Just finished. I even made biscuits.” Susanna grinned as Thomas shuffled in, hugged her from behind, and pecked a kiss on her cheek. 

“You know how to bake the way into a man’s heart, love,” Thomas whispered into her ear. She leaned into her husband, relishing the warmth and strength of his embrace. 

Susanna loved her family, but she surely did miss these private moments with her husband. The Graham and Stillwell families were a close-knit group. Susannah and her paternal cousin, Eli Stillwell had each married a Graham sibling, binding the two families twice over—Eli to Lizzie and Susanna to Thomas. James, yet unmarried, looked forward not only to a fertile piece of land but also the possibility of finding a pretty wife in Kentucky.

Susanna sighed, disappointed that they needed to rejoin the group. “I best get the meal served. Now help me take the food out to the others.” 

Upon seeing Thomas and Susanna carrying the victuals, the deckhands and owner of the boat, who had become trusted travel companions, sat down at a makeshift table with the family and enjoyed the meal. The conversation revolved around the fine weather and river conditions that allowed the flatboat to steadily move downstream. 

“In two days, we’ll arrive at Maysville,” the flatboat owner said. “I’ll offload supplies to trade, and we’ll resupply before continuing downstream to Louisville.” He brushed crumbs off his lap and stood. “Mrs. Graham, thank you for the fixings. Mighty good meal for a man on the river.” 

Eli cleared his throat and licked his fingers from the buttered biscuits. “Thomas, Susanna, there’s something Lizzie and I want to talk with you about.” He shifted and grabbed Lizzie’s hand. “Well, you see, Lizzie and I are going to get off at Maysville.”

Susanna pulled her attention from gathering dishes to Eli’s unexpected declaration. Get off? She sat down, weak-kneed with apprehension. 

“I imagine we’ll all get off for a bit,” Thomas said.

“No, Thomas. We’re going to settle in Maysville. Lizzie is expecting a child, and we both think it’s best to live in a more established town. With Maysville being a good trading post, I can work as a blacksmith and provide for Lizzie and the babe.”

Susanna bit back the ache in her heart and forced a smile, now recognizing her sister-in-law’s queasiness and fatigue for what it was. Susanna had been ten years married and still waited for a child to survive outside her womb. “Lizzie, congratulations,” Susanna said with as much felicity as she could muster. 

But Thomas thrust to his feet and stalked to the far end of the flatboat, before swinging around. “How can you do this? This wasn’t what we’d planned!” Thomas growled as he turned his back on the others and stared out at the river with his fists clenched.

Susanna looked from her husband to Eli and Lizzie, compassion teeming for her husband who’d planned every step of this passage. Then she wondered if Thomas’s anger could be disguising a pang of sadness over the couple’s good news. Susanna unconsciously placed her hand over her empty womb. If she were honest, disappointment—no, jealousy—churned in her heart as much as if she were tossed into the murky waters of the Ohio. She shook her head and took a breath to clear her thoughts. She wouldn’t be snared by envy. “You know his temper burns hot. He’ll cool down once he has a moment to think.” 

Thomas would come around, but could she? Susanna yearned for a private place to cry out her unspoken grief to God.


Thomas 
December 8, 1797
Fairmount, Kentucky


Two months had passed since Thomas and Eli had parted on good terms in Maysville. He couldn’t fault his brother-in-law for wanting to keep Lizzie and the baby safe. It might have been his decision, too, if he and Susanna had received that very blessing. Now, they would have family in the trade hub, where goods would be shipped to Lexington over the Maysville Road. The town was, in fact, the largest Thomas had seen on the Ohio since Pittsburgh. 

When they left Maysville, the fall showers had kept water levels up to make the trip down the Ohio to Louisville in only three days. The settlement of Louisville was small—just one thousand souls. The port at Beargrass Creek was sufficient and provided easy access to buy a wagon and horses for the thirteen-mile trek from Louisville to Fairmount, where his brother Elias lived. 

This morning, Thomas had signed and paid for the land. His eagle eyes surveyed every tree and stone marking the boundaries of his one hundred acres on the banks of Floyds Fork. Maple and sycamore trees stood at the southeast corner of the land, and walnut, sugar maple, beech, black locust, and mighty elm trees dotted its borders. Most of the land was thick with virgin soil. Clearing the property would take several seasons, but Thomas had expected that, prepared for it too. 

Even with a house of little ones, Elias and his wife, Anna, welcomed Thomas, Susanna, and James with open arms. Despite the warm greeting, the tight quarters lit an urgency in Thomas. He’d risen at dawn to meet the local clerk along with William and Sally Thompson, the sellers of the one hundred acres. Thomas handed over forty-eight pounds, signed his name on the deed, and took possession of his land. Their land. He and Susanna would make a life for themselves and any children God might bless them with. It wasn’t his family’s land, but Thomas would clear and farm this land and pass it down to his children. 

After surveying the land, he arrived at the small log cabin that would serve as their temporary home. Thomas heard Susanna and several of the local women inside, chirping away like a host of sparrows, as they cleaned and dusted. But Susanna was no sparrow. Among the women, she stood out bright as a yellow warbler singing its sweet-sweet-sweet-sweet song. The humble cabin would do for this winter. But come spring, the men would build more spacious accommodations with the logs they’d already felled and peeled.

As he approached the door, the women laughed in response to something Susanna said. Thomas ducked through the door, squinting into the low light and smirking at his wife. “Now don’t believe everything she says. She was one of the best storytellers in Bedford County.”

“Look who’s telling fibs now.” Susanna swatted him with her rag. “I may tell a good story, but it’ll always be a true one.”

Thomas chuckled as he knelt on one knee and inspected the fireplace. “Looks like I’ll need to clean the flue if we don’t want smoke this winter. But it’ll do.” He nodded and stood to face the women. “If we want to get back for the night, we’d best head out now. Tomorrow, I’ll drive the wagon over with our belongings, and we can make ourselves a home.”


Susanna
April 1799
Fairmount, Kentucky


“Thomas,” Susanna called from the bedroom, her left hand resting on her aching lower back while the other hand grasped the steady walnut bed they had brought with them from Bedford two years ago. When Susanna didn’t receive a reply, she bellowed again, “Thomas, where in tarnation are you?”

The door squeaked on its hinges and heavy footsteps followed. “Thomas, go fetch Mrs. Welsh.” 

“Why ever would you want me to get Mrs. Welsh?” Thomas walked into the room, realization crossing his face. “Oh, Susanna. It’s time?” 

“Thomas, you don’t want to cross me right now.” Susanna flashed him a glare and let out a groan louder than spring thunder. 

“I’ll fetch her.” He placed his hand over hers, squeezed it, and ran from the house. 

After years of waiting, Susanna was finally going to have the child she and Thomas had hoped for. During the past two years, they had settled into the newly built cabin. The neighbors—the Thixtons, the Welshes, and the Hayses—as well as Thomas’s brothers James and Elias, had built a new cabin after their first winter. By faith, they built the cabin with a second floor, holding out hope for children. By late that summer, Susanna felt all the familiar signs of being with child. Again. She could only pray that she wouldn’t lose another. 

Again, a contraction wracked her body with pain. With each breath, she exhaled fear and inhaled hope and expectation. “God, let this wee one live.” 


      [image: ]Susanna reclined in bed and held the newborn while she watched Thomas gaze at their daughter. “Can it really be?” She caressed the baby’s soft peachy hair. 

“Hello, Elizabeth,” Thomas cooed.

Susanna smiled, loving the name they’d chosen. “A strong name.”

“Like her mother.” Thomas looked at Susanna with a crooked grin, tears puddling in the corners of his eyes. “Susanna, I’ll do everything in my power to provide for you and Elizabeth.”


Thomas
February 7, 1812
Fairmount, Kentucky


From the warmth of his bed, Thomas heard their hogs grunting and squealing in the distant field. He turned over and attempted to fall back asleep when the chickens squawked in the hen house. Then their prized heifer let out a deep moo from the barn. Comfortable in the cabin despite the freezing temperatures outside, Thomas was grateful for the warmth of the fire and the logs that insulated their home. Although he didn’t want to go check on the animals, his good sense—and concern for his livelihood—won out. He rolled out of bed, trying not to wake Susanna. 

“Where are you going this time of night?” Susanna murmured.

Thomas lit a candle and looked at the silver pocket watch he’d received upon his father’s death. “It’s three thirty. Something has the animals riled up. Go back to sleep,” he whispered, not wanting to wake eighteen-month-old Susie, settled in a cradle next to her mother. The older girls—Elizabeth, now almost thirteen, and seven-year-old Mary—slept upstairs in the loft. Other babies, born too early to survive, lay in tiny graves near a small sugar maple tree. Thomas pulled on his trousers and layered a woolen jacket over his long linen shirt. He slipped into the living area and grabbed his smoothbore musket from above the hearth, then headed out the door. 

Clouds prevented the moon from lighting his way, and a light mist burned cold as it hit his face. The animals continued to raise a ruckus. He could only hope a cougar hadn’t attacked his hogs, hen house, or milk cow. 

As Thomas neared the barn to check on the heifer, a deep rumbling filled the air, growing louder by the second. Soon, Thomas felt the earth tremble under his feet while his stomach lurched with dread. Another earthquake. 

Over the past three months, a series of earthquakes and aftershocks had shaken the region. If newspapers could be trusted, the quakes had been felt as far away as Boston and Washington, DC. Experience told Thomas the safest place to be was the cabin since the logs absorbed the tremors. He shuffled on trembling legs back to the cabin. Susanna met him at the door, holding Susie in one arm while the other two girls clutched their mother. 

“Papa,” Susie cried and lunged for Thomas. He grabbed her and encircled his youngest daughter in a protective hug, while Mary ran and threw her arms around his waist. “I don’t like the rumbles, Pa!” 

“I know, darling.” He knelt and wiped away her tears. “Let’s go sit by the fire until the earth settles.” 

Elizabeth, ever her mother’s helper, picked up Mary and comforted her. Thomas stumbled toward Susanna, placed his hand at the curve of her back, and guided his wife to the multicolored braided rug in front of the fireplace. Then he moved the few knickknacks from the mantle to the floor. 

As the ground continued its moaning, minute after terrifying minute, dishes rattled in the walnut cupboard, while the cherry table tiptoed across the wood floor. 

Susanna recited scripture as a prayer. “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore will not we fear, though the earth be removed, and though the mountains be carried into the midst of the sea; Though the waters thereof roar and be troubled, though the mountains shake with the swelling thereof.”

Thomas had watched her memorize the psalm after the Methodist circuit rider had preached this passage to his small congregation—a group that had doubled in number since the earthquakes began in December. 

Finally, a quarter of an hour after it began, the earth and its creatures fell silent. 

Susanna sighed. “Best grab Susie’s cradle and some blankets. We’ll sleep together until daybreak.” She yawned. “I expect aftershocks.”

Thomas nodded in agreement. He placed Susie into her mother’s arms and settled the blankets and the cradle near the fireplace so the family could attempt to rest until dawn.


      [image: ]Two days later, the family walked one mile, crossing Bardstown Pike, to the Thixtons’ house where several families gathered. Not a particularly religious man, Thomas still abided by his wife’s wishes to worship with neighbors on the Sabbath. If nothing else, he was happy to talk with the other men. And this week, the traveling minister from the Salt River circuit wasn’t in, which meant that Mr. Thixton led the small group in hymns and prayer. The time was blessedly short before the group was ready for the meal. 

Thomas sat next to Mr. Ash who passed him a plate filled with corn muffins. As Thomas chose a muffin, spread butter and poured maple syrup on top, Mr. Ash leaned in. “News reached me yesterday that Guthrie’s house did not fare well.” 

“I heard the same,” Thomas said. “He and the Presbyterians planned to meet at another congregant’s home this morning on that account, just to be safe.” James Guthrie was a fixture in the area, one of the earliest settlers, and had served in the Revolution. His house was built of stones taken from Cedar Creek—one of the few such houses in the area. 

Little Mary, overhearing her father’s conversation, whispered into Susanna’s ear, “Isn’t Mr. Guthrie the man with the scary face?” 

Thomas chuckled, but Susanna shook her head at him in disapproval. “That’s not kind, Mary. Mr. Guthrie can’t help the way his face looks. He was shot in the face during an Indian raid.” Mary’s eyes opened wide with astonishment. While Thomas had seen the Shawnee and Cherokee passing through the land now and again, for the most part the tribes had been pushed north and west of their area. 

Mr. Ash continued, “Those stone buildings don’t withstand the earthquakes as well as wood. He and Eunice suffered a great deal of damage to their home.” 

“Is it habitable?” William Thixton asked. 

“It is. The fireplace needs shoring up and the mortar repaired. But I’d hate to see what another quake might do.” 

Voices murmured in understanding. After the constant rolling underfoot over the last months, no one wanted to feel, hear, or see another earthquake. This force of nature demonstrated that Thomas had little control of his family’s future. And he didn’t like that one bit. 

Thomas
May 1817
Fairmount, Kentucky

The late May sun warmed Thomas’s back as he dropped two or three kernels of corn into the tilled earth. He furrowed his brow, pondering the late start due to the rains. Once again, nature had trifled with his plans. Mary and Susie followed behind him, while Susanna worked in the house. Hoes in hand, they covered this year’s hoped-for harvest with the rich earth, singing and chatting to make the tedious chore less monotonous. 

Thomas thought back to late March when the snow had melted and the land brought forth the bright green promise of new life. Chipping sparrows and purple martins sang as they built their nests, and the does—alongside the season’s earliest fawns—dotted the land. However, the brightness of spring was short-lived. 

The following week had thundered with heavy clouds, hollering wind, and pounding hail, which damaged outbuildings and livestock alike. And the rain. Never-ending rain. Floyds Fork spilled over its banks and onto Thomas’s fields. Never had he been so grateful for his brother’s wisdom to build their cabin on the high land, even though the trek from the house to the fields was steep and precarious, with a two-hundred-foot descent down to the fields. The flooding had pushed back planting season until the waters receded and the soil dried out. No reason to chance root rot and disease.

Despite the setback, this year Thomas hoped to see a crop of two hundred bushels of corn. The backbreaking work of plowing the land near Floyds Fork took him and Susanna from sunup to sundown on several continuous days. Thomas had even rented Robert Ash’s ox and wood plow since they didn’t have their own. 

His thoughts drifted to the first year they had plowed the land. Thomas had steadied the plow, turning over the loamy soil, rich with silt, sand, and clay. Susanna had guided the ox, up and back, up and back, along the long six-inch-wide rows until the six acres of soil was tilled. It took them one week of grueling effort to complete six acres. 

In the past ten years, he had also cleared enough land for a small garden to sustain the family with potatoes, beans, and squash. Thomas raised a few hogs and salt-cured the meat. Out in the dairy he had built, Susanna made butter and cheese with the extra milk the dairy cow produced. The chickens laid more eggs than the family could eat, so they traded those, along with the butter and cheese, for salt, cloth, and other necessities.

“Hello!” 

A voice calling from the cabin forced Thomas back into the present. He looked toward the house where two women stood, the younger one waving her hand in greeting. 

“Who’s that up near the house?” Susie shaded her eyes from the sun. 

“Why, it’s Elizabeth with your mother.” Thomas smiled as he watched the distant figure lift her skirts and romp down the steep hill, following the earthen path that led to the field. Two years ago, he had given his consent for Elizabeth to marry. She had been young—two years younger than when he and Susanna had married—but Elizabeth had assured her father that she loved Wilkinson Gregsby and desired to marry him. 

Susie tossed her hoe to the ground and ran toward her big sister.

“Elizabeth!” Susie threw her arms around her sister, who welcomed her little sister’s hug. “I’ve missed you! It’s not fair that Uncle Wilkinson took you away from us.” Susie stepped back and placed her hands on her hips with a huff. “Why can’t you be like the new Mrs. Thixton and move right close to us?”

“Darling, Mrs. Thixton married Mr. Thixton. It’s only right that she moved into his house across Bardstown Pike. Wives move to live with their husbands, not the other way around.” Elizabeth tousled Susie’s hair, then greeted Mary and bound toward Thomas.  

He hugged his daughter and held on a little longer than normal. Thomas saw a weariness in Elizabeth that had stolen the bloom of youth from his firstborn. Was everything all right in her marriage? 

“Papa, you worry so.” Elizabeth looked into his eyes. Thomas grimaced when he realized she saw the concern on his face. “I came to help with the planting. I can drop kernels, and Susie can hoe with me while Mary pairs up with you. We’ll cover the land twice as quickly.” 

And allow for time away from her husband. Thomas frowned, concerned for all that might be hidden in her reason for the eight-mile trip from Jeffersontown.

“It’s good to see you, Elizabeth. Pardon, Mrs. Gregsby.” He smiled, though his heart ached with worry. “The next bag of seed is over there. Grab it and let’s get this work done.”


      [image: ]Thomas sat on the porch that evening, whittling wood while his wife and daughters chatted. He thought about all the blood, sweat, and tears he had poured into this land for almost twenty years. Clearing the land had been laborious. Building the detached kitchen, dairy, and springhouse for Susanna had only been possible with the help of family and neighbors. Farming the land had been no easier. Battling the extreme Kentucky weather had been harrowing as well. The winter of 1806 had been so cold that the mighty Ohio had frozen over. Another summer, he lost most of the crop when not a cloud nor drop of rain had been seen for months. 

However, Thomas could feel it in his bones, sore as they might be from the day’s work, that his effort and determination would leave a legacy for his children. At least that was his hope. Though the earthquake had rattled the ground underneath him, it hadn’t shaken his belief that he could make something worth passing down to generations. 

Yet, who would the next generation be since he and Susanna had no son? Certainly not Wilkinson Gregsby—who rarely visited. But maybe Mary or Susie would marry a man worthy of that legacy. 


Susanna
December 14, 1827
Fairmount, Kentucky


Susanna sighed with satisfaction and admired the holly and ivy that decorated the inside of their cabin. Bright red berries peeked out from all corners of the room and set a festive mood for the wedding. Today, her youngest daughter, Susie, would marry Mr. William Wilcox. 

“Mama, you need to sit down.” Mary grasped Susanna’s hand and tugged her to the wooden bench in the corner of the main room. 

“You treat me like an invalid, Mary.” Susanna exhaled deeply while she took a seat. “It does look beautiful, doesn’t it?” 

“It does.” Mary squeezed her mother’s hand. “When is Papa to arrive with William?” Mary was nearly as excited as her sister for the day’s events, but Elizabeth? Her cheerfulness was more subdued as a result of loss and heartache; nonetheless, she anticipated the upcoming nuptials. 

“Your father and William will be here any moment, and the guests should arrive by noon for the ceremony.” Susanna stood, wanting to lay eyes on all of her daughters. “Now let’s check on the bride.”

As the pair entered the sleeping room, Elizabeth pushed a final pin into Susie’s chignon, leaving a few golden ringlets to frame her rosy cheeks. The bride wore her best dress, a shade of blue that matched both the sky on a cloudless summer day and her eyes. 

“Isn’t she a vision, Mama?” Elizabeth swiped away a joy-filled tear. Susanna hadn’t seen her oldest daughter so alive since she’d moved back home with them a year ago. The past few years had been heavy with heartache for Elizabeth. And it was no wonder with not one but two husbands buried and gone, and no children from either marriage.

“She sure is.” Susanna blotted the corners of her eyes with a kerchief. “Susie, dear, I wish you all the joy that your father and I have shared. William certainly seems worthy of you.” 

Two years ago, Susanna couldn’t have expected that the man who purchased the sixty-five acres bordering Big Run and Bardstown Pike just north of their property would soon be her son-in-law. Thomas had certainly fought the idea of a marriage from the beginning. “The man is growing an orchard!” Thomas had spat. “Why not something steady with less risk? But peaches? Only a deranged man would plant an orchard!” 

Susanna chuckled that her husband had overlooked the fact that many farmers in the area owned profitable orchards. “Thomas, if I had listened to my father, I wouldn’t be standing by your side. Give the man a chance.” She arched her eyebrows, challenging her husband’s logic.

While William Wilcox planted his orchard and waited with anticipation for his first harvest in the next few years, he had proved helpful on their farm. She and Thomas were now sixty-one years old. Thomas still dearly loved the land and willed it to bear more and more for his family’s benefit. Often to his own—and his family’s—detriment, the man seemed to believe he could govern creation itself. But they were both slowing down, whether or not he wanted to acknowledge that fact. William was a blessing they hadn’t known they needed. 

The sound of the front door creaking open brought Susanna back to the present. “Girls, I’d like to pray together before the wedding. Shall we?” 

The women gathered around Susie, who sat with Elizabeth’s hands resting on her shoulders, and Susanna prayed for a blessed marriage between her daughter and William. 

May it be. Susanna cherished the sweet moment with her girls. 


Thomas
December 25, 1834
Fairmount, Kentucky


With the birth of each grandchild over the past several years, Thomas had become accustomed to spending time whittling away his nerves. He sat near the hearth, fashioning the wood into a toy chicken. Mary sat opposite him while her husband, Richard, smoked a pipe beside her. Susie’s two boys, Francis and Tom—ages three and one—had fallen asleep near Mary, long after Elizabeth and Susanna had left for the Wilcox home to assist Susie in welcoming another child into the world. Mary’s three little ones slept in the loft. Although he’d experienced the waiting before, the uncertainty was no less for this one. Would the child be healthy? A boy or a girl? Would his daughter fare well?

What he anticipated more than anything was the delight in Susanna’s eyes, which brought as much joy to him as the new child. His wife had been a wonderful mother, yet she flourished as a grandmother. She doted on the grandchildren and helped with household chores until the girls could manage without her, which was always far sooner than Susanna hoped. But even his strong-willed wife knew when to step back and let her daughters take charge of their household. 

And William had proved to be a good father. Thomas had been wrong about him, a fact Susanna never let him forget. Susie had married a capable farmer who provided a helping hand to Thomas whenever he needed one. William’s peach orchards were a success, and Thomas didn’t mind the year-round peach pies and preserves, even if he’d never admit it. 

“It’s been longer than I expected.” Mary yawned and stretched her arms. “Christmas Day come and almost gone. Too bad we couldn’t have spent the holiday with Uncle Eli and Aunt Lizzie after they traveled all the way from Louisville. I’m glad Uncle Elias invited them to Christmas dinner, but I would have liked to spend more time with my cousins. What stories they tell of the city.”

“Better that they have a merry time than wait on pins and needles with the rest of us.” Thomas had welcomed Eli and Lizzie and their brood of nine children. After his sister and brother-in-law moved to Louisville, they didn’t often make the thirteen-mile trip to Fairmount.

The door opened, and a windswept Elizabeth stumbled into the cabin. 

“Father, you’re needed.” Elizabeth brushed the stray pieces of hair from her face. 

Thomas paused to query Mary with a look. But Elizabeth stepped forward, regaining his attention. “Now, Father.” 

Mary reached for her sister. “Elizabeth, has the baby come?” 

“Mary, please stay with the children.” 

Thomas rose from the chair as fast as his overworked knees allowed, grabbed a coat, and followed Elizabeth out into the cold.

The pair’s quick footsteps on the path to the Wilcox cabin pierced the silent night. When Thomas saw the cabin, he picked up his pace and scurried through the front door.

Inside, the strong bellow of a newborn welcomed them. 

“Thank God,” Thomas said. “Elizabeth, what . . .”

Mrs. Thixton walked out of the sleeping room with a swaddled, crying bundle. The woman’s eyes were tired and red. “Thomas, go on.” She directed him into the room with a nod.

Thomas’s feet wouldn’t move, paralyzed as if he’d ingested the poison hemlock that grew down by the fork. Elizabeth took his arm and guided him into the chamber. 

His wife sat in a chair, her body crumpled forward, holding Susie’s hand. Thomas moved his gaze to Susie’s pale face, then to William, who was crouched on the floor in a corner like a man hiding from a rabid coyote, rocking back and forth. Elizabeth nudged Thomas forward when Susanna sat up and peered at him through a tear-stained face. 

“She didn’t make it, Thomas,” she moaned. “Our baby didn’t make it.” 


Thomas
October 1835
Fairmount, Kentucky


No father should bury his child. In the past ten months since Susie died, Thomas had taken his grief out on his wife, growling at her like a bear disturbed during its hibernation. Today, Susanna finally put him in his place.

When the morning coffee wasn’t in its place on the cherry table after he came in from feeding the animals, Thomas muttered an expletive aimed at his wife. 

“Thomas, do you really think you’re the only one hurting around here?” Susanna pounded a fist on the table. “If you need something to do, go into the fields and work out your anger. Go visit your grandchildren. Little Mary, Tom, and Francis need us more than ever, not to mention William. Do anything. But don’t you dare come at me with words like that again.”

Thomas had experienced Susanna’s ire before. They typically had it out and then moved on. But this time, he held his tongue, left the cabin, and walked down to Floyds Fork. The warm sun and clear sky taunted him, echoing the memory of Susie’s blue eyes. He lowered his weary body to a boulder on the banks of the creek under a large oak tree. Its blood-red leaves provided shade from the sun and served as a beautiful yet painful reminder of death. He picked up smooth, small stones and skipped them over the water’s surface. The creek’s gentle gurgling soothed his soul, though his insides felt raw as the new skin under a blister. 

Throughout his life, he’d controlled every situation—the decision to move west, which parcel of land to buy, what crops to plant, when to harvest. Yet in this silence, he realized so much had been out of his control. The babies Susanna had lost. Had she felt this grief with each loss? God forgive him for never asking. He couldn’t fix Elizabeth’s hurting heart during her first marriage or each of her husbands’ deaths. Try as he might, he had been powerless to stop the earth from trembling, a late frost from damaging a crop, or a drought from parching a harvest. Life and death. Growth and harvest. How had he ever believed he had authority over such things?

He felt—rather than heard—the faint words of a Methodist minister come over him like the cool autumn breeze. I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing.

Thomas realized he was powerless. Without God, he was nothing.

A freedom washed over him. He didn’t have to dominate his fields. He never could nor would. 

Yet he had a decision to make. Could he humble himself and be honest with his wife? Was he willing to both comfort Susanna in her grief and share in it? Dread raised his defenses like a porcupine’s quills. However, he was old enough—and hopefully wise enough—to do the right thing.

Thomas stood and shuffled back to the house, opening and closing the door in a way that prevented the hinge from squeaking. He stared at their sleeping chamber where they kept the family chest that had traveled with them from Pennsylvania. With hesitation, Thomas inched into the room. He knelt on one knee with a groan and opened the lid, the musty scent of memories overpowering him. Thomas gently removed the family Bible and carried it to the cherry table. Opening the Bible to the back, he ran a finger along his and Susanna’s names and the date of their marriage. Thomas’s eyes studied each line, looking at each girl’s date of birth. The faded memories both filled and broke his heart. 

From the Bible’s case, he took the iron gall ink bottle and goose quill. He shook and uncorked the bottle, then carefully dipped the quill into the ink. Next to Susie’s name and birth, with a shaky hand, he wrote: “Died December 25, 1834. Beloved daughter.” Under his grandsons’ names and birthdates, he added, “Mary Wilcox. Born December 25, 1834.”

“Thomas?”

He looked up from the Bible as a single tear left a trail of salt down his time- and sun-worn skin. “I’m so sorry, Susanna.”
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