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            "The music of the drum keeps the army moving — and the boy who beats it must move with them." — Anonymous Union Veteran

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Roots of a New Beginning

––––––––
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Late Summer 1854

Saint-Roch Parish Church, Quebec City, Province of Canada

THE AIR INSIDE THE church was thick with the scent of incense, a lingering reminder of the evening mass. The stained-glass windows threw dappled, colorful light across the stone floor, casting shadows of deep reds, soft blues, and pale greens. The flicker of candle flames added an ethereal glow to the otherwise somber atmosphere.

Angus White stood near the back of the church, his hands clasped tightly in front of him. The dark wood of the pews creaked under the weight of his silence. His eyes were fixed on the altar, where a statue of the Virgin Mary stood with outstretched arms, her gaze kind and serene. The weight of loss still pressed against his chest like a heavy stone. His sister’s sudden passing had left a void in his life, a silence that echoed through his heart.

Beside him, Margaret's presence was a quiet comfort. She stood slightly behind him, her hands folded together, but her gaze was soft as she watched the flickering candles. The woman had been a steady presence in his life for years, and though they had never been blessed with children of their own, they had always yearned for a family.

The sound of footsteps broke the stillness, and both turned as a nun approached them from the side door. Sister Agnes, an older woman with a gentle but firm demeanor, smiled warmly at them. She had been an unexpected comfort to Margaret, a woman whose faith and compassion had drawn her into the fold of the church, especially after the loss of Angus’s sister.

"You are here for him, then?" Sister Agnes asked, her voice soft yet filled with an unspoken knowing.

Angus nodded, though his lips were pressed tight. "We are, Sister. Is he ready?"

Sister Agnes’s gaze softened, and she nodded. "He is. The Lord has chosen you to care for him, and though it was by His hand that your sister has passed, it is His will that you be blessed again. Come."

The nun led them through a small, narrow hallway that smelled faintly of beeswax and parchment. The walls of the corridor were lined with portraits of saints and old Catholic artifacts. The farther they went, the quieter the church became, as though they were moving toward something sacred.

At the end of the hallway, in a modest room, a small cradle was nestled near a fire. A baby, no older than a year, lay wrapped in a soft woolen blanket, his small face calm and peaceful. His tiny chest rose and fell with the rhythm of sleep, unaware of the world about to change.

Sister Agnes motioned for them to come closer. "This is Joseph," she said gently, stepping aside. Her voice was both motherly and sacred, as though she were handing over a treasure too precious to put into words.

Joseph was a small child, his face delicate and pale from lack of sun. His dark hair curled in soft tufts at the back of his neck. He had the air of someone who had known hardship, even at such an early age. His eyes fluttered open as the sound of footsteps reached his ears, and his gaze—wide, curious—rested on the couple standing before him. For a moment, he seemed unsure, but then, as if something inside him knew, his tiny hand reached out toward Margaret.

Margaret’s heart surged, and she moved forward, gently scooping the child into her arms. The warmth of his body against hers filled her with a profound sense of purpose, like a mother who had always known this moment would come. She kissed his forehead softly. “Joseph,” she whispered, as though the name itself would be a promise. “You’re safe now. You’re with us.”

Sister Agnes observed quietly, her hands folded in front of her. "He was abandoned in the village, left without family after... an illness took his parents. A sickness that has taken so many in this area. But it is a blessing that he comes to you now. The Lord provides for those who are willing."

Angus stepped closer, his rough hand resting gently on Margaret’s shoulder. His eyes were soft, though they carried the burden of years and loss. "We'll care for him as our own."

Sister Agnes nodded with a slight smile. "You must also understand that this child carries not just the blood of those who bore him, but the grace of God’s will. He has been entrusted to you now, as a new start—perhaps for all of you."

As she spoke, she moved to a nearby cabinet, retrieving a small vial of holy water. She murmured a prayer under her breath, the words flowing with the cadence of centuries-old tradition. The scent of the water was faintly floral, a reminder of the springtime that had just begun to take root in the soil.

Turning back, Sister Agnes carefully dipped her fingers into the water and crossed Joseph’s forehead. "In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit," she intoned. "May this child be raised in His love and light, protected from harm and blessed with strength."

Margaret, holding Joseph close, whispered a prayer of her own, one she had said a hundred times in the silence of her heart. "Blessed be this child, who will bring new light to our home. May we be the parents He has chosen for you."

Joseph let out a soft whimper, his small body curling into Margaret’s arms as though sensing the weight of the moment. She rocked him gently, her voice a soothing balm as she continued to whisper words of comfort.

Angus stood behind them, watching with quiet pride, his heart swelling with a mix of hope and determination. The loss of his sister was still fresh, but this was a new beginning, a gift that could never replace the past but would help him heal in ways he could not yet comprehend.

As the moments passed, the fire crackled softly, the scent of wood and incense mingling in the room. The child Joseph, small and fragile, now carried the name of White. He was no longer an orphan. He was theirs.

The world outside the church was cold and still, but inside, in the warmth of this sacred place, there was a new family born. A beginning—one that held promise and love in its tender embrace.

The wind outside howled like a restless spirit, weaving through the narrow alleyways and chimneys of the city. Snowflakes drifted from the dark sky, fat and heavy, catching the glow of the oil lantern Angus carried in his gloved hand. The flame danced with every gust, its flicker barely illuminating the road ahead.

Wrapped tightly in Margaret’s shawl, little Joseph blinked against the cold. His cheeks had turned rosy, and though his small fingers clutched the edge of the blanket, he did not cry. He watched the world with wide, steady eyes — silent, uncertain.

“He’s too quiet,” Margaret murmured, cradling him closer to her chest. Her breath formed tiny clouds in the frozen air. “Babies cry. Don’t they cry?”

Angus gave a small grunt as he trudged beside her, boots crunching through the fresh snow. “He’s just watchin’. Tryin’ to figure us out, same as we are him.”

Margaret glanced down at the boy’s face again. His dark lashes curled against his skin, and the pale moonlight gave his features a fragile, angelic quality. “He’s a wee thing, Angus. A gift, yes—but so small. He doesn’t know we’re his now. He doesn’t know anything but loss.”

Angus didn’t answer at first. He reached out and gently adjusted the shawl around Margaret’s shoulders, pulling it higher against the wind. “Then we’ll teach him. One day at a time.”

Their cottage came into view around the bend, a squat structure with smoke curling from the chimney, promising warmth. Its wooden frame groaned softly under the weight of snow piled on the roof. A faint golden glow leaked from the small windows, and through them, the flicker of a hearth could be seen — a fire left alive before they’d gone to the church.

Inside, the air was thick with the smell of burning wood and something herbal — dried lavender hung above the doorframe, mingling with the scent of pine logs. Margaret hurried in first, holding Joseph close as Angus shut the door behind them. The wind cried once more before it was silenced by the latch sliding into place.

Margaret lowered herself into the rocking chair near the fire and gently loosened the layers of wool around Joseph. His fingers, pink and wriggling, stretched into the warmth.

“There now,” she cooed, brushing a curl from his forehead. “There’s a fire, and a hearth, and your own name. Joseph Henry White. That’s who you are now, my love.”

Angus busied himself with removing his coat and boots, his face still ruddy from the cold. He crossed the room and knelt by the fire, adding another log to keep the flame strong. Sparks leapt up, crackling into the chimney. The warmth wrapped around them all like a thick quilt.

“He’ll sleep good tonight,” Angus said after a long moment. “You can see it in his eyes — he’s tired down to his bones.”

Margaret nodded. “Aye. But he needs something to eat first.”

As she rose and carried the child into the adjoining room — little more than a corner with a wooden cradle, a basin, and a rough-hewn cabinet — Angus followed. The cradle had been emptying for too long. They’d built it themselves, years ago, in hope. Tonight, finally, it will be used.

Joseph let out a small sound — not a cry, but a croak of curiosity — as he was laid onto a folded blanket atop a thick pillow.

“There we are,” Margaret whispered. “Just a moment, love.”

She dipped a small cloth into warm goat’s milk, gently soaked from a rag, and touched it to his lips. At first, he didn’t respond. Then, slowly, he opened his mouth and began to suckle. His eyes fluttered closed, and the soft, rhythmic sound filled the quiet room.

“See?” she whispered, smiling over her shoulder at Angus. “Not broken. Just starved for care.”

Angus stood in the doorway, arms folded, eyes wet. “We should’ve had a dozen like him,” he said quietly. “But if the Lord means for us to raise just one, I thank Him for this one.”

Margaret walked over and took his hand. “He’ll carry our name. He’ll carry everything we couldn’t give before.”

They stood in silence then, watching Joseph feed. The soft creak of the cradle, the low hiss of the fire, and the occasional snap of a cooling timber were the only sounds between them. Outside, the wind had lessened, now just a whisper brushing the eaves.

Later that night, Joseph lay asleep in the cradle, his tiny fists curled near his cheeks. A soft snore puffed from his lips — a baby’s contentment. Margaret watched over him as Angus sat at the table, carving a small piece of pine. Slowly, carefully, he shaped the wood into the beginning of a toy horse.

“He’ll play with this come summer,” Angus murmured.

“He’ll walk by spring,” Margaret replied. “I feel it in my bones.”

“You think he’ll remember tonight?” Angus asked, glancing toward the cradle.

Margaret shook her head. “No. But he’ll feel it. The warmth. The voices. He’ll carry it, even if he can’t say it.”

Angus nodded once, then returned to the carving, the soft rasp of his blade against wood filling the room.

In the cradle, beneath a wool blanket and the low flicker of the fire, Joseph stirred and let out a sigh — the sound of safety, of being home.

Mid-Spring 1857

Countryside cabin near Quebec City, Province of Canada

The fire snapped and popped in the stone hearth, sending orange light dancing across the wooden beams of the cottage. Snow pressed in thick against the windows, muffling the outside world until the only sounds were the crackle of the flames and the soft hum of Margaret’s voice.

Joseph sat on the floor wrapped in a woolen blanket, his chubby legs splayed out beneath him. His curly dark hair stuck to his forehead with the heat of the room. In front of him sat a carved wooden sheep, its back arched in a playful leap. Angus had made it two days before, smoothing it with sandpaper in the shed while Joseph watched with wide, unblinking eyes.

Now, the boy pushed the toy slowly across the floor, making a soft baa sound under his breath.

“Mon petit agneau,” Margaret said with a smile from her chair, spinning yarn by hand. “Do you like the sheep Papa made?”

Joseph didn’t look up, but nodded, lips pursed in deep concentration as he maneuvered the toy around a knotted groove in the floor.

“He’s learning to imagine,” Angus said from near the window, where he was patching a set of boots by candlelight. “Gives that sheep more attention than the cat.”

“I saw him talking to it this morning,” Margaret chuckled. “He told it not to go too far, or it might get lost.”

Joseph looked up then. “Lost,” he repeated, though the “s” hissed like steam from a kettle.

Angus set down the boot. “He speaks more every day.”

“Joseph,” Margaret said gently. “Can you say ‘Mama’?”

The boy’s face lit up. “Mama,” he whispered, and the way he looked at her — like the word had always belonged to her — made Margaret pause with the wool half-spun in her hands.

“Good boy,” she said, her voice thickening. “That’s my sweet boy.”

“Papa,” Joseph added, louder now.

Angus laughed. “That’s right. I’m Papa, and I’m proud to be.”

Joseph stood up suddenly and toddled over, placing the sheep in Angus’s lap.

“For me?” Angus asked.

Joseph nodded. “Sheep. Sleep.”

Angus raised an eyebrow at Margaret. “That sheep’s had a long day, I guess.”

The boy climbed onto the bench beside him, curling against his side. Angus’s thick arm pulled him close, and the old scent of leather and smoke settled over them both.

Outside, the wind moaned through the trees, a low, steady howl that never quite reached the comfort of the firelight. Joseph’s eyelids drooped. The sheep had indeed had a long day.

Margaret watched them, her heart swollen with the kind of warmth that can’t be spoken aloud. They had chosen this child, and now it seemed as though he had chosen them back.

She finished spinning the last of the yarn and began to hum again, the same lullaby she had once whispered to him in the church, the day he’d first been placed in her arms.

The cottage glowed in the hush of winter. The fire danced on, and the snow fell deeper outside.

And in the soft, flickering dark, their little family breathed as one.

Late Summer 1858

A quiet riverbank near their home in Quebec

The river behind the cottage was mostly hidden by the early spring thaw. Its voice, once a frozen hush, now babbled with urgency through the thinning ice and melting snow. Joseph stood just beyond the shed, his hands caked in mud, gripping a thick stick he had used to poke at the mossy stones near the bank. His boots squished with each step as he walked in circles, humming to himself in an off-key but happy tune.

Overhead, the sky was still gray from winter, but softer now—like the clouds were growing tired of cold. The smell of damp earth rose thick and alive. Somewhere deeper in the woods, a chickadee called out, a sound Joseph had learned to mimic perfectly, though now he saved his breath for listening.

Voices floated from around the front of the cottage. He crept closer.

“...but I think we should go,” Angus was saying. His voice was low, serious. “There’s nothing left here but memories.”

Margaret’s reply came softer, almost uncertain. “And what of the land? Of your father’s tools, his fields?”

Joseph froze, still crouched low behind the budding shrubs near the wall. His heart began to thump a little faster—not from fear, but from a strange, new curiosity. He’d heard them speak like this before: in careful tones, when they thought he was asleep or too far to listen.

“The land doesn’t feed us anymore, Maggie,” Angus replied. “And work in town is drying up. I have two brothers in New York already. They write of mills, of steady pay. We could start again.”

Margaret didn’t respond right away. Joseph could picture her twisting her apron between her fingers, the way she always did when she was unsure.

“I don’t want to raise him in a place that forgets him,” Angus added. “There’s nothing here that belongs to him.”

Joseph wasn’t sure what that meant. He rubbed his muddy hands on the sides of his pants, brow furrowed. A small puddle reflected his face back at him—dirt-streaked, wide-eyed, and half-wild from the woods. He dipped his hand into it, letting the cold bite his skin.

“He’s not even six yet,” Margaret said finally, quieter than before. “Do we tear him from all he knows?”

“He’ll forget Quebec before he remembers it,” Angus said. “But he’ll remember us. And we’ll be better for him there.”

Joseph didn’t understand most of the words, but he knew the sound of change when it came. He rose to his feet slowly, then stepped through the mud, making his way toward the porch. His hands were filthy, but he didn’t care. His parents sat in worn chairs, Margaret with a basket of early herbs on her lap, Angus with his hands on his knees, staring out past the hills like he could already see another country.

Joseph stood in front of them, the wind tugging gently at his coat. “Where we goin’?” he asked, his voice light and curious.

Margaret blinked. “What do you mean, cher?”

“I heard,” he said. “The river’s louder now too. Like it’s movin’ somewhere.”

Angus chuckled low in his throat. “It is movin’ somewhere. Just like us.”

Margaret reached out and pulled Joseph into her lap, brushing the hair from his forehead. He smelled fresh earth, bark, and body. “You’d go with us, wouldn’t you, little lamb?” she asked.

Joseph nodded, leaning onto her. “If you’re goin’, I wanna go too.”

Behind them, the old cottage sat wrapped in smoke from the chimney and the memories of all it had held. Before them, the land opened toward something unseen.

Angus reached out a hand, and Joseph took it.

The fire had long since burned down to soft orange coals, and the last of the bread had been eaten. Joseph had listened to his parents' quiet conversation from the shadows—words about crossing into a new land, the hope of steady work, and the unknown waiting just beyond the map’s edge.

He hadn't asked questions then. But they followed him to sleep and woke him at first light.

Now, the air still held the breath of morning frost as he followed Angus down the narrow trail behind the cottage. Joseph’s boots squelched in the damp earth, but he didn't complain. The silence between them was not heavy—it was full, like a pocket holding something secret.

At the river’s edge, mist rose in wisps and clung to the tops of the reeds. The water ran quickly and clear, the ice finally gone from its surface. Angus handed Joseph a pole and sat on a smooth stone, the kind he had once said had been shaped by time and trouble.

They cast their lines.

For a while, the only sound was the hush of the river and the quiet sighs of line and branch.

Angus finally spoke; eyes still fixed on the water. “Heard us last night, did you?”

Joseph nodded, not looking away from his float.

“Aye,” Angus said, as though it was not a question after all. “You have got ears sharper than a fox. Never did like keepin’ things from you anyway.”

“Is it true?” Joseph asked. “We’re leavin’?”

“It is.”

Joseph’s fingers curled tighter around the wood of the pole.

“Your mother’s cousin wrote again. Says there’s land and work in North Bangor. A small place. But good people. We could start somethin’ of our own.”

Joseph thought of the woods behind the house, the scent of cedar and pine, the rocks he had named, the squirrels he had fed breadcrumbs to in secret. “Is it nice there?”

“I’ve never been,” Angus admitted. “But your uncle says the air is clean. The fields run wide. There’s a mill nearby. More than one.”

Joseph hesitated. “Will there be other boys?”

Angus smiled. “There’ll be plenty of lads to run with. And trouble to find with ‘em.”

Joseph smiled at that, even as a pang tugged behind his ribs. “Will I remember here?”

“You’ll remember what matters,” Angus said gently. “And the rest? You’ll make new memories. That’s what movin’ means. You don’t lose where you come from—you carry it with you.”

A fish tugged once, then twice. Joseph’s breath caught. He pulled too soon, and the line snapped the surface empty.

Angus chuckled low. “Like I said, patience is bait.”

Joseph bit his lip but managed a sheepish grin.

They reset the line together, Angus’s hands large and sure over Joseph’s smaller ones. The sun was rising now, lighting the water with scattered gold.

“I’ll build you a raft when we get there,” Angus said, not looking up. “If there’s a river like they say. You can float along and name every bend if you want.”

Joseph leaned to his side, resting his head lightly against his father’s arm. “Will you fish with me there, too?”

“Always,” Angus said.

And for a moment, the new land didn’t feel so far away.

The sun had climbed just high enough to burn the morning mist from the trees when Angus and Joseph returned from the river, their boots carrying the scent of wet moss and fish. Margaret stood at the cottage doorway, apron dusted with flour, her sleeves rolled to the elbow. She didn’t ask about their catch—one look at Joseph’s damp trousers and Angus’s contented expression told her all she needed to know.

Inside, the house smelled of fresh bread, ash soap, and wool. But there was a tension in the air now, like a room holding its breath.

The packing had begun.

Joseph’s toys had been set in a small pine crate near the hearth, the hand-carved bird and spinning top nestled beside a folded blanket. His bedroll had been pulled apart and shaken clean. Margaret’s sewing kit sat open on the table, buttons sorted in a jar, a spool of blue thread half-spent.

Joseph hovered at the threshold, watching.

Margaret noticed. “Well then, come along. If you stand there like a fence post, I’ll mistake you for one and tie the bedding to your shoulders.”

He stepped forward with a shy grin, eyeing the stacks around the room. “Is this all we’re takin’?”

“Aye,” Angus answered, wiping his hands on a rag as he came in behind. “Only what we can carry, fit to load in the wagon.”

“Wagon?” Joseph echoed, his eyes wide.

“Borrowed from the MacLeods down the lane. I promised I’d help them with the hay come summer.”

Margaret nodded. “They’re kind folk. Said they’d drive us halfway to the lake road. After that, it’s the hired cart into Malone. Then train to Bangor.”

The words hung in the air like a map Joseph couldn’t quite follow.

“But—what about the chair?” he asked, pointing to the creaky rocker by the hearth. “And the big pot?”

“They stay,” Angus said gently. “Some things belong to a place. We take only what helps us start again.”

Joseph helped where he could. He folded linens and fetched nails. He handed Margaret spools of thread while she mended a worn coat Angus would wear for the journey.

Margaret spoke as her needle moved. “We’ll need to declare our goods at the border. I’ve packed flour, dried beans, and salt pork. The rest we’ll buy when we’re settled.”

Angus added, “The cart’ll carry oats for the horse, a box of tools, and my saw. Might even fit your mother’s copper kettle if I remove the handle.”

“Leave it,” Margaret said quietly, her eyes still on her work. “Let the next soul cook their stew in it.”

They paused then. Even Joseph felt it—the finality of those words. Not just a pot. A life.

By afternoon, the cottage looked less like a home and more like a room preparing to vanish. The shelves were bare, the hearth swept clean. Margaret had tucked away their family Bible in a flour sack, wrapped in linen.

As the day waned, Angus sat at the table, pen in hand. He dipped the nib into a bottle of ink and wrote a final letter to the parish—courtesy and custom both, for a Catholic family leaving the province. He’d also left a note for the next tenant, tucked under the doorframe, a simple blessing written in blocky hand.

Joseph lingered in the doorway as dusk approached, staring out at the trees one last time. The woods looked unchanged, but something in him had shifted.

He heard Angus behind him, boots creaking. “You all right, lad?”

Joseph nodded. “Will they know we were here?”

Angus put a hand on his shoulder. “The land always remembers.”

And as the first stars blinked into view, they left the door open for the night—not to say goodbye, but to let the past slip quietly out.

Late Summer 1858

Quebec → New York

The morning air was crisp, and the scent of fresh earth clung to everything as Joseph and his parents loaded the last of their belongings into the wooden wagon. The creak of the wagon wheels, heavy with supplies, echoed through the quiet village street. A few neighbors had come by to offer final farewells, their faces somber as they waved from a distance.

Joseph stood beside his father, looking up at the towering oxen hitched to the wagon. The animals snorted and stamped their feet in the soft earth, eager to start the journey. His father’s hands, rough from years of work, ran over the ropes securing the last of their possessions, ensuring everything was tightly packed.

“Ready to go, Joseph?” Angus asked, his voice deep and steady. He didn’t show his worry, but Joseph could see the concern in his father’s eyes—the uncertainty of leaving everything behind.

Joseph nodded, gripping the wooden handle of the wagon. “Will it be a long journey?”

“It will be long enough,” Angus said, wiping his brow as he finished his work. The sun had just begun to climb higher, casting long shadows on the dirt road. “We’ll head south through the woods, then follow the trail down to New York. Once we get to the border, things should be easier.”

Margaret stood beside him; her shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders. She held Joseph’s younger sister, who had been fussy all morning. “Will we be able to stop and rest? The heat is unbearable today.”

“There will be stops,” Angus assured her, taking the reins and climbing into the wagon. He patted the seat beside him. “But we’ll need to keep moving. The sooner we get to America, the better.”

Joseph climbed up into the wagon and sat beside his father, feeling the worn wood under his fingers. The road was rough, and every bump made the wagon creak with the weight of their possessions. As they started down the narrow road, Joseph looked back at the small house they had called home for so many years, now shrinking in the distance.

He glanced at his father, who was focused on guiding the oxen. The old wooden cart swayed as they rumbled down the road. The wagon wasn’t large, but it was sturdy, packed with their meager belongings: clothes, blankets, some tools, and a few mementos of the life they were leaving behind. It would have to be enough.

“I’ll miss this place,” Margaret said, her voice soft as she looked behind them. The house had been simple—nothing extravagant—but it was familiar. The smell of the woods, the sound of the river running nearby, the village that had become a part of them.

“You’ll get used to it,” Angus replied, though his voice was quieter than usual. “We’re heading toward something better, something new.”

Joseph, ever curious, asked, “How do you know, Papa?”

Angus didn’t answer right away, his eyes on the road ahead. “Because we must, Joseph. Because it’s what we need to do. Life will be different there, but it will be ours.”

The wagon bounced over the uneven road, and Joseph could feel the movement in his bones. He looked out at the landscape, watching as the trees began to thin and the rolling hills stretched before them. The air was thick with the scent of pine and wildflowers, and the sounds of the birds overhead were almost drowned out by the creaking of the wagon and the rhythm of the oxen’s hooves.

As the day wore on, the sun climbed higher, its warmth turning the road into a dusty path. Joseph could feel the sweat on his brow, but he did not mind. He watched his father with a kind of admiration, seeing the steady determination in his movements.

Their first night on the road was spent at a small camp, tucked in a grove of trees. The fire crackled and popped as Angus roasted a small rabbit over the flames. Margaret kept watch over the sleeping children, the only sounds were the crackling of the fire and the occasional hoot of an owl in the distance.

After dinner, Joseph sat on a nearby log, looking out at the stars above. He had never seen so many in one place before. The sky stretched out endlessly, full of distant lights twinkling like jewels.

His father sat beside him, his face illuminated by the firelight. “When we get to America, we will find a place to call home. A good place, Joseph. A better place.”

Joseph nodded, though the meaning of his father’s words was still unclear to him. All he knew was that he was leaving behind the only life he had ever known for something new, something different. And in the quiet of the night, with the sounds of the forest all around him, he could not help but feel the weight of that unknown future pressing against him, just beyond the horizon.
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Chapter 2
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A New Soil

Late October 1858

Arrival in Bangor, New York

Joseph’s fingers clung tightly to the edge of the wagon bed as the iron-rimmed wheels rattled over the uneven dirt road. His legs were stiff from the days-long journey, folded awkwardly under him among burlap sacks, a dented kettle, and a basket of linens that still held the scent of the lavender Margaret had tucked into it. The wagon canvas overhead flapped softly in the breeze, casting shifting light over the small space as they descended the last hill into Bangor.

He pushed back a fold of the canvas to look out.

The sky had turned pale with the soft gray of an autumn afternoon. The air was cool—colder than Quebec had been the day they left—and it bit his cheeks like tiny pins. As they neared the town center, a stronger gust blew in through the open slit of canvas, bringing with it the mingled scents of woodsmoke, damp earth, and livestock. It was a new kind of air. Not as heavy as pine, not as wet. It smelled of fields turned in for winter, of horses and soot and baked bread, somehow rawer and more human than the forested world they had left behind.

Bangor was not large—just a few clustered buildings of clapboard and fieldstone, their wooden signs gently creaking on rusted hinges. A general store, a smithy, and a clapboard chapel made up the spine of the village. Beyond, scattered homes leaned into the landscape like they had grown there with the maples and birches. Smoke twisted from stone chimneys into the crisp sky.

Joseph watched two boys about his age chase a chicken along a narrow path between a house and barn. One shouted in French, though the accent was strange to his ears—slurred, clipped in places. A black dog barked from behind a crooked fence, then darted off to chase a cart. A woman in a faded shawl stepped from a porch with a bucket in hand, pouring steaming water into a washbasin as the wind pulled at her skirts.

“Joseph, eyes forward. No gawking,” came Margaret’s voice from the front of the wagon. She turned her head slightly, brown curls escaping from beneath her bonnet. Her voice was gentle but tinged with exhaustion. Her cheeks were wind-chapped, and her hands, folded tightly in her lap, had gone red and raw from the cold and the cooking fire each night of the journey.

Joseph ducked back under the canvas, but his heartbeat fast. The world outside had changed so quickly. It both thrilled and frightened him.

The wagon rocked again, slower now, as Angus reined in the team of oxen. Joseph could hear the low mutter of the animals’ breaths and the quiet clink of their harnesses. From the front seat, Angus gave a satisfied grunt. “There she is.”

Joseph leaned forward again, and this time, Margaret did not stop him.

Their new home sat at the edge of a large, open field, its grass now brittle and yellowed by autumn. The house was modest—one and a half stories, with a slanted tin roof and a front porch of gray, weather-worn planks. Two windows stared blankly from the front, their panes coated in dust. A barn stood a short distance behind; its roof patched with mismatched shingles and its door leaning like a tired man.

It was not pretty. But it was theirs.

Angus brought the wagon to a slow halt. “Come on down now,” he said, voice hoarse from the chill and days of talking over wagon rattle.

Margaret climbed down first, pressing her gloved hands to her lower back and stretching as her boots hit the ground with a crunch. The grass was stiff with frost, the soil frozen hard beneath. “It’s good land,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone else.

Joseph followed, boots thudding onto the packed dirt. The chill bit through the soles, even with his thick woolen socks. He pulled his coat tighter, breathing out a puff of white as he took in the house from the ground. It loomed taller now, worn but not unwelcoming. A lone crow perched on the roofline, watching them.

Margaret laid a hand on Joseph’s shoulder. “Go on, then,” she said. “Go have a look.”

The wood of the porch groaned under his weight, the steps brittle from weather. He paused at the door, hand resting on the iron latch. His fingers trembled—not from the cold, but from something deeper. He pushed the door open with care.

Inside, the air was still, and it smelled of dry wood, dust, and old soot. Dust motes danced in the beams of afternoon light filtering through the cloudy windows. The hearth at the far end stood cold, the stone blackened with old ash. A chair—just one—sat in the corner, with a threadbare cushion. The floorboards creaked softly beneath his feet as he stepped inside.

This was not home. Not yet.

But it could be.

Behind him, Angus stepped in and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “A man can make a life in a place like this,” he said simply. “We’ll set things right.”

Joseph nodded slowly. Outside, Margaret began unloading the first of their bags, humming softly to herself. The tune was familiar—an old Quebec lullaby. It settled into the hollow air of the cabin and filled it with something almost warm.

And in that moment, Joseph knew they had arrived.

The small house smelled of old timber and moth-eaten wool. Joseph stood in the middle of the room, not sure where to put his feet. The floors creaked under him, and the wind outside blew sharp against the wooden walls like it wanted in.

“Stay there, lad,” Angus called from the doorway, hauling in the last of the trunk. “Watch the corners. Mice been at it.”

Joseph did as tell, though his eyes flicked to a dark corner near the hearth where the gnawed edge of a blanket looked suspicious. He wrinkled his nose. The place was not filthy, just tired. Like it hadn’t been lived in for a long while.

Margaret came in behind her husband, rubbing her arms under her shawl. “It’ll be warmer once we get the fire going,” she said gently, noticing Joseph’s shiver. “Go gather kindling, will you, love? There's plenty beneath the eaves.”

He nodded and darted back out into the yard. The wind had picked up again. It carried a coppery tang of distant leaves rotting under frost, and the sharp scent of pine. Under the low edge of the roof, Joseph found a small stack of dry sticks wrapped in old burlap. He bundled them in his arms and returned to the doorway, where Angus knelt at the hearth with flint and steel.

Joseph watched as the first flicker of orange bloomed in the stone belly of the fireplace. His father's hands were quick and practiced, striking repeatedly until a small flame caught. The fire began to breathe, eating its way through the kindling, snapping at the air. Light danced along the rough walls, warm and uneven.

Margaret placed a pot near the flames, already filled with water. “We'll have stew before nightfall,” she said, her tone firm—like making dinner would push back the strangeness of a new place.

Joseph sat close to the hearth, his back against the worn leg of a wooden chair. His coat smelled of smoke, sweat and wool, and his stomach rumbled. The long days of travel clung to him like road dust. But here, with the fire crackling and his mother humming a tune as she diced turnips, something settled inside him. Not peace exactly—but the beginning of it.

“Will we stay here long?” he asked after a while, staring into the fire.

Angus looked up from where he was unpacking a rolled blanket. “That depends. There's work in Malone, down the road. Logging. Maybe farming if the season's right. We’ll make do.”

Joseph nodded. He didn’t know much about farming, but the idea of helping Angus in the woods made his chest puff a little. He was six, after all.

Margaret turned from the hearth. “There’s a schoolhouse nearby. One room. You’ll start soon as we’re settled.”

His stomach twisted at that—new faces, new rules. But he didn’t say anything. He only nodded again and pulled his knees up under his chin.

Night crept in early. Outside, the wind rattled the windows in their frames and whispered through the chimney like a ghost. But inside, the house had taken on the rhythm of breathing—fire crackling, spoons stirring, the occasional soft word.

Later, after supper, Angus sat in the one wooden chair, pipe in hand, and Margaret pulled Joseph close to her side on the cot. She hummed low as she brushed his hair back with her fingers.

“We’ll plant in spring,” Angus said to no one in particular. “Potatoes. Carrots. Earth here’s rocky, but we’ll see.”

Joseph listened with heavy eyes. The words came like waves, steady and low. He could still feel the motion of the wagon in his bones. He wasn’t sure if this place was home yet, but the fire felt good, and Margaret’s fingers were soft in his hair, and that was enough for now.

Outside, frost was already forming silver outlines on the windowpanes.

Joseph wasn’t sure what he expected a town to feel like, but Bangor felt smaller than it looked from the wagon.

The roads were little more than dirt paths worn hard by wagon wheels and boots, winding past a cluster of buildings that seemed huddled together against the cold. Joseph walked close to Margaret, his hand tucked in hers, watching as the townsfolk went about their day—carrying baskets, sweeping stoops, hauling firewood. Everyone moved with a purpose, but not in a hurry. It wasn’t like the bustle he remembered from the streets of Quebec City. This place was quieter, slower, but there was something heavy in the air too—like the land itself was holding its breath.

They had come to town for supplies, their first real outing since arriving. Joseph’s boots crunched over frost-covered leaves scattered along the path as they neared the general store—a wide building with a wooden porch and faded lettering above the door. The smell of fresh sawdust and pipe smoke drifted from somewhere nearby, mingling with the sharper scent of cold metal and leather that clung to the air.

Inside, it was warmer. Shelves lined with jars of dried beans, bolts of cloth, and stacks of canned goods lined the walls. A small potbelly stove crackled near the back, casting flickering shadows across the floorboards.

“Stay close,” Margaret said softly as she loosened her shawl. Joseph nodded, taking in everything—the baskets of apples by the door, the clink of nails being sorted behind the counter, the worn faces of townsfolk huddled near the stove, talking in low voices.

He wandered toward the crates of dried goods while his mother spoke with the shopkeeper about flour and salt. Behind him, a pair of men stood by the stove, their conversation quiet but steady, the kind of talk adults thought children didn’t listen to.

“Another paper out of Albany,” one of them said, flipping a folded newspaper in his hands. “More talk from the South about the northern politicians.”

The other man grunted, leaning closer to the stove. “Foolish talk if you ask me. But there’s somethin’ brewing. Won’t be long before we’re all pulled into it.”

“Unions stretched thin as it is,” the first man replied, lowering his voice. “Trouble’s coming, one way or another.”

Joseph didn’t know what they were talking about, or what it meant, but the way the words settled in the air made his stomach twist. Like hearing a storm coming long before the clouds rolled in.

The men fell quiet when Margaret approached the counter, tipping their hats politely before returning to their hushed conversation. She set her basket down with a soft thud, her face thoughtful but unreadable.

“What did they mean, Mama?” Joseph asked once they stepped back outside, his breath rising in small white clouds.

“Just talk, mon cœur,” she said, giving his hand a gentle squeeze. “Grown folks always find something to worry over.”

She smiled then—warm, but distant—and Joseph didn’t press further. But as they walked down the road, past the blacksmiths and the small schoolhouse with its crooked bell tower, he couldn’t help but glance back at the store. The men were still inside; their figures blurred behind the frosted windows.

Trouble’s coming.

The words stuck to him like burrs.

A few paces ahead, Margaret slowed near a small white building with narrow windows and a painted sign that read District School No. 3. A tall woman stood by the doorway, sweeping dried leaves from the steps. Her dress was plain, but her smile was kind.

“Good day, Mrs. White,” she greeted as they approached, her voice smooth but sturdy. “You’re the family from Canada, aren’t you?”

Margaret nodded, smoothing her shawl. “We are. Just settling in over by the creek.”

“Well, welcome,” the woman said, leaning on her broom. “I’m Miss Abernathy. I teach the little ones here. We’re
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