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 To MARY



 Foreword

IN AUGUST, 1754, on the brink of the French and Indian War, James Johnson, his wife Susanna, and their children were captured in an Indian raid on Charlestown, New Hampshire. They were taken from their home, forced to march through the wilderness to die north, and sold to the French in Montreal, where they were held for ransom. Years later, when she was nearly seventy years old, Susanna Johnson wrote an account of this journey, and it is from her narrative that the main events of this story are taken.

Captured with Susanna and her family was a younger sister, Miriam Willard. Her imagined adventures, as they might have happened, are recounted here.


 Chapter 1

PHINEAS WHITNEY was the last guest to leave the party. Miriam Willard had been aware, watching from the corner of her eye, of how he had maneuvered to be the last one out the door. The others were already out of sight down the dark path, keeping close together, their laughter and boisterous spirits stilled. The women hurried nervously beside the silent men who kept to the outside of the path, muskets ready at hand, for of late the Indians lurked very close to the settlement. But Phineas seemed in no hurry to join them. He stood just inside the warm lighted cabin, leaning easily against the heavy doorpost, as though the evening were just beginning. The crest of his short fair hair, bleached by the summer sun, reached a good four inches above the lintel log, so that he would have to duck his head to go through the door. Miriam, who was going to be small like all the Willard women, had to tip her head back to look at him.

"'Twas a very fine party," he said. "I had no idea that New Hampshire would be such a gay place."


 Miriam's gray eyes widened. Could he be serious? "You can't judge by tonight," she protested. "Could you have seen us this summer you wouldn't have found us very gay."

"Are you sure it is not always a holiday here?" he persisted, as though he had not had plenty of chance to observe, in the past few days, the endless struggle it took just to survive in this northern settlement. "Watching you tonight, I should have thought you spent every evening dancing the reel."

Had that been true she would know better how to answer him, Miriam thought. She wished she had some easy bantering words like his own; but what chance had she ever had, here in the wilderness, to practice such words?

"To tell the truth," she admitted instead, "'tis the very first party I've ever been to. Once when the sawmill went up they danced on the new boards, but I was too young to be allowed."

"Then I'm thankful I came in time for your first party," said Phineas, dropping his teasing. "And 'twas the first I've been to for a long time. My family doesn't hold much with dancing. Besides, I've been away from home for two months. You can't guess what it means, after tramping through the woods for so long, to find such friendly folks. It is going to be hard for me to leave this place."


 Miriam had always said straight out whatever came into her head, and the question was out now, before she could think better of it.

"Must you leave soon?" she asked him, and then gave herself away still further by a scarlet blush.

"I have to enter Harvard College in a few weeks," he answered. "I am going to study for the ministry. And with the war starting up again, travel is uncertain, and there may be delays on the way back. That is why I have to speak more urgently to you than I should. We have so few days left to get acquainted, Miriam. Will you think less of me if I make the most of them?"

 [image: [Image]]
 
No one had ever spoken to her like that before, nor looked at her as this young man was looking—so intently that she was not sure how her voice would sound if she tried to answer. Finally she grasped at a safe topic.

"I've heard about Harvard College. It must be a very grand place."

"Oh no, not grand at all. 'Tis a place for working and studying very hard. I visited there once. I'll tell you about it—if I may stay a little?"

Miriam looked back over her shoulder, but her sister and brother-in-law gave her no encouragement at all. Susanna, pretending not to notice the pair in the doorway, was already snuffing out the candles, scraping wax from the oak table where it had overflowed the saucer, and James stood in the middle of the room giving way to a great yawn. Phineas could scarcely miss such a hint.

"What must they think of me?" he said with chagrin. "I know it is far too late. After all, there is tomorrow, isn't there?"

"Of course there's tomorrow," Miriam smiled. "And I'm sure Susanna will invite you for supper. Now see if you can catch up with the others, Phineas. 'Tis not wise to walk far by yourself."

 Still he lingered, lowering his voice so that only her ears could hear. "Do you realize," he asked, "that tomorrow morning will be the fifteenth time I have seen you? That first day you were standing inside the gate as we came in. The second time was when you brought the lunch to your brother in the clearing."

So he had noticed even then! Miriam kept her eyes on the line where the edge of her blue dress hid the crack on the floor. It was on the tip of her tongue to say that all of those fifteen meetings had not been by accident. She had been hard put to it to find excuses for so many trips to the fort. But Phineas hurried on, saving her from such an unseemly confession.

"There I go," he checked himself, mistaking her silence. "There'll be a better time to say such things. But not time enough. When I think how it was the smallest chance that brought me to Charlestown!"

Chance? Or was it something more than chance, this meeting? The question trembled in the air as plain as though one of them had spoken it. Suddenly the moment was too full.

"I am really going now," he determined, swinging open the door. But his steady blue gaze went on speaking so unmistakably that Miriam had to look away.


 "You must hurry," she whispered, both regretful and relieved, "or they will have barred the gate."

She bolted the heavy log door securely behind him as he strode off down the path. Then she turned impatiently back to the room. How could they be sleepy? She herself was wide awake to her very toes, though it was well past midnight and she had been up before dawn, sewing when she could scarcely see the needle. She could have danced right through till morning. The air about her still seemed to vibrate with the twang of the fiddle and stamp of boots on the board floor.

For all her busyness with the candles, Susanna had not missed a detail. "So," she observed now, "we're to have company for supper tomorrow?"

Miriam was in a mood to ignore both the sharpness and the curiosity that shone in her sister's eyes. "You don't mind, do you Susanna?" she coaxed. "Oh, it was such a wonderful party! When can we have another?" Her hoopskirt swayed as her feet tapped out a soundless measure.

"If you want another party," Susanna snapped, tart from sleepiness, "you can help a little next time instead of sitting in a corner sewing a dress all day long." But she softened as she looked again at her sister, at the vivid young face, the shining gray eyes, the slim figure in the flowered calico.


 "I guess it was worth it, at that," she admitted. "The dress is lovely, though 'tis a wonder some of that basting held, the way you were swinging through the reel. You do have a knack for sewing, Miriam."

"I will help next time," Miriam promised quickly. "But I couldn't go to my first party in that old brown homespun." She smoothed the skirt of the new dress, marveling at the way the clear blue had turned to a soft gray in the dim light from the embers. She did have a knack. Her grandmother had taught her to cut and match, to take tiny even stitches. But no one had taught her how to mold the bodice snugly around her tiny waist, or how to gather the skirt so that it swirled just so about her ankles. "Besides, if it hadn't been for the dress—" She couldn't finish the sentence.

Susanna laughed, seeing the pink come up in her cheeks. "I know. The young man from Boston might not have noticed. Looks like you've got yourself a beau, Miriam. Do you think I didn't see how his eyes followed you every move you made?"

James laughed sleepily, and reached out a long arm to give Miriam's chestnut curls a playful tug.

"What's happened to our little sister?" he asked. "Two months ago you were just a little redheaded tomboy. Seems hardly fair to fool a young fellow like that."

"She's as old as I was when you met me," Susanna reminded him, "and 'tis high time she had a little fun. It has been a dull summer for her."

 "Be thankful 'twas dull," said James. "Could have been worse." His eyes were gentle as he looked at his wife. In another month her fourth baby would be born, and although she had not complained, the strain of the summer had put dark smudges under her eyes and an unaccustomed edge to her voice. Tonight she had been more like her old self, enlivening with her merry wit the sober faces of her guests, filling their cups with flip, or sitting contentedly against the wall watching the twirling couples.

"It is almost over," James reminded her now. "In a few weeks we will be back in Massachusetts. Have you told Miriam that she is coming with us?"

Miriam stared from one to the other. "Me? You mean you'll take me with you—to stay?"

"Do you want to go, Miriam?" asked Susanna. "Or would you rather stay here at Number Four and keep house for Father?"

Miriam's brightness clouded over. "Does Father want me to stay?"

"He says not, though he's like to be lonely when we've gone. Anyway, he may have to march off with the forces any day, and you shouldn't be here alone. You need more young ones your own age, and you can help the girls with their reading while Sylvanus is at school."


 Miriam flung her arms rapturously around her sister. "Oh, Susanna, if you knew how I've hoped you would take me! I hate Number Four! I never want to see that fort again. 'Tis too good to be true. No dreadful Indians screeching in the night! And other girls to talk to!"

"And so much nearer to Boston!" finished Susanna. "Go to bed now, Miriam. 'Tis almost morning, and think of all the work we have to do."

"I don't want to go to bed," cried Miriam, twirling across the cabin, the blue calico flying out around her. "I'm so excited I can't possibly sleep. Everything is so wonderful all of a sudden. In just one day, how could everything have changed so much?"

But Susanna and James had talked long enough. There was nothing to do but climb the ladder into the loft, where the three children, four-year-old Susanna, two-year-old Polly, and six-year-old Sylvanus, slept soundly. They had stayed up hours past their bedtime, dancing and clapping their hands till they had collapsed on the bench against their mother's shoulder and been carried up the ladder and tucked into bed. Now they did not even stir as Miriam pulled the new dress over her head and hung it on a nail where she could see it the moment she waked. There was no leftover party warmth up here. Even in the August night she shivered. Pulling off the ruffled petticoat and stepping out of the hoops, she crawled in beside little Susanna, and drew up the quilt against the damp chill.

 But her thoughts could not be tucked in to sleep. Miraculously, as she had said to Susanna, the whole world had changed in just a few days. So much had happened, when for such an endless time nothing had happened at all.

A dull summer, her sister had said. How could James Johnson, adventuring off down the Connecticut River, have any idea what a summer it had been, that year of 1754, for the women left behind at the fort? After four years of uneasy peace, the Indians were again bent on war, stirred up by the French in Canada; and this struggling little community of Number Four at Charlestown, farthest north of the settlements along the Connecticut, was almost unprotected. The families whose men had gone trading had been forced to abandon their farms and move back into the shelter of the stout walls of the fort.

Day after endless hot day they had been crowded into those stuffy cabins with the whining children. The scanty grass inside the enclosure had shriveled and browned. The boys kicked up great curls of choking dust with their incessant scuffling. Outside the sky had shone a deep perfect blue. The children had peered through the timbers of the wall at fields that shimmered in golden sunshine, and woods that beckoned green and cool. But even at midday the women had seldom dared to venture more than a few feet from the palisade. In the night they had lain rigid in their bunks, holding their breath in the smothering blackness, hearing in the distance the blood-chilling Indian yells. Her sister Susanna had gone about abstracted, lips pressed tight, trying to find work enough to fill her days, always looking for excuses to go to the gate and search the road for a sign of her husband.

 At last the men had returned, looking brown and hearty and full of high spirits at their successful trading. James Johnson had brought good news too. As soon as the summer crops were harvested, when the weather began to cool, he would take his family away from Number Four, with its hourly menace from the Indians. Susanna would have her baby in safety, in the cozy settlement of Northfield, Massachusetts. Miriam had not dared to mention her longing that they might take her too.

The day after the return, emboldened by James's musket, the Johnson family had left the protecting palisade and gone out to take possession of their own house again, a hundred rods distant. The children were wild with joy, running free and rolling in the long grass. Little Susanna had filled her arms with goldenrod, running to thrust it into Miriam's hands and darting back for more. Sylvanus had played he was an Indian, sneaking from tree to tree, his sturdy little body plainly visible, popping out at them from behind bushes with shrill whoops. They had found the cabin untouched, musty from being boarded shut, and in the yard, overflowing with lush melon vines, plump grayish balls lay thick as hailstones on the ground. James had slit one open with his knife, and the juicy golden center lay like sunshine between his hands.

 "Let's have a party!" Susanna had cried. "There are enough melons for a feast!"

"A party?" James had doubted. "With all the work that has to be done?"

"The work will be done," his wife had promised. "Right now is the time to celebrate your homecoming, and to entertain the visitors too."

One of the visitors was a tall young man, Phineas Whitney from Massachusetts, who had run across Captain Johnson's party and come along with them to visit this farthest outpost. To be honest, was it really leaving the fort, or the party, or even the prospect of Massachusetts that made the world seem so different? Or was it just this boy, with sun-lightened hair and blue eyes? Truly, it had not been the work, or the stifling summer inside the fort, or even the constant fear of Indians that had weighed on Miriam's spirit. It had been the loneliness. Of course she loved Susanna, just ten years older than she, who had been both mother and sister, and she adored the children; but she longed for friends, for just one friend of her own. She had never known a girl her own age. She had never had a beau. Of the few young men and boys at the fort, now that she was too old for racing and climbing trees with them, she felt both shy and critical.

 She had had so little experience. She could not have put into words just what sort of person she waited for. Yet from the first moment that Phineas had walked into the enclosure with the men, something within her had unmistakably recognized him. He was different from the men she had known. He was strong and practical as any of them, as he proved by setting to work straightway felling trees and dragging logs to repair the blockhouse. Inside of a half day the settlement had accepted him as though he had been born at Number Four. But there was a gentleness in his speech, and a purpose in his serious young face that set him slightly apart.

It was incredible, even though he had said it in his own words, that he had noticed her in the brown homespun, even before he had seen her in the blue dress. In her own mind the bolt of blue cloth that James had brought in his pack had changed her into a different person. The dress that hung close to her head, waiting for the first rays of the sun to light it into beauty, symbolized the wonder of the past few days.

 I'll have to put on the old brown dress in the morning, probably even for supper, she thought ruefully. But I can wear the blue to meeting on Sunday. And perhaps, if I do all the work, Susanna will have another party before Phineas goes. Oh, how can I lie still all the hours till sunup? I can never sleep a wink!

But she was sound asleep when the cabin shook with the tremendous knocking at the door.


 Chapter 2

THE KNOCKING startled Miriam wide awake. Pulling herself up to her knees, she knelt and peered down the loft hole. In the pale light she could see her brother-in-law James struggling into his jacket as he lurched, still half asleep, across the cabin floor.

"Confound you, Labaree," he muttered. "Do you have to be as early as all this?" He drew back the bolt and swung open the door.

Neighbor Labaree's solid figure filled the doorway, and his hearty voice boomed through the cabin. "Still abed, all of you? Thought you aimed to start on the south field before daybreak."

Without warning it happened. James Johnson's answer was drowned in such dreadful shrieks that Miriam's whole body turned to stone. She had heard them before, but far away, in the depths of the forest. Now they were close, close upon them. Indians! Labaree was jerked backward and the doorway was filled with bodies, pouring into the cabin with horrible yells. The half-light was a confusion of feathers, hideous faces streaked with red and white, tomahawks flashing. James leaped toward his musket, but three Indians were upon him in a flash, binding his arms tight against his body. Other redskins swarmed about the cabin, tearing open cupboards and chests, pawing over food and clothes, stuffing sacks with everything they could lay hands on. One slit open a feather bed, shaking out a choking cloud of feathers, and used the ticking as a bag to hold his plunder. Two of the savages came from the bedroom, dragging a shrinking and almost naked Susanna between them.

 Terror suddenly stabbed Miriam's paralyzed mind and body into action. In a moment they would discover the loft stairs! The girl's wits came back to her. Behind her was a window, hardly more than a slit in the wall, but big enough, if she had to, to crawl through and escape. It was not too much of a drop to the ground. If she could get out, make a run for the fort, they might not notice. She could run as fast as any Indian. Once out of the cabin, her chances were good even in the woods. If she could reach the fort she could rouse the men and get help.

On hands and knees she crawled to the window and knocked out the shutter. In the din downstairs the clatter could not be heard. One bare leg was out and over the sill when her eyes caught a sight that stopped and held her. The children! They were wide awake, sitting up in their beds and watching her, without a sound, just looking, their eyes round and glassy like the eyes of little animals in the traps. Even at that moment Sylvanus struggled out of his covers and came scrambling toward her, whimpering like a frightened puppy.

 A wave of anger swept over Miriam. "No!" she scolded. "No, Vanus! Go back!" But his small hands reached her and clung. Of a sudden she hated him, hated all three of them with their white faces. But for them she would be halfway to the fort by now. She dragged her leg back over the sill. She could not leave them.

"I'll let you down, Vanus," she whispered. "You run for the fort. Rim as hard as you can! Sue, quick! Move, Sue! You go right after him!"

It was too late. An iron arm hooked round her waist and jerked her back. A brown hand reached round her and dragged Sylvanus away from the window. When she tried to struggle, a cruel twist of her wrist sent a stab of agony up to her shoulder. Half off her feet, she stumbled and fell after her captor, down the ladder, across the cabin floor, into the clearing outside.

The others were all there, even Peter Labaree, bound fast like James. The three children threw themselves sobbing against their mother, and Susanna, her arms held by her two captors, tried to comfort them with her voice. "Hush, chickens," she faltered. "You're all to rights. Don't cry."

 The Indians were arguing with each other in rough tones and menacing gestures. A few were bent on killing the prisoners at once, and their threatening tomahawks turned Miriam cold. Then one warrior, apparently the leader, stepped forward and silenced the jabbering with one curt syllable. His eyes swept over the prisoners, scowling disdainfully at the women in their night shifts. He gestured to one of his men and barked a command. The Indian glowered, but he opened a sack stuffed to bursting with goods from the cabin, grudgingly pulled out three dresses, and threw them on the ground in front of Susanna.

A ruffled length of petticoat trailed from the sack. "That too?" Susanna pleaded, pointing. But if the Indian understood, he intended to part with nothing else. Susanna's arms were freed for a moment, and she picked up one of the dresses and drew it clumsily over her head. Miriam was tossed another, a gray homespun, worn and patched. Little Susanna, bundled into the third, was helpless to move, and when the Indian who had parted with it saw that the blouse of her mother's dress reached almost to the child's knees, he slashed at the cloth with his knife, ignoring her screech of terror, yanked the skirt away and stuffed it back into his sack. Sylvanus was allowed a little jacket of his own. In this flimsy clothing they seemed to satisfy the Indians. With a horrid yell, the captors pushed, prodded, and dragged their prisoners into the woods.

 Sharp cramps began to shoot up and down Miriam's arm as the iron fingers of her captor never lost their grip. They had turned away from the clearing straight into the thicket where the thorns tore at her legs and stabbed her bare feet. The Indians were in a hurry now, sensing that the fort must have been aroused by the racket, and they forced their prisoners on impatiently. Poor Susanna, heavy with her unborn child, could barely keep pace. When one shoe caught on a root, the Indians jerked her forward without it, so that she limped awkwardly. Miriam, lost in her own misery, did not even notice her sister's plight.
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I could have made it. Her thoughts went round and round. I had a chance. I might even have reached the fort but for that stupid Vanus. Actually, she knew that even if she could have saved herself she couldn't have helped the others. The men in the fort would not have dared to follow. Everyone knew that pursuit meant instant death for prisoners. She might have been safe herself, though, this very moment, inside those walls she had hated, which now seemed so precious a shelter. She had only her own softheartedness to thank that instead she was floundering through the brush at the mercy of these savages. Glancing up at their paint-streaked faces, Miriam could see no signs at all of any mercy.

When the sun was directly overhead they came to a halt. The children had made the three miles or so with less difficulty than the grownups. The two little girls, after several tumbles, had been slung across the redskins' shoulders like the sacks of goods. Sylvanus, with his sturdy little legs, had trudged alongside his captor, snuffling and wiping his tears against his jacket sleeve, but seemed none the worse for it. The Indians were fast losing patience with Susanna, who was quite plainly unable to go another step. They stood looking down at her sagging figure with such disgust that for an instant Miriam forgot her own fear in a stab of terror for her sister's life.

 At a curt order from the leader, one of the Indians fumbled through a bag of the stolen supplies and produced a loaf of bread and a few apples and raisins. Divided among so many it made scanty fare, but even these few mouthfuls Miriam found hard to swallow.

"Better eat," advised Peter Labaree, who was nearest her.

"I'm not hungry," said Miriam. "What are they going to do with us, Peter?"

"If they're feeding us, that's a good sign. Means they don't mean to kill us. Not yet anyway."

The leader struck his tomahawk against a log meaningfully. "No talk!" he ordered. "We go now. Walk fast. No talk any!"

As they struggled to their feet again, Miriam saw that the Indians' keen ears had caught a sound, and that they were watching intently the little clearing along the river, their hands ready on guns and tomahawks. Then she heard it too, a snapping of twigs and a heavy footstep. Hope leaped up and died away. It was only Scoggins, the ancient, sway-backed horse of Mr. Stevens, grazing innocently along the river. Poor old Scoggins, always good for a joke at the fort, all at once seemed almost beautiful. One of the Indians raised his rifle, but the leader spoke again sharply. With a quick move, he stepped forward and unfastened the thongs that bound James Johnson's arms.

 "Get horse," he ordered, pointing at Scoggins. "Get horse for squaw."

James, his arms free, gave one desperate look about the group, and Miriam knew what was in his mind. At once, however, James knew that his only hope lay in obeying the Indian's command, and he walked quietly toward the unsuspecting animal, holding in his hand the bit of apple that had been his share. Old Scoggins walked amiably into the trap, and in a moment had said goodbye to his peaceful river existence. Pilfered sacks and blankets were thrown over his back, and James hoisted his wife's limp weight into this improvised saddle.

The afternoon march seemed endless. The Indians were still in a hurry, eager to get as far as possible from the fort before night fell. Toward sunset they came out on the shore of the river, and the prisoners understood that they were to cross. They were given a short chance to rest while the Indians dragged together dry branches to make a raft. Then Susanna was pushed onto the raft, James Johnson was ordered to swim alongside, and Peter Labaree was given poor Scoggins to force to the opposite shore. Miriam, sitting with the children, watched the frail platform that held her sister waver and sway, but it reached the other side, and presently returned for her and the little girls. When they were all across, the Indians kindled a fire and hung over it the familiar copper kettles in which Miriam and Susanna had stirred so many meals in the snug safety of their own cabin. These they filled with stolen porridge.

 As they waited for the porridge to boil, Miriam looked about at her captors. By some unspoken agreement, each one of the prisoners seemed to belong to the Indian who had first laid hands upon him. The Indian who had found Miriam in the loft was never far from her side, even now that he seemed to think it safe to let go of her arm. There were not so many Indians, only eleven in all, though they had seemed such a savage horde inside the cabin. Taking advantage of this moment's pause they were busily pawing over the goods they had plundered, now and then letting out cackles of delight as something struck their fancy. Miriam saw a candlestick and two of Susanna's silver spoons, and then with a stab of real anguish, she caught a glimpse of blue flowered calico. The new dress! The Indian who was in the act of yanking the precious goods out of his sack looked up and caught her longing gaze, and a taunting grin broke over his dark features.

 Why, he's young, Miriam realized with a shock. Much younger than the others. And he's laughing at me. He knows it's my dress. Helpless fury surged hotly over her. I hate him! she raged inwardly. I could kill him for touching my dress with his dirty fingers.

Following another guttural argument, the Indians decided to pitch camp in this place, very evidently blaming Susanna for slowing them up. After standing and looking at her for a long moment, the leader shrugged and left her alone, whether from scorn or pity it was hard to tell. Certainly she would not try to escape, but precautions had to be taken with the others. The Indians split branches and fashioned a crude sort of stocks over the legs of the men, tied by thongs that fastened high overhead on limbs of trees. The children fared better. Sue and little Polly had their ankles tied, but were given blankets. To her horror, Miriam was forced to lie down between two Indians, a heavy cord thrown over her body and held securely under theirs. All this was done in silence. The Indians spoke few words, and any attempt to speak on the part of the prisoners was met with fierce threats.

 Long after the Indians were asleep, Miriam lay rigid with mortification and fury between the two guards. They were so close that every breath she drew was filled with the heavy bear-grease odor of their bodies. They had taken no pains to choose a smooth sleeping place. Twigs poked her back, and a sharp pebble bit into one shoulder. She could not roll over, and she dared not even ease her aching muscles for fear the slightest tug on the cord would waken them. With the darkness a new torment had commenced; the air was swarming with mosquitoes, whining and biting savagely. More than that, now that the shock of their captivity was wearing off, she had time to be afraid. Where were they going? What did the Indians have in store for them? All her life Miriam had heard tales of white men taken captive by Indians, some stories so horrible that the older settlers' voices would sink to whispers if a child were around. Those whispers, the fearful looks, the terrible words she had been able to catch, tortured her now. If she could only speak to Susanna, even to Labaree or James, they might be able to give her a little comfort.

Sharper than hunger and fear, the memory of die blue dress pricked her. At the thought of its lovely folds crumpled in that hateful boy's hands, the tears flooded her eyes, and turning her head against the ground, Miriam let them fall. There in the wilderness, surrounded by savage enemies, bound for a fate she dared not imagine, she wept her heart out for a flowered dress she would never wear again. 


 Chapter 3

THEY WERE PUSHING forward next morning in a chill fog and drizzle when a new vexation was added to Miriam's distress. She had begun to relax a little, the watery gruel warm in her stomach and her strong young body rested from a brief sleep. With the war paint washed off their faces, the Indians looked far less terrifying, and they had only troubled to bind the two men, feeling sure of the women and children. The whole party was walking single file now through a dense wood where only the Indians could recognize a trail. Miriam's captor walked ahead of her, and beyond him little Susanna rode quiescent on the shoulders of another redskin. Polly's captor was out of sight. Curiously enough, the Indians had accepted the fact that Polly, unlike the cowed Sue, was docile only so long as she was in sight of her mother. The moment the trees hid from her that familiar figure hunched on the back of old Scoggins, no threats could subdue her wails. The Indians had shown surprising patience with this behavior, and the brave who carried Polly waited stolidly in the trail whenever Susanna was forced to rest.
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Farther ahead in the fog Sylvanus' eager voice now and then broke the silence. He had lost all fear of the Indians by now, and was not at all discouraged that his friendly prattle met a stony response. He seemed to sense that he could get away with more freedom than any of the others dared attempt.

All at once Miriam's dress caught on something, and she fell forward, scraping her hands. Looking back, she saw the hateful young Indian just behind her, and once again she caught a glitter of derision in his black eyes. Plainly he found her awkward stumble amusing. A few minutes later she tripped again, and this time she looked up just in time to see him spring back, grinning openly. The Indian ahead motioned her to her feet with an impatient gesture.

"He stepped on my dress," Miriam flared. "He tried to make me fall!"

Her master shrugged and moved forward. Her cheeks hot, Miriam bunched her skirt into both hands and stumbled after him. With both hands full of skirt, however, there was no way to ward off the brambles and low-hanging branches that snapped back against her. Her captor gave no sign that he noticed, but presently he motioned her to stop, and whipping out his knife he neatly sliced a spiral of green vine that swung from a tree and handed it to her with a rough gesture toward her skirt. Miriam stared at him. Could this be a sign of thoughtfulness? Or was he merely impatient at her slow progress? She could read no slightest softening in that stern face. However it had happened, she accepted the vine gratefully and made a clumsy job of tying up her billowing skirt.

 After that the walking was easier. But presently the boy behind her crept closer and gave a playful tug at her hair, a tug that hurt and sent stinging tears to her eyes. Miriam's temper mounted. Not one of the boys at the fort had ever tried to pull her hair twice. But here there was no way to retaliate.

He knows I can't do a thing about it, she thought angrily. But I know one way to spoil his fun. He's not going to have the satisfaction of seeing me blubber like Polly. Setting her lips tight, Miriam held her head higher than ever and set her feet straight ahead.

When soon afterward they caught up with the rest of the party at a clearing, Miriam was shocked out of her own vexation at the sight of her sister. Susanna had collapsed on the wet ground. Her face was hidden, but her shoulders moved in a rapid, shuddering breath, and now and then her whole body seemed to draw tense with anguish. Four Indians stood looking down at her with ugly scowls. Plainly another argument was beginning. Suddenly, to Miriam's horror, one of the Indians raised his tomahawk and brandished it over the woman's head. The whole terrified group of prisoners held their breath. But another warrior knocked the lifted arm aside. The two braves faced each other with angry shouts. Then the leader spoke, one curt word, and the two turned away sullenly.

 At another command they set to hacking down fir branches, and with unbelievable speed they constructed a small shelter of green boughs. James Johnson, his arms unbound, bent over his wife, lifted her gently, and helped her to walk the few steps, holding the branches carefully aside till they were both hidden from view. The rest of the party, seeing that there would be a wait, settled down on the ground to rest. The children simply dropped where they were and were almost instantly asleep.

Miriam edged closer to the man who rested against a tree trunk. "What is it, Peter?" she whispered. "Is Susanna very ill?"


 "She is in labor," said Labaree soberly.

"In labor? You mean the baby? Peter! She can't be! A baby can't be born out here!"

"Babies have been born in all sorts of unlikely places," answered Labaree. "At any rate, your sister is going to need your help."

"My help!" Miriam was terrified. She shook her head violently. "I couldn't, Peter. She can't expect me to do that. I wouldn't know what to do."

Labaree said nothing, and Miriam stood staring at the leafy booth. This was an ordeal she had not counted on at all. Through her mind flashed a memory of the day Polly had been born. She remembered Annie Howe, who had borne nine children of her own, and had lost track of how many others she had helped into the world. She could see Annie now, bustling into the cabin, pink-faced and clean, smelling of good strong soap, poking up the fire, hustling the children outside with good-natured smacks, shaking with laughter at her own jokes, making it all seem easy and matter of fact and good. But here in this chill forbidding place there was no capable Annie to take charge, only a frightened girl with no knowledge at all.

Labaree's silence made her uncomfortable. More than Labaree, all of them seemed to be watching her, judging her for a coward. There was no sound from the shelter. How long would it be? Suddenly Miriam knew that no matter how she dreaded to go in, she could not bear to wait outside another moment. She was a white girl; her place was with Susanna, not out here with these savages. Running across to the shelter, she stooped down and crawled inside.

 Susanna, lying on a pile of fir branches, turned her head weakly. "Oh Miriam," she breathed. "I'm so thankful you're here."

Miriam never forgot her sister's courage on that day. With the same stubbornness that had brought her parents into a wilderness to found a new home in spite of cold and hunger and unending labor, Susanna fought now to bring her child into the world. Two hours later Miriam held in her hands a baby girl, a perfect, tiny, red morsel, who opened her thin little button mouth in a pathetic wail.

As though someone outside had been waiting for that signal, there was a rustling of the green boughs, and an arm thrust inside a little pile of clothing. As James Johnson picked it up, Miriam was struck by the realization that the Indians had chosen the finest and softest of their stolen articles for the newcomer. Wrapping the tiny wrinkled body in a warm old hood of Polly's, she caught Susanna's eyes following her every move, and bent nearer to let Susanna see her child. It was almost impossible to believe, but there was happiness in the mother's eyes. Even here in this place she welcomed a new baby with love and pride.

 "We will call her Captive," Susanna murmured. "Poor little one. What does she have to live for?"

James smoothed back the matted hair from his wife's face. "She is in God's hands, as we all are," he said gently. "He has been merciful enough to bring her to us safely. We must go on trusting Him. Now sleep, my dear. Sleep while you can."

"Take her outside, and let the children see," Susanna begged. "And then let her sleep here with me."

Outside the shelter Miriam noticed that the Indians were very curious and more than a little impressed. They followed with sharp glances but made no objection as James and Miriam walked over to the three children huddled together with awe-filled eyes, and showed them their new sister. One of the Indians brought Miriam a long wooden spoon to feed her with, and another, one of the two who had Susanna in charge, even came very close and poked his face into the tiny bundle and studied it curiously. Then he capered off like a silly schoolboy in delight. "Two monies!" he cackled, holding up two dark fingers. "Two monies for me!"

"The hateful thing!" Miriam blazed, watching him. "What does he mean, for him? What does he intend to do with the baby?"

"He thinks the baby will bring him double money," 
Peter Labaree spoke up. "We ought to be glad to hear it. It means he will take care to keep the little mite alive."

 "True," agreed James. "'Tis the best sign we've had so far. Though I suspected it when they allowed Susanna to live."

"Suspected what?" asked Miriam. "Why is it a good sign, James?"

"I believe they intend to sell us, instead of keeping us captive. The French are offering more money for live prisoners than for scalps. We've been moving steadily north. I reckon we'll come out somewhere along the border of Canada."

"You think they're not going to kill us? You really think that, James?"

"We're a lot more valuable alive," Peter Labaree agreed. "Provided we don't try their patience too far."

"We must do our best not to," said James. "If they will just give Susanna a little time to rest. Try and talk to the children if you can, Miriam. Tell them we must keep marching with good courage and do nothing to provoke them. I have great hope we may all come through this together."

Miriam felt her knees suddenly weak. For two days she had not dared to look ahead or to hope at all. The relief was almost more than she could bear. Peter Labaree saw her waver and held out his arms.


 "You've done a fine day's work, girl," he told her. "Let me take the babe now. Never fear, I know what to do for her. I've three of my own."

Miriam surrendered little Captive with gratitude. She was so tired she longed to drop down on the wet pine needles and in sleep forget everything that had happened. For a while she had forgotten how hungry she was, and now the very thought of food made hex faint. Suddenly she was struck by a sharp new fear.

"But James," she cried, "if they sell us to the French, won't we be slaves? They will own us, won't they?"

Slavery she had heard of, too. It was the most dreaded word known to these white men and women, who were not afraid of work or privation or hostile Indians so long as they knew themselves to be their own masters.

"Aye," admitted James. "'Tis not too happy a prospect, but still the best we can hope for. Some I've known have found it not too hard. I believe the French are open to reason. They are usually willing to ransom their prisoners."

"Don't trouble yourself too much, Sister," he added kindly. "Sooner or later we will get word back to the fort. Give me the babe now, Peter. I fear my wife will not rest without her."

Peter Labaree looked down at little Captive cradled gently in his big arms. "She minds me of my youngest," he said. "Only three months ago I held her for the first time."

 James Johnson laid a hand briefly on his friend's shoulder as he turned back to the shelter. Looking up at their muscular six-foot neighbor, Miriam saw that there were tears in his eyes.
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