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For my sons,

Derek Ketchum Murrow and Ethan Ketchum Murrow,

and in memory of my great-uncle Carlton Griswold Ketchum,

who encouraged me to tell this story 





Messenger


The hawk lifts

from the oak tree

catches an updraft

wheels above the raw stumps

of a new pasture,

crests the hilltop. 

Wings beating,

her shadow glides over a mouse

trembling in the corn stubble.

The hawk plummets,

talons outstretched,

when a musket shot slices

the dawn silence.

Horses wheel and whinny

oxen bawl

a woman screams

and the mouse scampers

to safety.

The hawk rises

as flames devour houses barns animals haycocks.

She flies over dense timber

away from booming guns


galloping hooves,

the howling of men. 

Below,

a shock of yellow hair bobs and dips

as a boy runs

through the underbrush, arms pumping.

Although her nest

in the crook of a tree

is abandoned,

fledglings flown,

instinct drives her.

She dives, sounding her warning:

"Kee-er! Kee-er!"

The boy raises an arm

shields his face,

disappears

beneath a rotten log.

The hawk beats into the wind.

Miles north,

driven by an empty belly

she spots movement

in a hemlock ravine.


Wingtips brush the feathered branches

as she glides

over a woman

who lugs one child on her back

while another clutches the dark braid

swinging at her waist.

The hawk dips a wing

and the woman follows,

scrambles beneath a tumble of boulders,

and pulls the children behind her.

They vanish.

Guns rumble in the distance. 

The hawk keeps flying

circling

and higher

higher

higher

above the crack of muskets.

She catches a warm updraft

sails over the ridgeline

away from the furor of war,

and fades into the moist

tendrils of clouds.

Royalton Raid, October 16, 1780





Griswold, Vermont 

October 1782.




Part I

A Visitor from the South

 




1. Daniel

First light. 

I sat up, keeping quiet. My breath made smoke. Ice studded the iron roofing nails of our loft. Rhoda's face was ruddy atop her quilt.

We'd had a great frost.

Was I too late? I must hurry. I slipped off my pallet, pulled on drawers, breeches, wool shirt. Slid belly bump down the ladder and tiptoed to the front chamber, where a fresh fire crackled. No sound from behind the curtain where Mother and Father slept. Father would be in the barn already. He'd expect me to help him with the chores. But still—

'Twas my birthday, and the sun barely peeking over the hill. Surely I could skip the chores this once. It might be my last chance till spring.

Jody's tail thumped and I stilled her with my hand. "Good dog. You stay," I whispered. I wiggled into my jacket, lifted the latch, and went out.

The world was white and shining. Frost coated every 
blade of grass, whitewashed the tips of corn tassels so they looked like the tails of  A'waumps, the red fox. Sheep muttered in the barn and one of the oxen bellowed as I dashed past. Would Father see me? I stayed low, zigzagged through the cornstalks, and ducked into the woods under the hemlocks. Safe so far.

I crept to the stream bank, keeping to the shadows. A skim of ice floated over the deepest part of the pool, and the water rippled free only in the open. Would I find him?

Dead leaves clogged the branches of my fish weir. "If luck is with me, he'll show himself," I whispered. But what if he'd already gone to sleep for the winter?

I slid onto the flat rock and lay on my belly, waiting for the sun to reach the pool. First it stroked the high leaves of the maple with gold; then it warmed my moccasins, next my breeches. Finally, it touched my shoulders and lit the pool, making the ice sparkle—

There! Mr. Trout slipped from his hiding place under the roots of the maple. Long as my forearm, he swam slow and regal as a real king, not like that silly King George we trounced in the war. The spots on Mr. Trout's back flickered in the sunshine. I licked my lips, tasting him already. You're mine.

Mother would chide me, remind me to thank Cautantowwit, our creator, for bringing me this trout. Was Cautantowwit with me? Thank you, I told him, just to be sure, but fixed my eyes on Mr. Trout. Slow and careful, I rose onto my knees. Pushed up my sleeve. Lowered my hand—


Snap! A branch broke. 

Ker-plash! A stone fell into the pool, soaked me from chin to belly. The trout slipped away. I jumped to my feet.

"Who's there?"

"Caught you!" A strange boy jeered at me. He hopped from foot to foot on the far bank, like someone dancing on hot coals.

"Fool!" I shook my fist at him. "What did you do that for?"

"'Cuz you're a dirty Injun, that's why. A savage." He spat at me, but his spittle turned on him in the wind.

I bit the inside of my cheek so he'd not see how his words stung me. What an ugly face! He was pale as corn samp, and his yellow hair stuck up in a cowlick on the back of his head. "We've a gander looks like you," I called. "For tuppence, I'll dust your back."

His mouth gave a sudden twist, his eyes opened wide, and he dashed away, his head tucked as if I might really throw him down—though I was on the far side of the brook. Was he that afraid of me? I laughed. "Buffle brain!" I jeered at him. "Yellow coward!"

He clapped his hands over his ears and disappeared under the hemlocks.

I leaned against the maple. My heart chattered loud as the squirrel complaining over my head. Who was that? I rubbed my jacket with my hands, as if that word he'd spat at me had stained the deerskin. Injun. A word no one spoke in our house.

He'd left two wooden buckets on the far bank. I crossed 
on the log Father had set there last spring, and lifted a bail. The bucket was empty. 

"He'll be thirsty—and come back." I set the bucket down and puzzled it out. The ugly gander boy was fetching water, for someone close by—but who, and where?

Only seventeen families in Griswold and no boys near my own age. The blacksmith complained of his four daughters. Mr. Shaw, who carried the freight to Boston, had only little Ephraim, smaller than my sister, Rhoda. Timothy Ellis, at the farm next to ours, was taller than Father now. And where was someone to live, here on our hill?

Then I knew. The abandoned cabin in the woods, once belonging to Mr. Amidon, where Father and I hunted for turkeys. The Amidon family left town two years hence, soon after the raid.

The raid. I didn't like to think on that terrible day, or what happened after. Father said it was past, and we should forget. But none of us could.

The Amidons had no children when they moved off, so it must be a different family. When Father and I were up to the cabin last spring, it was hardly fit for swine. "Swine." I laughed out loud. "About right for that gander boy."

I peered into the pool as I crossed the log, but Mr. Trout had gone back to sleep. I jogged for the house, my hands empty and cold.

Not even breakfast time, and my birthday already spoiled.



2. Hiram

Injuns, ready to dust my back. They might kill me! 

I took off running, away from that boy and his yelling, but the noises chased after me, piling on so fast I covered my ears. Like it happened yesterday, I heard it all again: Gunshots, women screaming bloody murder, oxen bawling. I seen it, too: our house afire. Ma hiding in the privy while the Injun scooped me up, tossed me onto his horse like a sack a barley, the hatchet in his hand. Worst of all, our dead neighbor stared up at me, his eyes bugged out, face all twisted.

I fell down under a tree and squinched my eyes shut, but I couldn't chase away that fright. No matter the war was over, the raid long past, still the nightmare followed me day and night, sleeping or waking. It come on when I weren't even thinking on it. Eyes closed or open, I still saw Uncle Abner stumble around our foreyard, heard him bellow loud as his own ox. Saw the Injuns chase after him with spears, heard him howl for me as the Injun carted me away. Would I never forget?

"Hiram! Hi-i-ram!"

I uncupped my ears. Sat up and listened. Rubbed my eyes. I weren't on that Injun horse, but laying on the wet ground. And I weren't in Royalton. No, we was miles upriver, in some new place called Griswold. There weren't no house on fire, just red leaves in a maple tree. No screams— 
just a sight of jays, scolding me. And in the distance, Pa. Calling me home. 

"Hiram!" Pa hailed me again. I put my fingers in my mouth and whistled, the way Uncle Abner taught me afore the raid, afore the fire that ruint our farm and sent us running back to Connecticut like dogs with their tails tucked under their bellies.

I followed Pa's voice through the timber. What a fool I was. Skairt by a boy hardly bigger than me. Was he even there, or had I seen it all in my dream?

I jogged down the hill. It weren't until I reached the clearing that I remembered the buckets. I'd forgot to fill them, forgot to tote them home. Pa would lay the switch on me for sure.

But I was lucky this time. Pa and Ma was right where I'd left them, out in the foreyard having words. I ducked behind a big oak. Pa's back was to me and his shoulders was slumped.

"I told you we should stay in Connecticut," Ma said. "But no. You had to haul us back to Vermont, to a place more godforsaken than the one we lost two years ago." Her hands made fists acrost her apron and her face was fierce under her bonnet.

"Hannah. Please. What choice did we have?"

"Aren't you ashamed? Look at this. Grass so high in our chamber, it's food for our ox. Is that any way to live?"

I peeked out from behind the tree and followed Ma's pointing hand. Sure enough, through the open door I spied 
Jed inside the house, his tail swishing while he ate up what should a been our new floor. And Ma was right. The cabin weren't much to look at: holes in the roof, the door hanging from one hinge, and gaps between the logs big enough for me to stick my fist through. No wonder she was mad. 

Ma caught sight of me. "Hiram, come over here!"

"Yes ma'am." I dragged my feet.

"Go inside," Ma said. "Tell me. Is this a house, or a pigsty?"

"Looks like a barn for the ox," I told her.

Pa sighed. "It's all we've got." He pointed at the wagon. "Hiram, fetch some sacks."

Our wagon was piled with goods Pa hoped to sell when we opened our new store. I hoisted a heavy one, full of barley seed, and followed Ma inside. Pa clapped his hands and shooed Jed out into the clearing.

Ma started in wailing. "Look at this!" she cried.

I set down the sack and stared. A big old stump sat in the middle of the chamber, rooted in the ground like a tree could grow right through the holes in the roof.

"I guess it might work for a table, since we ain't got a real one," Pa said.

He meant it for a joke, but Ma plopped herself down on the stump, pulled her apron over her face, and bawled. Pa tugged his ear so hard, I thought he might tear it off.

"There's naught but bad luck in these hills," Ma cried. "It's sorrowful enough we lost our first house in the raid—now we have to live like animals! And you know I despise these dark woods. So close to where they scalped my brother—" 

"Ma! Uncle Abner weren't scalped," I said. "Didn't I tell you, I seen him myself? Those Injuns put him on a horse and stole him away to Canada with the other prisoners."

But Ma weren't listening. She was laying into Pa again. "What do you plan to eat all winter?" she asked. "We should never have left my people."

"We've brought plenty of food." Pa's eyes flashed. Didn't Ma see he were about to lose his temper? "And you know we wore out our welcome. Your people couldn't keep us another winter. Too many mouths to feed, with the men coming home from the war. They wouldn't stand for another."

"Another what?" I asked.

"Another baby," Ma said. She turned to me. "Your pa had no business bringing me here in my condition." She set her hands on her belly.

Her condition? I stared at Pa. His cheeks was red. "Ma's having a baby?" I asked.

Pa cleared his throat. "Yes. You'll have a little brother or sister soon."

I felt stupid. Ma's stout, but she wears so many petticoats and shawls I can't hardly see what she looks like.

"You could have told me," I said. They didn't say nothing, just looked away from me and from each other, too, even though there weren't much to see in that rundown chamber. "Then I guess we better fix the door," I said. "We don't want some wolf marching in while Ma's asleep."


Truth is, I didn't want no wolf sneaking up on me, but I didn't say so. 

"True," Pa said. "And tomorrow we'll mend the chimbley. It ain't fit for a fire. Still, we can't complain. They give me the land free, if I promised to set up a store in town. Hannah, you rest on that stump a while. Hiram, come with me. We'll gather wood and build a fire in the clearing to heat the water."

Water. My throat was dry. If only I'd filled the buckets! I followed him outside.

"I'm sorry about this place," Pa told me. "I'll tan the hide of that no-count Mr. Fletcher with his false promises. But where else could we go?"

I shrugged. Ma and Pa had been having this fight since the last full moon.

"Did you find the brook?" Pa asked.

"I did." That much was true. I looked up the hill. The woods was dark, just as Ma said. And if I'd seen an Injun boy—then he must have a family. There might be a whole sight of them, just like in the raid. Would they steal our new baby?

I'd have to go back up the hill. Not just for the water, but to see if that boy was real, or someone chasing me from my bad dreams. I couldn't tell Pa about him yet. Not if I'd conjured him up.

"The buckets are in the shade," I told Pa. True again, though the shade was nowhere near.

"Leave them be," Pa said. "Let's gather wood for a fire. 
Your ma will feel right smart if we get a good blaze going. You pick up dry tinder while I find my flint." 

I did as he asked, but my eyes strayed to the hill where I'd left the buckets. I couldn't leave them there all day. Would those voices chase after me again? They was almost worse than the real Injun who kidnapped me.

Then I thought of something. If the boy was real, we couldn't stay here. Pa would never make Ma live near no Injuns, would he? Not after they burned our house, kilt our cows. Not after they kidnapped Uncle Abner, stole him away forever. Pa wouldn't do that. Would he?


3. Daniel

I came home shamefaced. No fish to show Father, just my empty hands. I spied Rhoda at the foot of the pompion patch, but she didn't see me. I slipped past, opened the door, and hurried to the table.

No gifts. Porridge bubbled in the iron pot, but the wide pine boards stood empty.

I slid into my spot on the bench. For my last birthday, Mother made me new moccasins. She stayed up many nights, decorating them with quills and beads. Now they pinched my toes. That same October, Father traded two bushels of rye for a bolt of wool from Boston, and Mother stitched me a warm coat with horn buttons. Where were my gifts today?


Jody's wet nose nudged my hand. I tugged her ears, scratched beneath her chin. "You remember my birthday, don't you?" 

Her tail swished against my breeches. The shed door opened and Mother came through, a clutch of brown eggs in her hand basket.

"Good morning, Daniel! Thirteen years today," Mother said. She set the eggs down. "May the next year be a fine one."

"Thank you." I smiled. Though she spoke in Pequot, I answered in English. Lately the Pequot words stuck in my throat like the thick porridge she spooned from the pot into my trencher.

"Father was looking for you," she said.

My eyes fell to the table. "I went to catch the trout," I said.

"And did you find him?" She gathered my hair and tied it back with a rawhide twist.

"I did, but he was too swift." I couldn't tell her the rest. It pained her so when Mr. Amidon blamed us for the raid. She'd hate knowing that a boy with a dirty mouth had come to take his place in that tumbled cabin.

"Open the door!" My sister's voice shrilled outside.

I raised the latch. Rhoda stood on the front stoop, arms wrapped around a pompion so big, it nearly hid her face.

"Happy birthday!" Rhoda said. "I plucked my best pompion just for you."

"Thank you." I hoisted it to my chest. "What a heavy one!"


I set it in the middle of the table. My sister was proud of the seeds she'd set in the ground with Mother this spring, and of their vines snaking through the corn, hiding the orange pompions beneath their leaves. I should praise her for this, her biggest one, but I couldn't. A pompion was not a true present. 

The door flew open on Father, carrying an armload of wood.

"Morning, Daniel." Father strode past me. The wood fell onto the hearth with a clatter. He twisted to look at me as he stirred the fire. "I missed you in the barn."

"I'm sorry, Father." I met his gray eyes with their stern message. "I went looking for the trout. I thought we might eat him for dinner. He's trapped in my fish weir, but he was too swift for me."

"Aye," Father said, "he's a crafty one. Never mind." He touched my shoulder. "Stand up, son."

Did he mean to punish me? I pushed back from the table and held myself tall.

Father set a hand on my head and his eyes looked me up and down. "What do you think, Kate?" he asked. "Is he taller than yesterday?"

My breath came out in a rush and I smiled. So he hadn't forgotten.

"Much taller," Mother said. She looked up from her basketwork. "Soon you will be like twins when you stand side by side."

Twins? I looked up at Father. Neither Rhoda nor I had his 
gray eyes or his sandy hair. The neighbors all said we favored Mother. 

She must have read my thoughts. "There's more to appearance than coloring," she said. "You've the same square jaw, the same smile." Her fingers twisted the long ash strips back and forth, as if she were braiding Rhoda's hair. "If only my father could see you now. He would be so proud."

"What about me?" Rhoda asked. "Would he be proud of me, too?"

"Of course. 'Tis a shame he's never met you, but we moved before you were born." Mother tugged Rhoda's long braid.

Father turned to stack the logs. He always looks serious when we speak of Mother's people. I wish I could remember our Pequot grandfather, but my first memories are fixed on this hillside.

I returned to my trencher and took a bite of porridge.

"Ready for a birthday surprise?" Father asked.

I glanced at Father's pockets. Was he hiding something?

"'Tis a gift you cannot see," Father said. "It will please you, too, Kate."

I tried to watch his face and not his hands. Father must not think I was greedy.

"What is it?" Rhoda tugged on my sleeve. "Daniel, can you guess?"

"Come, then, Caleb," Mother said. "Don't make us wait."

Father set his hat on the table and smoothed his beard. "After I tended the sheep, I saw smoke coming off the ridge. 
I thought it might be a fire—the woods being so dry—so I climbed the hill. And what do  YOU think I found?"

My smile slid away. Father thought this was good news?

"We have neighbors," Father said. "A family named Coombs. They moved into that log house, the one the Amidons abandoned after the raid."

The raid. Those two words stilled Mother's hands. Rhoda sidled up beside me on the bench, two fingers in her mouth, but Father didn't notice our quiet.

"They've come from Connecticut with a wagon full of goods," Father said. "They aim to start a store here in town. And Daniel, here's the birthday news. They've a son your age—eleven years old."

"I'm thirteen today. That's two years' difference," I said, ashamed of my sharp tongue—but I couldn't help it.

Father looked puzzled. "I thought you'd be glad to have a boy nearby. You've fretted a long time, having no one but a sister to play with."

"Rhoda is a fine playmate." I took my sister's hand. The boy with yellow hair and a twisted mouth could never be my friend. "Did you meet the boy?" I asked.

"No, only his parents." He pointed to my coat, hanging by the door. "Finish your porridge and pull on your warm clothes. I offered to help Mr. Coombs cut timber in their woodlot this morning. We'll do it as changing work. They need to build a shelter for their ox, and we can use extra hands to finish the corn harvest. Their place is nearly in 
ruins after two years in the weather. Who knows how they'll survive the winter." 

The porridge felt heavy in my belly. "Must I help?"

"Of course," Father said. His eyes went from mine to Rhoda's to Mother's. "I misjudged. I thought you'd be pleased to have neighbors on the north side. What's wrong?"

Mother didn't answer, and her dark eyes were grave. The room went so quiet that a pop in the fire made us jump. Finally, she asked, "What will they think of us?"

"If we help them settle in, they will judge us good neighbors," Father said. He laid a hand on Mother's shoulder. "You know the Amidons left because they weren't fit for farming these hills. Don't imagine the worst."

Mother didn't answer. I clenched my fists. So Father hadn't guessed the truth.

"I want to meet the boy," Rhoda said.

"No," I said, and then caught my breath. I hadn't meant to be unkind, but that boy's cruel tongue could wound my sister.

"Why not?" Rhoda crossed her arms. "He could be my friend, too."

"Don't be cross," I said. "Timbering is hard, dirty work."

"Daniel's right." Mother set her basket aside. "Besides, I need your help here. You can gather the rest of the pompions and tie up my herbs. You are nearly seven. It's time you learned more about my medicines." Mother lifted some jonnycakes from the iron spider near the hearth and wrapped 
them in a cloth. "Go on, Caleb. I'll fix some food for the family and send it with Daniel. 'Tis a strange time of year to move, with no garden to harvest. What if they've naught put by for the winter?" 

"He claims to have goods to open a store," Father said. "But a dinner basket is a good idea. Be sure there's enough for Daniel and his bottomless belly."

Usually, Father's joshing makes me smile, but not today. I reached for Jody's collar. "I'll bring the dog," I said. "Where's the woodlot?"

"In the stand of oaks, where we hunted turkey this spring," Father said. "You'll hear the saws. Don't be long." He put on his hat and closed the door.

I dug my spoon into the porridge. It had set up cold as river clay, but I forced myself to eat it, rather than hurry up the hill. How could I face that gander-headed boy now?


4. Daniel

As Mother prepared dinner for the new neighbors, I wrapped the laces of my moccasins tight, smoothing the soft deerskin above my ankles. My feet would be cold, working in the woodlot. If only I had tall boots, like Father's, but I didn't dare ask for them. The cobbler hadn't come to Griswold since spring, and the few shillings in Mother's pouch gave a lonesome clink when she shook it.


Rhoda propped her elbows on the table and leaned close to me. "Why won't the new neighbors like us?" she asked. 

"Some people don't favor Indians," I said.

"Hsst!" Mother's mouth drew a line as straight as the groove I cut with Father's chisel. "I misspoke," she said. "I'm certain the new neighbors will be fine." She rubbed some russet apples with her apron and set them in the basket. "I was only thinking on the Amidons, who moved away after the raid. You're too young to remember that bad time."

"I am not." Rhoda stuck her chin out. "I remember Indians shot people and set houses afire. You carried me to the sneeksuck, that dark cave. It smelled sour in there. Daniel came too. We hid all night. Father went with the other men to catch the raiders. I was scared."

Mother set the basket down and came to the bench, pulling Rhoda to her chest. She stroked her head. "I thought you had forgotten." She looked at me over Rhoda's head. "Do you remember?"

"Yes—but I don't like to think on it."The memories are knitted in my mind. I can still hear the gunshots in the valley, still see Timothy, our neighbor, galloping through our gate, yelling that the militia was called up. I remember Father shouting, bidding us to hide, and our dash through the hemlock ravine, where Mother tucked us into a cave. We crouched there all night while musket shots and screams came up the valley. And once, Mother's hand clapped over Rhoda's mouth when a pair of moccasins flashed by, the 
footsteps hardly making a sound on the wet ground. Moccasins like my own, like Mother's. Two years gone, and I was still trying to puzzle it out. 

I looked at Mother now. "We're Indians, yet we ran from Indians," I said.

Rhoda pulled her fingers from her mouth. "Why did they come?" she asked.

"The Caughnawaga people took the part of the British in the war," Mother said. "They came down from Canada to help the British fight the Patriots. Those Indians had naught to do with us. Besides, our war against the Redcoats is over." She took our hands, pulled us to our feet, and pointed to the floor. A shaft of sunshine warmed the chestnut boards. "The sun is smiling this morning. Rhoda, let's finish our chores in the garden." She gave me the basket. "Here's the dinner for our new neighbors. Be sure to welcome them."

Never! I held my tongue, though the word pushed against my lips. I pulled on my hat and coat and stepped outside. Geese flew in two long lines, following the river valley. The birds wobbled, then straightened into a V, like the wake of water fanned out behind a canoe. Their honking made me lonesome. Our own gander answered them from inside the barn, and Jody whimpered.

"The gander says good-bye to the wild geese," Rhoda said.

"The birds feel winter coming," Mother said.

Don't go! I told them. But the geese flew on, their cries growing faint.


"They follow the White River to the Connecticut," Mother said softly in her language. "They fly south, to my people. Our people," she said, and pulled us close. 

Something twitched in my belly. Mother leaned toward the vanishing flock. I grasped her around the waist, afraid she might fly away with the birds.

"We could build a canoe, and follow them," I said.

"It takes a long time to carve a dugout," Mother said. "Hard work for a boy, and no man to teach you. Your father has never built such a thing."

I pulled away from her. "Father doesn't know Pequot ways, and he hates to make things," I said. More sharp words—had some angry spirit seized me, now I was thirteen?

But Mother surprised me with a laugh. "'Tis true," she said. "Building doesn't always please Caleb—but he does it anyway. How else would we have our barn, our house, and all our fences? It's good you are old enough to help him with the chores of building and running our farm."

"Could you teach me to shape a canoe?" I asked.

"Perhaps. But our place is here now." Mother knotted her shawl over her chest. She gave me a little push from behind. "Go on—you'll be late for the changing work."

"Kee-er! Kee-er!" A hawk squealed above us, its tail spread like a fan.

"The red-tailed hawk," Mother said. "A female." She touched Rhoda's head and smiled. "With those hawks, the female is bigger than the male."


The hawk dipped one wing and her red tail feathers caught the sunlight. 

"She tells us that someone is coming," Rhoda said.

I stared at my sister. "How do you know?"

"Hawks have mundtu," Mother said. "Perhaps this one tells about the new neighbors." She shooed me away. "Go on."

Rhoda squeezed my hand. "Don't be scared," she said.

"I'm not!" But my sister knew me too well. I whistled to Jody and we set off through the corn and across the mowing ground. My nerves prickled all over, as if I'd fallen against an angry porcupine.


5. Hiram

Our fire blazed up soon as we brought Ma some wood. She rested on a stump nearby and fed it twigs while Pa and I unloaded the wagon. We set Ma's rocker near the hearth, then rolled the heavy cider barrels into the corner and piled the sacks and crates on top. Light spilled through chinks in the logs. Pa shook his head. "Look at that. Any self-respecting varmint can slip right in and spoil our grain seeds."

"There ain't much room in this chamber," I said. "Where will the baby sleep?"

"There's time for that yet." Pa wiped his neck with his kerchief and set down on a sack a barley seed. We was both sweating in spite of the frosty air. "Once we get set up in the village, we won't be so crowded in here."


Village? All I'd seen, coming through at dawn, was a few mean houses, some not much better than this one, and the sawmill where Mr. Fletcher worked. 

"Pa," I said. "Are we near to our old place?"

"It's a ways downriver, but I still drove Jed all night up the west side a the valley so as not to remind your ma what happened. There's enough bad memories for all of us."

Pa had bad thoughts, too? He started for the door, but I caught his sleeve. "Pa. Did any of them Injuns from the raid stay behind?"

He frowned. "Course not. What gives you that idea?They stole off to Canada with their captives, and our militia too cowardly to follow. Why?"

"Just wondering." I scuffed at the trampled weeds with my boot. I couldn't tell Pa about that boy. Not yet. I weren't sure of him myself. "Pa," I said, soft so Ma wouldn't hear, "do you think Uncle Abner lives?"

"I don't know. He weren't among the slain that morning when the raid was done, and that's a blessing. Still, there weren't nothing left but his ox. We're just lucky that British officer let you and them other boys go; otherwise you'd be in Canada with the savages now."

"Would you have come after me?"

Afore Pa could answer, Ma hailed us from outside. "Isaac? Hiram? What's keeping you?"

"One moment, Hannah." Pa give me a long look. "Your ma has enough worries without you fixing on the raid," he said. "She didn't want to come back up north, so hold your tongue."


I weren't keen on coming to Vermont, either, but did anyone ask me? Course not. As for not thinking on the raid—the more someone says "Don't think on it," the more you do. 

We found Ma near the wagon, hoisting our iron kettle. "I need two forked sticks and a long green one, to hold up this pot," Ma said. "That will serve until we fix our hearth." She peered out at me from behind her bonnet. "Hiram, fetch those water buckets and I'll make us some porridge."

"I—I set them in the shade on the hill," I told her.

"Go find them." Ma waved me off and I tucked into the woods. I went as far as a big spruce and studied on my troubles. What should I do? I didn't want to see that Injun again. Still, we needed water. Pa said we'd dig a well soon, but that didn't help today.

What now? Footsteps, and someone whistling—was it the Injun? I ducked behind the tree, but it were just a tall white man, whistling a tune I remembered Ma singing. He come so close I could almost touch him, and he sang, "Where, tell me where, can I find my singing school...?" What strange words were these?

"You'll find it under the tall oak, where the leaves do shake and blow...."

His words was all wrong for that tune, whoever he was. He passed me by without seeing me, then strode right into the clearing like he was on a path he walked every day. Soon as it was safe, I followed after him, running from one tree to the next to stay hid.

No sign of Ma. The two men raised their hats, shook 
hands, and talked. Pa pointed every which way: at the house, the clearing, then up the hill. I made myself even smaller behind a big rock. The man didn't stay long. He touched his cap, commenced whistling again, and went off toward the road we'd come up this morning. 

When I couldn't see him no more, I run into the clearing. "Pa! Who was that?"

"Our neighbor, Mr. Tucker." Pa was smiling for the first time since we'd come on the cabin. "He stopped over to welcome us. Isn't that fine? He has a family, lives on the next farm."

"Any boys?" I asked.

"One son, and a daughter, too. I didn't ask their ages—he come on me so quick, I didn't think."

Two children. That was good. We could keep watch for the Injun together.

"Mr. Tucker will be back shortly, to help us cut timber for the winter." Pa's eyes fell on my empty hands. "Where is that water?"

"I'm sorry, Pa. I set the buckets down near the brook. And I—I saw a wild animal. It scared me so's I forgot my way back. Could you help me find them?"

"Always a story. Haven't I warned you?"

"It's true, Pa!" Well, almost true. An Injun was a wild animal, wasn't he? I tucked my hands under my armpits, thinking Pa would slap me. Instead, he took me by the elbow and pointed my head toward a big spruce.

"What did I say, at first light?" he said.


"To follow the blazes on the trees, where the last man made a trail." 

"Good," Pa said. "Right here is the first blaze. Now run along. No more tall tales or foolishness, and don't come back without those buckets full of water." He let go my arm. "What's got into you? You've been strange ever since we crossed the border a few days back."

Didn't he know? He said he had bad memories, too—but perhaps the noises in my head made me a lunatic, or a fool. I'd best hold my tongue.

"Never mind." Pa's voice surprised me, going all soft. "Who knew we'd be starting all over in the wilderness again, just like last time? I thought for sure things would be more civilized—but I guess the war took its toll up here, too." He nudged me between the shoulders. "Go on now."

I obeyed. Each boot had a millstone's weight as I climbed the hill.
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