
        
            
                
            
        

     
“They can't be far,” said Mr. Leggett, “not when we saw with our very own eyes where they entered the woods.“
 
“Then we’ll comb every inch for a mile around,” cried Joshua Smeed furiously. “I tell you I mean to find them.”
 
“Your indignation would be more becoming to Mr. Leggett,” said a fourth voice, and Becky recognized it as Mr. King's, the town magistrate. Oh, but the Leggetts had moved swiftly, then; a visit to the Cock and Bull, and a ride to Mr. Smeed’s as well.
 
“Very well then,” said Mr. Smeed, “you may as well know that Miss Pumroy has pledged herself to marry me.“
 
Their voices had grown very dim when Becky heard the cry of a grackle almost at her feet and glancing down saw Eseck standing at the base of the tree. He signaled for her to climb down from the tree.
 
“Come,” he whispered, “this is our chance.”
 
“But it's madness,” she whispered back, sliding down to join him. “They’re close by—they’ll hear us...
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Chapter One
 
 
 
THE LEGGETT GIRLS WERE GIGGLING IN THE NEXT ROOM. Becky could hear them as she slid the bear steak into the hot skillet and watched the smoke rise from it in clouds. Absently she reached out and turned the turkey that was roasting on its spit in the great fireplace. Taking the bread peel from the hearth she drew from the oven three loaves of rye-an’-injun bread and placed them on the trestle table to cool.
There, she thought, pushing at the damp hair that clung to her forehead, another job done, and straightening she paused a moment to rest her back and listen to Adah Ann and Prudence as their voices came through the open door. What would it be like, she wondered, to fill an afternoon as they did, with light chores like mending and quilt-patching and spinning candlewicks from hemp or silkdown? A very pretty life, she thought, knowing that before she crept into her rough bed behind the chimney she must polish the pewter, scour the floor, serve dinner and make up a gallon of flip for Mr. Leggett’s friends. She thought of the years ahead that she must do these same things, if not for the Leggetts then for another family, and a pinch of resentment tightened her heart. In truth she was no different from Adah Ann or Prudence; she came of equally good stock and was actually prettier, but both girls had parents and dowries and could marry whomever they chose. There would be very little choosing for a town pauper bound out to the Leggetts for a few shillings a year.
Unless she married Mr. Smeed.
“Rebecca!” cried Mrs. Leggett shrilly from the next room, and a moment later the lady herself swept into the kitchen. “A posset cup of mulled wine for Mr. Leggett,” she said. “Fetch it from the tavern, will you? Such a day, such a day, the pewter still uncleaned and not a drop in the house for him. Hurry, now will you?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Mrs. Leggett paused and her glance swept Becky from head to foot. “And have you thought on Mr. Smeed, Rebecca?”
Becky fumbled for words. “It’s true, then?”
“True? Of course it’s true. Didn’t I tell you it was all arranged? He’s going to ask Mr. Leggett for your hand tonight—and a very rare chance for you, Rebecca, a very rare chance for a girl in your circumstances.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Rebecca said politely.
“Just think,” she said, “to be your own mistress in your own house, after being bound out by the town these many years. Mr. Smeed is a man of much substance and not yet fifty. I declare, Rebecca, you are fortunate to have caught his eye.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Mrs. Leggett glanced at her sharply. “You’re not going to be coy, are you? I’ve told you how fortunate you are. He’s paying Mr. Leggett a very pretty piece of money to free you from service.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll go to the tavern now, ma’am.” Keeping her eyes low Becky snatched a pelisse from the peg on the door and hurried out with the posset cup before Mrs. Leggett could detain her further. Oh, but the spring air smelled delicious after working beside the fire all day. Not all the garbage rotting on the common could make it smell less than fresh. She walked quickly down the muddy lane that was called Town Street, taking care to keep her skirts from the mud. The Cock and Bull stood at the far end of the common and she was thinking that she would walk more slowly going back.
She was halfway down the common before she saw her brother Eseck. There was nothing surprising about seeing him bound in the stocks again; some folks said if you needed to find Eseck Pumroy you had only to go to the common and look in the stocks or the pillory. “A wild ’un,” they called him, and a wild one Becky knew him to be, but with more reason for his strangeness than most people could own to. She stood a moment watching him, feeling pride in him rise in her like sap in a tree.
“Seen only one person sittin’ like that,” somebody said behind her, and turning she saw Hob Olcott and a stranger walking up to the inn. “That was an Injun the year I was no’th with the militia. They had a fire lit under this Injun and his arms tied, and he just set. Like that feller.”
“That’s Eseck Pumroy,” Hob said. “Half Injun at that.”
“Looks white.”
“Is white. But five years with the heathen ain’t calculated to make some men whiter.”
“Captive?”
“Aye, and back only a few years.” Hob saw Rebecca standing there and nudged his friend. “Here’s the Cock and Bull,” he said quickly, and they vanished through the door.
Rebecca glanced around, saw the common deserted and stepped forward. “Eseck,” she said in a low voice.
He looked up at her. “You shouldn’t be here.”
“Eseck, I’ve got to see you.”
“You’re seeing me now.”
“I mean I’ve got to talk with you.”
He studied her face, his own expressionless. Whatever he saw must have satisfied him for he said, “All right. I’ll be in the woods behind the log pile at ten.”
She nodded and moved away. To linger would prolong his punishment and might even mean his spending the night in the stocks, where everyone could taunt him and throw stones at him. Holding her skirt high above the mud she went through the door of the Cock and Bull and walked quickly to the counter, where the magistrate was holding forth with a company of men. Seeing her Mr. King said in a kindly voice, “In the kitchen, Becky—Mrs. King will serve you.”
Becky went to the kitchen, where Mrs. King was bustling about preparing dinner. A very fine place was the Cock and Bull, shining with pewter and brassware. Thursday Lectures were held here, because Mr. King was town magistrate and no one, not even the Leggetts, owned as much silver as the Kings.
“Well now, Becky,” said Mrs. King, “I’m that rushed I can scarcely visit but I’ve a treat for you nevertheless. Here’s an eggcake for your pocket.”
“Oh, truly?” whispered Becky.
“Have two,” said Mrs. King. “And now what’s it to be for Mr. Leggett? Flip or mulled wine, ale or metheglin?”
“The mulled wine, if you please.” As she waited for the posset cup to be filled she looked at the kitchen with bright eyes, the two eggcakes in her pocket to be eaten later, when there was time to savor them and turn them slowly on her tongue. Oh, but it was a treat to see all the kettles and over on the shelf the thing that people came to stare at in wonder: a flip cup, made not of wood or leather or stoneware or pewter but of real glass that sparkled in the firelight. Imagine putting glass into a cup instead of a window! It was a thing of wonder indeed.
“There, now,” said Mrs. King, holding out the posset cup. “Mind you don’t spill, and how is everyone at the Leggetts?”
“Just fine, ma’am,” Rebecca said, feeling shy in the face of such warmth and kindliness. “And I thank you for the eggcakes,” she added, turning as quickly as the vessel would allow her.
“You might give one to your brother,” said Mrs. King. “They’ll be letting him out at sunset.”
“Yes, ma’am. Why—why is he there this time?”
Mrs. King’s lips tightened. “He did not go to church on the Sabbath. He walked in the woods instead.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Rebecca said, and fled.
So he hadn’t gone to church. It was a monstrous crime, of course, but could they never stop looking for signs of Indian in him after his years in Canada? He was no tame squirrel to eat from their fingers. He needed time to get used to their ways. Indians were heathen and fiendishly cruel, as Rebecca well knew, all of her family except Eseck having been killed by them; yet Eseck said they had been marvelously kind to him and they had good points as well as bad.
Not many good points, she guessed, remembering a certain day in February eleven years ago. Five years old she had been then, and Eseck eight when down from Mount Agamenticus in the middle of the night had come the screaming, yelling Indians. She could remember the town of York as a town of scattered houses stretched a mile and a half along the river, the coast ice-locked and covered with heavy snows that night. Her mother had put her to bed and her father had smiled upon her and she had gone to sleep feeling warm and safe; and that was the last of safety, for when she awoke it was to the sound of muskets being fired, and there was the reflection of fire leaping up the walls of her room. Her father had opened the front door and been killed at once; her mother, holding the door closed with the weight of her body, had shouted to them to run out the back and go to one of the garrison houses. Alcocks’ was closest, she’d cried; hurry, hurry. But only Eseck had obeyed her; Rebecca, tom at leaving her mother, had climbed into the woodbox and hidden. And lain there until noon the next day, trying to shut out the terrifying war whoops she had heard.
They had found her later, but not Eseck. They had sent her down country to live with old Aunt Tucker, her father’s sister, but Aunt Tucker had died before Becky had unpacked all of her trunk and after that it was one house and then another, with no one to call her own.
Until the war that they called King William’s War ended, and Eseck one day walked into town asking if his sister Rebecca Pumroy lived here. He’d walked all the way from Canada when he’d been freed, and the sight of the fourteen-year-old boy with the lean brown face and shock of bleached yellow hair warmed many a matron’s heart. At Thursday Lecture they talked it over, strangers never being welcome lest they be fugitives or vagabonds, and they had said he might stay so long as he earned his keep.
And since then regretted their decision many a time, Rebecca was thinking. Oh, there was nothing anyone could point a finger at exactly: Eseck earned his keep all right, cutting logs and plowing and hunting meat; he went to church on the Sabbath—when he remembered what day it was; he spoke proper to everyone—when he saw them; he worked hard, too. But nobody could quite make him respectable. He disappeared for weeks at a time, telling nobody where he went, not even Rebecca; he looked his betters in the eye when he should have been staring at the ground. The town suffered him because he had been orphaned and captured by the heathen, and because it was only fit and proper that a boy be near his sister; but they found him an intolerably bad example for their own children, brought up carefully on Pastor Sewall’s sermons and The New England Primer.
When really he was finer than any of them, thought Becky, better and kinder than all of them put together.
She hurried on the way home, not even glancing at Eseck. But one would have to fly swift and true as a hawk to satisfy Mrs. Leggett. The woman was standing at the door with lines of impatience pulling down her mouth.
“What a time,” she cried, “what a time you took. Give me the posset cup. Make haste now, Mr. Leggett is already at home and the table not set.”
Rebecca hung up her pelisse. She brought out the high salt cellar and surrounded it with trenchers, noggins and spoons. She stirred the hasty pudding and when they had gathered at last for dinner she served up the hotchpot and the turkey.
But all the time she was thinking, Tonight I will see Eseck and he will tell me I am wrong to be frightened.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
BECKY KNEW THAT MR. SMEED WAS IN THE FRONT ROOM by the manner in which the girls talked in the hall. Mrs. Leggett had retired upstairs, leaving Becky to scour the kettles and bank the fires. She thought Adah Ann and Prudence would never join their mother, but after many sly glances into the kitchen and a great deal of giggling they left and Becky heard their feet on the stairs at last. A few minutes later Rebecca snatched down her cloak and tiptoed down the hall.
She could hear the men talking as she passed the front room. She did not mean to eavesdrop but Mr. Leggett’s loud voice caught her ear and she paused.
“You must remember, Joshua,” he was saying, “that the poor child is in my charge—and upon my conscience—”
Which meant to Rebecca that the matter was as settled as it could be without her own reply, Mr. Leggett being a weak man whose conscience was often mentioned but never consulted. Rebecca did not wait to hear more; she opened the door and hastily closed it behind her.
Outside there was neither wind nor moon. The mist had moved in from the river marshes and hung low over the ground like an eerie white carpet. Becky could feel the dampness on her cheeks and to keep from trembling with cold she drew the thin pelisse closer. Staying away from the house she stole toward the woods, taking care not to make a sound, but even so, Eseck heard her and rose suddenly from a patch of wild grass no higher than his waist, looking like a ghost with the mist and the grass cutting off his legs.
“Oh, Eseck, you came,” she whispered, less frightened of ghosts than of being discovered.
“I came.”
She glanced quickly over her shoulder. “I mustn’t stay,” she told him. “He’s there. With Mr. Leggett. They want me to marry him; indeed, they are pressing me hard, Eseck. If he were gentle—but I fear he is not, and I’m afraid of him.”
“Marry?” Eseck seized her shoulders. “What in the world are you talking of?”
“The Leggetts. They wish me to marry him.”
“Marry who?”
“Joshua Smeed.”
Eseck dropped his hands from her shoulders. “Joshua Smeed?” he repeated slowly.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Rebecca said seriously.
”That it would be a fine thing for me to have a home of my own, with fine silks instead of homespun, a carriage to ride in and a place to invite you to dine. But—”
Eseck looked at her pityingly. “Is that really what you believe I’m thinking?”
She looked at him gratefully. “Then tell me what you are thinking, Eseck.”
He stared beyond her into the dark woods. He said thoughtfully, and it was the longest speech she had heard him make, “I’m thinking that to the eyes of the town Joshua Smeed is a fine man, a fine respectable gentleman with four wives buried on Cemetery Hill and eight children to care for. But I’ve heard things. I know he uses the whip too well. His mouth is cruel and t’is very strange to me that he’s lost four wives, and him not fifty. I’m thinking he has a hard manner with them. They tell me his last wife was a fine strapping girl when he married her six years ago, yet I know when she died her eyes were powerfully grieving. Are they pressing you hard, Becky?”
She hesitated. “Enough to make me fair uneasy.”
“Then you must leave,” Eseck said.
She gasped. “Leave!”
“Leave,” he repeated. “You’re naught but a girl and an orphan as well. Do you really think you can set yourself against the town—and a man like Joshua Smeed?”
“Oh, Eseck, you do frighten me. I thought—I hoped—”
“You hoped what?”
“I hoped you would tell me everything would come out all right. And yet in my heart I was terribly frightened.”
“Then listen to your heart,” Eseck told her curtly. “It speaks the truth.”
“Oh, why can’t they leave us alone?” Rebecca cried. “I know it may be blasphemous but they seem uncommonly cruel to people who cannot defend themselves. I daresay they mean to be kind—”
“Their very kindness is cruelty,” said Eseck. “They must make a fine, heartbroken lady of you—yes, and a gentleman of me!” He laughed briefly. “You will have to choose, Becky. There’s naught I can do to protect you but would earn me the whipping post.”
“But if I ran away,” whispered Becky, “t’would mean the whipping post for me as well.”
“Only if you were caught.”
She turned this over in her mind very carefully and shook her head. “I wouldn’t know where to go, Eseck.”
“Why, you’d go with me,” he told her, smiling.
Her eyes widened. “You’d leave, for me? Why, t’would mean you’d be a fugitive, too, Eseck, and that I could not bear. No town would ever take us in, we’d be caught and dragged back to be punished—”
“I’m sick to death of towns,” Eseck said.
“Then where, Eseck, where?”
“North,” he said, watching her.
North.The wilderness. The huge, shapeless forest of nothingness that lay behind the last outposts north of them. He could mean only that. “But there are Indians there,” she said, her lips trembling at memories she could not always hide from herself. “And wild animals,” she added so that he would not guess what she thought.
But Eseck knew what she was thinking. “The war is over,” he said. “It’s true a new war has begun between the French and the English in Europe but there’s no sign it will spread to the colonies. We have peace with the French Indians now. But I wasn’t thinking of the far north. There’s a valley not five days from us where no white people have ever been except a few trappers and hunters. I heard about it once from a Mohawk.”
“From an Indian?” Her eyes widened.
He nodded gravely. “He said that many winters ago his people fought the Mahicans who met the first white men in the Mohawk Valley. He said that since then, after many battles, the Mahicans scattered. He mentioned a band among them, poor now, with few braves, who sought peace by running away to their old hunting ground, to a place called the Valley of the Housatunnick.”
“The Housatunnick,” she echoed.
“It’s not far,” he said. “I found the mouth of the valley last year. It lies up the Connecticut River west of Springfield. An old Indian trail goes across the valley over the mountains into the Dutch country beyond. North of this trail the valley is a wilderness, a green pocket of a hiding place full of lakes and beaver.”
“And Indians?”
“Indians with only a few braves are friendly Indians,” he told her.
The thought of this wilderness filled her with trembling. But they would be free. There was the wilderness and then there was the town with its well-ordered ways of which she could never be a part. There was so little for her here. A man married his own kind, a girl with family and dowry; only a bold gentleman like Mr. Smeed would dare to marry beneath him, and for reasons Rebecca dreaded pondering.
Yet it was madness to consider running away. If they were found—unconsciously she shivered and Eseck said, “Never mind, Becky, we’ll stay and face what comes, I was wrong to say it.”
“Wrong? No, Eseck, not wrong. I was only thinking if we were found.”
He probed her face intently. “That was all?”
“That was all.”
“I can promise you we won’t be found,” he said. “Not even Mr. Smeed’s pacer will be able to match our speed.”
“Then now-—let’s go now,” begged Rebecca, thinking of Mr. Smeed waiting in the front room. “This very minute, Eseck.”
Eseck shook his head. “No. Becky, for we cannot go far without musket or food. Do you still have the trunk that belonged to Mother? Good. Then here is what I want of you—this is what you must bring to the woods in an hour.” And sitting down Eseck told her just what she must do.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
 
“REBECCA?” SAID MR. LEGGETT AS BECKY CAME THROUGH THE DOOR. “I have been looking for you. Mr. Smeed  is here.”
“The kitchen was so close,” she stammered, “a breath of air—”
“Quite so,” said Mr. Leggett in a kindly voice, “but you must not keep your elders waiting. Come in, child, come in.”
Rebecca nodded and walked slowly through the door that he held open for her, trying not to see Mr. Smeed who stood before the fireplace, his back as stiff as a bread peel. “How do, sir,” she said, curtsying, and moved to the comer.
Mr. Leggett closed the door. He said firmly, “Mr. Smeed has been asking me for your hand, my dear. He would like to marry you.”
“Oh?” Rebecca queried.
Mr. Smeed swung around and stared at her. He was a tall, thin man, yet with a round plump face and eyes set deep into the flesh of his cheeks like hot coals. “Surely you were informed of this?” he said. Then recollecting his errand he smiled, which made it worse, for his face did not lend itself easily to a smile; it was a little like watching a pudding fold into a different shape.
“Yes, sir,” she said softly, “but I would have to think upon it.”
“Indeed?” said Mr. Smeed, raising his eyebrows. “Surely, Leggett, you told the girl—”
“Softly, Joshua,” said Mr. Leggett, “there is no point in courting in anger.”
Mr. Smeed’s mouth tightened. “Of course,” he said. “The hour—my weariness—” He brushed a hand across his forehead to prove his weariness. “You would stand up before the magistrate in a gown of real silk,” he said, addressing her as if she were a child. “Have you ever owned a gown of silk before?”
No, thought Becky, nor would I own the gown you’d give me; I’ll warrant t’would be an unwilling loan from one of your wives on Cemetery Hill.
“Nor would you need to slave any longer in someone else’s kitchen,” went on Mr. Smeed, “begging Mr. Leggett’s pardon. You would be one of the finest ladies in town.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, “but I would have to think upon it for a while.”
His eyes sharpened. “For exactly how long a time, pray tell?”
“Now, now, Joshua,” said Mr. Leggett, “I’m sure she will have the right answer for you tomorrow. The child is overcome with awe of you. A town pauper does not receive such a fine offer every day. It is a most unusual thing.” Mr. Smeed looked at Mr. Leggett with hard eyes. “I have told you I am not a patient man.”
“Mr. Leggett is right,” said Rebecca softly. “I would like but a night to sleep upon it.”
Mr. Smeed’s gaze turned to her and his eyes were so penetrating that Rebecca glanced away, fearful that he might read her plans. “Very well,” he said, “I shall see you tomorrow. Until then, Rebecca.” He nodded curtly at Mr. Leggett and strode from the room with a flick of the whip that he seemed always to carry with him.
Rebecca sighed and going to the fire began to bank the ashes. “Do not wait up, sir,” she told Mr. Leggett. “I will bar the door.”
Still Mr. Leggett hesitated. “Rebecca,” he said at last, “you are going to accept him?”
She turned. “Why, sir?”
He flushed at her directness. “Mr. Smeed is a man who might be dangerous as an enemy.”
She straightened from the fire and looked at Mr. Leggett directly. “Dangerous to whom, sir?” she asked innocently. “To me or to you?”
He gave her a quick, reproachful glance and turned away. “It would be an enviable match,” he said, taking a candle down from the wall.
Rebecca smiled. “Then if I refuse him, sir, I trust you will not hesitate to recommend your daughter, Adah Ann, to him.”
Mr. Leggett whirled on her, his eyes shocked. “Rebecca, this is unpardonable insolence!”
“How, sir?” asked Rebecca sweetly.
“The situation is entirely different. Entirely.”
“Really, sir?” said Rebecca, and moving past him she went into the kitchen to light her own candle. She had never been so bold before. Taking up the candle she opened the door of the lean-to behind the kitchen and set her candle on the rough bunk that had been built into the chimney. Once the lean-to had been the Leggetts’ kitchen, and the kitchen their living room, but the prosperity of the Connecticut River had given the Leggetts a prosperity of their own, so that now their house was a grand one, with bedrooms upstairs and four-poster beds for everyone. Everyone except herself, she amended, but she did not mind her crude bedroom. On a fine night she could see the stars through the seams in the wall, and the chimney kept her warm until dawn.
Leaning over she dragged out the trunk from beneath her bed. It was a shabby old trunk but in it was everything that she owned or ever would own. From the top she took a book entitled: Some examples of Children in whom the fear of God was remarkably Budding before they died; in several parts of New England. She laid it to one side and digging further brought out the clothes which Eseck had worn on the long walk from Canada and which he had long since outgrown. She had washed and mended them and holding them to the light she saw that they would fit her tolerably well. Pulling her dress over her head she dressed herself swiftly in the threadbare boy’s tunic and leather breeches. For shoes Eseck would make her moccasins. Her hair she could tie in the back with the only piece of good ribbon she possessed.
Then from the bottom of the trunk she brought her mother’s cooking utensils and the little treasures that she had saved and put away. Heaped on the bed they made a pitiably small pile but even so she would have to leave many of them behind.
In the end she halved the pile. There was the copper kettle that her mother had been cooking hotchpot in the night she was killed by the Indians.
There was Becky’s bearing cloth, to prove she’d been christened Rebecca Patience Pumroy sixteen years ago, and loved like any other baby.
There were two horn spoons and the one of worn pewter that was badly in need of recasting.
There was a cup of leather, waxed and bound by her father.
There was a piece of steel, a piece of flint and an old shred of cambric to serve as tinder.
There was a collar of bone lace made by her mother with pillow and bobbins.
And last of all she added the small gourd of Daffy’s Elixir, in case, heaven forbid, they should grow sick.
These things Becky wrapped in her mother’s huckaback tablecloth and shifted to her shoulder. Going to the door she stopped and listened, then blowing out her candle quietly opened the door. Through the rafters she could hear Mr. Leggett addressing his wife, stalking back and forth across the floor boards, and she knew he would be talking about her. Mrs. Leggett would never stand for such boldness; in the morning there would be a whipping—but ir> the morning she would be far away.
She tiptoed down the hall, avoiding the board that creaked, and stealthily drew open the door. It made a terrible groaning noise and overhead Becky heard Mr. Leggett’s footsteps pause. From the woods she heard the cry of a grackle and knew it was Eseck signaling to her. Closing the door behind her she tiptoed across the high grass and fled into the shadows.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
 
THE MOON WAS RISING WHEN THEY HEARD THE SOUND OF horses behind them. Eseck had said that speed was more important than caution for these first few hours and so they had kept to the roads, not caring who might see them. Hearing the horses Becky remembered the sound the door had made as she left the Leggett house, and how Mr. Leggett had ceased his pacing upstairs to listen. She had been a fool not to confess her clumsiness to Eseck and now it was too late.
“T’is they,” she gasped, staring wide-eyed at her brother. “Oh, Eseck, they’ve found us!”
“Hush,” he said, looking around.
They were approaching a town, and here the land around them was flat and newly plowed around the charred stumps that had not so long ago been forest. A black shape ahead of them in the moonlight showed a glimmer of light, proving itself to be a farmhouse. Other than this there was no shelter at all for two people on foot, but Eseck seemed undismayed.
“Come,” he said, “they’re still a distance away. It’s the wind that brings the noise so close.” And taking her hand he made her run with him across the fields until the road seemed scarcely as broad as a hair ribbon when Becky glanced back. “Now,” he said with a touch of grimness, “it’s time we disappear forever. Off with your shoes.”
“My—shoes?” gasped Becky.
“Off.”
She gave them to Eseck and he stuffed them into his knapsack. “We must gain those woods,” he told her, pointing ahead of them. “You must run as you’ve never run before.”
“But why?” she cried, scarcely able to catch her breath “They cannot see us now!”
“I have it in mind they’ll have Hob Olcott with them,” Eseck said, “and Hob can trail anything that moves on two feet or four. T’is Hob we must out-think, not our pretty friend Mr. Smeed.”
In terror Rebecca glanced back. She had no trouble in seeing the four horsemen on the road for they carried pitch-pine torches. From their immobile position in the center of the field she and Eseck must have looked like curiously shaped, blackened stumps yet the horsemen had paused at the exact place where they had left the road. There was no doubt but that a seasoned man was leading them.
“They’ll see us now,” said Eseck. “Run to the forest!” Becky needed no further urging. Fleet as a deer she sprang after Eseck, glad that she wore breeches instead of a dress that would trip her at every step. The forest lay like a black storm cloud ahead of them, unstirring and safe yet almost half a mile away. Behind them Becky heard shouts and the sound of horses’ hoofs and she knew that if she faltered for an instant they would be overtaken.
The forest took shape now and became thickets and trees. Following Eseck she crashed through the underbrush very close to exhaustion and hysteria. “Up here,” Eseck said sternly, and without even realizing that she was climbing a tree Becky found herself boosted stirrup-fashion to the lower limb of a huge hemlock. “Up,” he cried, “I’ll cover our tracks.” And without another word Eseck vanished.
Becky clung weakly to the bough until the sound of creaking saddles reached her ear and she forced herself to climb to the next branch, and then the next. For a moment she stared dizzily at the ground, but the sight of a torch glimmering through the hemlock made her scalp prickle and with one more effort she climbed a foot higher. Satisfied that at last she was out of sight of the torches she lay weak and spent in the cradling branches, staring not at the ground but at the brightening moonlit sky which she could just see through the top of the tree.
Dimly she thought of the trail they must have left as they dashed clumsily through the wood, and she felt sick with dread and terror. Eseck had said he would cover their trail, but what could he do in the few moments left to him. and where was he now? As she lay there she heard the voices of Mr. Smeed and Mr. Leggett and she weakly closed her eyes, waiting at any moment for their cries of “There she is—there!”
They were under the tree now. Oh, where was Eseck, she cried to herself silently; would they find him? Had he covered her tracks so well that they would find him and not her? She gripped the trunk of the tree and held her breath.
“They can’t be far,” said Mr. Leggett, “not when we saw with our very own eyes where they entered the woods.”
“Aye—we can still see where they entered,” said Hob Olcott laconically. “But no further.”
“Then we’ll comb every inch for a mile around,” cried Joshua Smeed furiously. “I tell you I mean to find them.”
“Your indignation would be more becoming to Mr. Leggett,” said a fourth voice, and Becky recognized it as Mr. King’s, the town magistrate. Oh, but the Leggetts had moved swiftly, then; a visit to the Cock and Bull, and a ride to Mr. Smeed’s as well.
“Very well then,” said Mr. Smeed, “you may as well know that Miss Pumroy has pledged herself to marry me.”
“Oho, so that’s it,” said Mr. King. “But not too willingly, it strikes me.”
“Indeed, is that how it strikes you, sir?” said Mr. Smeed coldly. “It does not strike me so. It’s her brother who’s at the bottom of this, I promise you. He has tired of the stocks and the whipping post and is making a run for it, dragging the poor child with him.”
“And doing a tolerable job of it, too,” said Hob grimly, “for there’s not so much as a sign of ’em here.”
“Come now,” said Mr. Leggett, “there must be some sign. Look closer, man—Mr. Smeed’s gold pieces are almost in your pocket.”
They moved slowly away, Hob Olcott holding his torch close to the ground while Mr. King led his horse for him. Their voices had grown very dim when Becky heard the cry of a grackle almost at her feet and glancing down saw Eseck standing at the base of the tree. He signaled for her to climb down from the tree.
“Come,” he whispered, “this is our chance.”
“But it’s madness,” she whispered back, sliding down to join him. “They’re close by—they’ll hear us—”
Shaking his head he beckoned to her to get down on hands and knees, and in this manner they left behind them the great hemlock tree and the party of horsemen.
They had been walking all night and half the day and still the mountains lay ahead of them like a green cloud on the horizon. It made the field they stood on seem flat and skimpy as if the green had been peeled from it like bark to show the insides of the earth. They had left the river behind them at dawn and with it the final outpost in western Massachusetts. Remembering the cabin they had skirted some hours ago, the woman bent over her washtub under the tree, the man plowing his field, Rebecca tried to make of it a picture that she might keep forever in her mind. Because it would be a long time before she saw a cabin of cut logs again, and longer still before she saw another white woman.
And the woman never knew I was there, she thought. Perhaps even yet she is wondering why the dog barked; perhaps she called to her man and went into the cabin to bring down the long rifle from over the mantel, thinking of Indians in the forest. But the musket would never be hung over the mantel, she realized, not out here in these outpost farms. The gun would be oiled and sitting propped up in a handy place.
That woman would have been happy to see me, Rebecca thought; and I should have been happy to see her, too.
Eseck dropped his hand from his eyes and nodded. “Over there,” he said, and picking up the musket led the way down the hill.
Over where? Becky wondered. What did her brother see beside a west wind skimming the sky of clouds, and the forest waiting for them full of trees and Indians and hemlock swamps. It was hard to know what Eseck was thinking now that they had left the towns behind. He had withdrawn inside of himself and his face was closed.
“What’s over there?” she asked him.
“Trail west,” he said over his shoulder.
“How can you tell?”
He turned and looked at her impatiently. “I don’t know. It’s there, that’s all.”
She nodded, almost stumbling over a rock in her haste to keep up with him. Her weariness lay upon her like a weight, but Eseck said they must reach the forest before they stopped. Then if anyone came this far searching for them they’d have a place to hide. She knew he meant Joshua Smeed. No one else would care enough to ride so far unless it was Mrs. Leggett, who would no longer be able to say, Rebecca, do this, Rebecca, do that. By now they would know that Eseck had gotten her away, although to this moment she did not know how. The pine needles still clung to her breeches from crawling on her stomach through the woods, Eseck hiding her from time to time behind a log or in a hole while he crept back to cover the signs of their trail. By now they would guess that Eseck was taking her north, into Indian country, and she supposed they would soon be given up for dead. It would be nice to be given up, she thought, even as dead—far better to be dead, anyway, than to be coaxed and wheedled and browbeaten into marrying Joshua Smeed with his lips thin as the whip he carried.
“Never mind the trail we leave now,” Eseck said, seeing her glance behind, and raising his arms high he made a path with his body through the jungle of blackberry bushes that stood between them and the forest. Over his head Becky saw the tops of great trees tossing in the wind and she gathered up hope they were almost there. The sun was agony to her tired bones and the brambles slapped at her face, drawing blood that trickled down to her mouth and tasted salty.
Eseck turned and looked at her. “We’re almost there,” he said, and pulling away the brambles she saw saplings rising straight and tall, knit so close there was scarce room for a jack rabbit to squeeze through. It seemed hours before the saplings thinned and then, abruptly, they were in the deep forest with dried leaves underfoot and patches of sun scattered about like gold pieces. She stumbled toward a hemlock that rose above the others and lowering her small bundle to the ground sat down. “Is it safe?” she whispered. “May we stay?”
Eseck was studying the forest, his eyes narrowed, and Becky knew this must be the beginning of the wilderness that led them into the Housatunnick Valley. “We’ll eat and rest and then go on. Keep this,” he said, “I’ll be back soon.” And thrusting his musket at her he was suddenly gone. Not even a branch stirred where he disappeared and not even the echo of footsteps returned to her ear.
Becky was frightened. Where had he gone now? For water, or had he gone to find the Indian trail that led through the valley? The huckaback tablecloth fat with her belongings caught her eye and she forced herself to stare at it, taking comfort from its familiarity. They had so little to set up housekeeping with in the wilderness but they had these things of value: the musket for hunting food, the copper pot for cooking it, and Eseck’s Barlow jackknife for whittling. And somewhere ahead, in the green pocket between the Taconic Range and the Hoosac Mountains there was a country with skins enough to make them rich, a country where the Indians had hunted moose and deer, bear and beaver, otter, raccoon and fisher for as long as Indians could remember.
The sounds of the forest stole into her thoughts and she glanced anxiously around her. Seeing movement to one side she almost cried out as a red squirrel ran up a tree and turned to give her one sidelong, curious look. She thought she would die of fright if Eseck did not come back soon, and at that moment Eseck stepped from the bushes and walked toward her.
“What—what have you been doing?” she faltered.
He squatted beside her, taking the musket across his knees. “Covering our tracks. We left a trail wide enough for a herd of deer,” he said, and Rebecca realized for the first time that covering their trail would become a necessary and monotonous routine.
Eseck untied the leather knapsack trussed to his back and opening it poured out a fistful of powder which he began mixing with water from the leather bag at his waist.
“What’s that?” asked Becky, feeling drowsy now that he was back.
“Nookick.”
“Nookick?” She turned the strange word over on her tongue.
“Indian food.” He reaiched out and filled her spoon with the paste, handing it to her. “Eat,” he said, “we can’t risk a fire.”
She tasted it, finding in it the sweet, hearty flavor of corn. “It’s good,” she told him.
“Then finish it and we’ll be moving on. Did you sleep while I was gone?”
Becky shook her head. “The noises—I couldn’t.”
He looked at her with a glint of amusement in his eyes. “These are the only noises you will hear where we are going.”
“I’ll get used to them,” she pleaded. “Truly I will. I just felt so—so alone.”
“It’s when you are alone that you’re safe,” Eseck pointed out.
She shivered. “But how could I be sure?”
He smiled. “I will teach you. Now finish the food and we’ll rest a few minutes before we go.”
“How far?” she dared ask.
Eseck looked thoughtful. “Two days, perhaps. We’ll have to travel slowly, cutting our own trail.”
“But we’re in the valley now?”
“Aye.” Pushing aside the pine needles at his feet he took a stick and drew her a rough map. “Here is the valley,” he said. “The Dutch call it Westbrook and claim it, too. The Dutch are here, just over the mountains that form the other side of the valley. Below us lies Connecticut,” he said, making points on the map, “and behind us to the east is Massachusetts and the frontier towns of Northampton and Springfield. And here, bounded by the mountains, is where no one has settled and few have gone.”
“Why?”
Eseck shrugged. “The mountains. The dispute over who owns it. The Indian wars.”
“But we are going there.”
Eseck pushed his foot over the map to obliterate it, and then sprinkled pine needles around until there was no trace of the map. “Yes,” he said, “we are going there.”
The manner in which he said this freed something inside of Becky. The long years of saying “yes, ma’am” and “no, sir” had shrunken her spirit until it was as feeble and hopeless as a small candle flame in a brutal rain. But watching her brother draw his map, hearing him describe the valley to which they were going, she realized that at last she was beholden to no one. She was no longer Rebecca Pum-roy, town pauper, but Rebecca Pumroy, mistress of her own life. And thinking this her spirit expanded with a rush, like a fire given air to feed upon, and she felt for a curious moment as boundless and free as all outdoors.
“I need no rest,” she said crisply. “If we are going, then we had best be gone.”
 



Chapter Five
 
 
 
BLUE FEATHER HAD BEEN CHASING A MOOSE IN THE MOUNTAINS all day when he drifted by chance into the valley. He was young but already a warrior and a hunter, and he had been thinking all day of the meat he would bring home and of the muk-sens he would cut and shape from the hide of the moose. He was thinking of these things when ahead of him through the leafy green forest he heard the sound of movement.
Deep in his throat Blue Feather made a happy guttural noise, and stringing an arrow to his bow he moved noiselessly in a wide half circle so that the wind would not speak to the animal and tell him a human was near. Blue Feather’s movements were sure and fast, yet he disturbed not so much as a leaf on the trees he passed. It must be a very large moose, he thought, listening to the thrashing sounds; he must have come to the valley following some fresh scent or perhaps, like Blue Feather, he desired to look around, being tired of the hills and curious as to what lay below.
As Blue Feather crept stealthily nearer, the thrashing sounds abruptly ceased. Had the moose caught his scent, after all? But the animal was downwind. He listened for some smaller noises, the sound of earth being trampled, the whisper of boughs whipping back into shape. But there was nothing. Puzzled, Blue Feather unstrung his arrow and returning it to the quiver on his shoulder he nimbly climbed the nearest tree. Not until he was high in its branches did he pause to look, and what he saw astonished him.
There was a small clearing nearby, and lying on a bed of hemlock branches were two men, one fully grown, the other young, with the soft face of a girl. It was the sound of the hemlock branches he had heard. But what made Blue Feather’s heart beat fast was the sight of their faces. These men were white men.
Blue Feather had seen only a few Long Knives before, a Dutch trader who occasionally crossed the mountains to trade knives and beads for skin, and once in a while a trapper who wandered into the valley. Many of his people had known the white man well, among them his father, when they had lived beyond the hills in The Place of Many Council Fires on the Mahicanittuck. But that was before his tribe had been squeezed out of the valley by the fierce Iroquois and the white men. Of the two, the Iroquois were the worse, his father told him. The white man carried presents and wanted only land. The Iroquois wanted blood.
Blue Feather gazed at these palefaces in amazement for he had never before seen one beardless. The hair of the taller man was almost white, the color of moonlight when the moon is full. The hair of the younger was a dark yellow like the color of certain stones he had found in the shallows of the lake. He had thought without beards their skin would be white as snow; in this he was disappointed but their hair more than made up for the disappointment and excited him strangely. It was a pity, he was thinking, that his people had so few warriors else they might risk the white people’s wrath to the east and take these scalps. Such hair would be the envy of everyone.
Then he began to wonder what these palefaces were doing here in the valley of the Housatunnick. Did it perhaps mean there would be others following? Wherever white men came there was trouble, his people said, and remembering their words a sense of outrage filled Blue Feather’s heart, for there had never been white men before from the south. They were too frightened and clung to their settlements planting their fields and working in them like women.
He half turned to double back and tell his people of this strange invasion. To go home without moose would bring doubt to the faces of the councilors who trusted him to keep the village in meat, but to go home with news of white men would bring honor to his lodge.
Then he caught sight of the musket lying beside the man with the white scalp and Blue Feather caught his breath. He knew very well what it was. Many of his tribe had muskets. It was true they had no powder for them and they had grown rusty with age but they were handsome things and could be used as a club when needed. But this man with the white scalp had a powder horn beside the musket, which meant that he could make fire with it. Seeing the musket Blue Feather knew that he must have it.
Lightly he shinnied down from the tree and crept over the moss and pine needles toward the clearing. Seeing him a blue jay flew abruptly from an old oak, beating his wings against the leaves. Blue Feather paused, but there was no other sound from the forest. At the edge of the clearing he knelt and peered through the screen of leaves.
The young one was still asleep but as he watched the man with the white scalp arose and walked with his musket into the brush behind his companion. Blue Feather squatted on his haunches to wait for his return. He would not be gone long. He would come back to his friend and when he had fallen asleep again Blue Feather would creep to him and steal the musket.
Blue Feather smiled faintly, thinking of how Dawn-of-the-sky would look at him with great admiration, and of how Redfoot would glower with envy.
The man with the white scalp was a long time coming back. Blue Feather settled himself to wait, thinking how the palefaces must have come here, tiring themselves so deeply on the way they must make themselves beds of hemlock in the middle of the day. Blue Feather’s lip curled. An Indian did not need hemlock boughs under him to sleep; these palefaces were soft and womanly. Taking the musket from them would be as easy as plucking a berry from a high bush.
Still it was odd, thought Blue Feather, how long the man with the white scalp was gone. What was he doing? And now that he thought of it the man was very silent for one who had made so much noise a few minutes ago. He had cut hemlock without caution at all, yet now the forest had swallowed him up without a sound. A queer coolness moved across Blue Feather’s scalp, like the first chill breeze at sunset after a stifling day. He shifted uneasily, telling himself he was a fool to doubt himself. And so he sat, too stubborn to turn around, until a hand stole around his throat and suddenly Blue Feather was gasping for life.
“A-a-a-a-ah,” he snarled, trying to bite the fingers that pressed his throat. His powerful muscles strained to throw off the hand but the fingers made a ring of iron.
Then abruptly the pressure slackened and Blue Feather whirled with a snarl to face the white man and the long barrel of the musket. Blue Feather hesitated; he was very brave but he had heard that when the musket made fire it cut a hole in a man that let evil spirits inside. As Blue Feather stood frustrated by rage and doubt the white man said calmly, “I will not kill you.” Lowering the musket a few inches he made sign talk with his fingers so that Blue Feather would understand.
Blue Feather looked at him uneasily, and the man with the white scalp said, ”To what tribe do you belong?”
Blue Feather cleared his throat. “Muhhekaneok.” He watched the man with the white scalp closely for this was no woman of a paleface but a man who walked like an Indian and fought like one, and now he was speaking to Blue Feather as Indian to Indian. It was a thing of great wonder.
”Where is your tribe?” the man with the white scalp asked.
Blue Feather made a gesture, showing that his people camped not many miles away to the north. “At Wnahtakook.”
The man nodded. “You come alone?”
“I come alone,” Blue Feather said. “I hunt moose.”
“There are no moose here.”
Blue Feather only shrugged. He was far more interested in the man.
“Becky,” called the man with the white scalp. “Becky, wake up.”
The other white man stirred and presently Blue Feather heard footsteps and the sharp hiss of breath as the boy saw the Indian. Now if this one had come alone, Blue Feather thought, the rifle would have been his by now. “The young one is like a squaw,” he told the paleface. “You would do better to travel alone.”
A brief smile passed over the face of the man with the white scalp. “Perhaps,” he said. “Will you take us to your people?”
Blue Feather’s eyes widened. “Take you to them?”
“Aye, we come in peace.”
Blue Feather studied the man thoughtfully. “Your hands are not like those of a man who comes in peace. Your hands are like the claws of a catamount.”
“I thought you were an enemy instead of a friend. Now I know that you are a friend and my claws are sheathed.” Blue Feather smiled faintly. This man pleased him very much. “You have ears like an Indian. I would have stolen your gun.”
“One would need the ears of an Indian to hear you.” Becky said breathlessly, “What are you saying to him, Eseck? Is he friendly?”
“I think so,” Eseck told her without taking his eyes from Blue Feather. “He is a Mahican. His camp is near here. I have asked him to take us there.”
Becky gasped. “Take us there? To the camp? Eseck, have you gone mad?”
“Becky,” he said, “to live in the valley without the Indians knowing we are here we would have to be animals of the forest. The time has come to show them we are friends.”
Becky had turned pale at his words. “Oh, Eseck,” she whispered, “I’m frightened. Must we?”
He looked at her and she winced, knowing that he was measuring her, judging her strength and her pliability as he would judge the dependability of a young sapling out of which he would fashion his bow. “If you are afraid,” he said harshly, “you will show them you are afraid. And if you show them you are afraid they may kill us.”
Miserably Becky nodded. “Very well,” she sighed, “I shall try to be brave. But if they kill us I hope they will first give us something hearty to eat, for my stomach groans at the thought of more nookick.”
 



Chapter Six
 
 
 
AS THEY WALKED IN SINGLE FILE DOWN THE HILL ESECK’S glance ran swiftly over the Indian encampment. It was not large, perhaps no more than twenty dome-roofed wigwams spread out across the meadow along the river. It made a peaceful picture: the meadow was flat and green, with willows framing it along the river, and the wigwams had been pitched here and there with no attempt to form streets. His eye roamed the kitchen gardens and the fields and he saw food growing in abundance. At the head of the village stood a much larger rectangular building, built like the others of bark and hides, which he identified as the tribe’s council house. This village, then, was the chief’s castle.
“Is it—all right?” Becky asked him anxiously, and he realized that she could not see it through his eyes; to her it was only a meaningless and terrifying pattern laid out before them.
“It is all right,” he said. He did not tell her that even if they were enemies they would be treated with courtesy inside the village. He did not tell her lest she want to know what happened to enemies when they left the encampment. It would be up to him to convince these people that he and Becky were not enemies.
They had been seen now, and smelt as well, for the inevitable cur dogs set up a frantic howling and yapping. Almost as soon as they reached the plateau a stream of dogs, women and children issued from nowhere to surround them. Eseck lifted his chin and continued his long stride to show Becky that he was not afraid. Stealing a quick glance he noted that she was pale but calm; as he watched he saw her nostrils dilate at the strong smell of the Indians and he hoped fervently the odor would not bring back any memories.
Blue Feather bid them pause when they reached the council house. Opening the deerhide flap he signaled them to wait and disappeared inside. From the smoke that drifted lazily through the hole in the roof Eseck guessed the chiefs had gathered to spend the day in council.
The waiting was the hardest. The women pressed close in curiosity, fingering their clothes and giggling over Eseck’s hair. At length Blue Feather reappeared and beckoned to them, and he and Becky were ushered into the lodge.
It seemed dark inside after the brightness of the day. The air was thick with smoke and he heard Becky’s sharp intake of breath at the smell. To his own nostrils it seemed very familiar, for once he, too, had rubbed his hair with bear fat every day and smoked his body in the sweat lodge after bathing in the creek. As he looked around his eyes picked out the chiefs squatting near the fire. He wondered which might be the medicine chief and which the peace chief but his glance kept returning to the smallest of the men, a very old warrior whose hand rested on what to Becky might have resembled a shepherd’s crook adorned with feathers but which Eseck knew to be a coupstick. A very brave man, he judged, narrowing his eyes to count the eleven feathers on the stick—eleven Iroquois—or might some of his victims be white men? He did not look for scalps; white men valued scalps but Indians found them of little use.
Taking care not to walk between the fire and the chiefs, lest he be thought without manners, Eseck moved slowly to the spot Blue Feather indicated. “Sit,” he said to Becky, and they both sat down on the tamped earth with their legs crossed under them.
Nothing was said. A new pipe had been started by one of the sagamores and Eseck watched it move full circle toward him and Becky. When it reached him he accepted it from his neighbor and puffed on it placidly. Not tobacco, he noted; they were not important enough for tobacco, which was the gift of the Great Spirit. This was only dried leaves and bark and he hoped Becky would not gag at the taste.
“Smoke,” he told his sister, and she took several quick puffs, her hand steady.
“Good,” he murmured under his breath.
Now at last the sign talk began. Yes, they had come a long way, they had been walking for three suns. They came in peace, with small gifts. He directed his talk to the old chief and it was this man who answered him. Eseck could see the chiefs were not unimpressed and this head chief talked to him as a friend. Because I speak their language, Eseck thought, and they can see that I talk without greed in my eyes. But now I must be careful, he told himself, and narrowing his eyes told the men why they were here. Powerful white man’s magic had sent them here, he said, to live alone and in peace in the valley of the Housatunnick.
The Indians began to murmur among themselves at this. He wished he could understand all of their words, but their language was only a cousin of the dialect he knew so well and there were many gaps in his understanding. He gathered there were other families living down river at a place called Skatehook and that these people would have to be brought into council as well. A powwow would mean a wait of several days, he realized, and he did not like it. For himself he did not mind but how Becky would endure it he could not imagine.
He watched and waited as the men talked among themselves. Their faces were bright with red ochre, with designs of birds and leaves covering their cheeks and foreheads. To Becky, he supposed, they were hideous but he could read the faces under the paint and knew them to be not unfriendly. Nor could he blame them for not wanting white men in their valley. Wherever white men came there was trouble.
Eseck sighed, because he was a white man. No matter how many years he had been the adopted son of a Wabenaki chief he was still a white man. He could think, sitting here, of how Indians had killed his mother and father and burned the village he’d lived in, but to this he could add other memories, of an Indian village in the north where his brothers, the white men, had left not a single woman or baby unscalped, and the sight of an Indian horribly mutilated and tossed away to die. He could remember, too, how his Indian family had accompanied him on the long walk home from Canada, hunting deer for him and repairing his muk-sens until they reached the first white settlement. He was their son and they would have died for him if the need arose. But it was bad to think of Indians as human when his fellow white men said they had no souls and were demons of the devil. It was bad and it was dangerous.
He was conscious of Becky’s questioning glance upon him. He said, “They do not want white men here in the valley. They are going to send messages to the rest of the tribe down river and have a powwow about us. We may have to stay here several days.”
“I don’t want to stay here several days,” Becky told him. Her lip quivered and he wondered if she were going to break.
“It will be all right,” he assured her quickly, and hoped he spoke the truth.
 
The powwow began near sunset. Twenty or thirty more families had arrived by midafternoon and soon the village was seething with activity. A fire was built in front of the council house and a feast prepared in its ashes: baked dried pumpkins, corn bread, venison, wild turkey and blackberries. Before they began to eat the old chief with the coup-stick stood up and delivered a long speech.
“Who is he?” whispered Becky.
“His name is Black Eagle,” Eseck said. “He is very old but because of his skill and bravery in war he is considered their head chief. He is a man of peace now or they would not listen to him. Actually each tribe has a number of chiefs and they decide together what’s to be done about us.”
“Like—like Thursday Lecture at home?” Becky whispered.
Eseck smiled. “A little.”
When Black Eagle had finished Eseck stood up. In sign language he thanked his hosts for receiving them so courteously. He assured them that they came in peace and that no other white men would follow. He told them that he and his paleface companion wanted only to be friends. When he had finished he brought out his gifts: a few ounces of tobacco, a piece of vermilion and a cloth of red calico. These were modest gifts, he told them, but he and his companion were poor in wampum. Their hearts, however, were rich in friendliness.
Although she could not understand it, Becky saw that his speech was well received. The men nodded and the women watched with brightening eyes. Realizing that for today she was a boy Becky hoped no one would take amiss her interest in the women of the tribe. They at least were painted only with red ochre and not so terrifying to her as the men. Some of them were even beautiful—although very heathen looking, she added piously, and only half dressed. One girl in particular had caught her eye from the first, partly because she was so lovely and partly because she laughed so often and Becky had never thought of Indians as laughing. After she had watched her a while she realized she was not alone in her interest: Blue Feather, too, kept turning to her.
“Her name is Dawn,” Eseck told her, seeing whom she watched. “Or so Blue Feather tells me. Roughly translated her name would mean Dawn-of-the-sky.”
“I think he loves her,” Becky whispered.
“I think you are quite right,” Eseck assured her, nodding gravely.
Becky had never thought of Indians as falling in love. She had pictured them as painted devils slipping through the forest with tomahawks and notched arrows and scalps hanging from their belts. Yet here she saw no scalps and turning to Eseck told him so.
For a moment Eseck looked startled and then he smiled faintly. With the turkey leg he was eating he pointed at Black Eagle. “You like his deerskin robe?”
“Very much,” Becky admitted. “I’ve never seen such beautiful beadwork and fringe.”
Eseck grinned. “Take a closer look at the fringe and you will see your scalp.”
Becky drew back in horror. “I don’t believe it,” she gasped.
“It’s the scalp of an Iroquois, I imagine. These people are poor in warriors and wampum and haven’t fought in years.”
Becky put down her handful of corn bread and folded her hands in her lap. But instead of feeling virtuous she only felt hungry and after a few minutes she sighed and picked up the corn bread again. No matter what she ought to think, in truth she was fiendishly hungry and not even the sight of her first scalp could remove the edge of her appetite. She was here among the heathen and there was nothing to be done about it; here she was and here she had to be. She would eat.
When the feast was finished Eseck made haste to explain to their hosts why he and Becky had eaten only a turkey between them, three slices of corn bread, half a pumpkin and three cups of blackberries. This was only polite and his apologies were accepted with pleasure. The fire was rekindled, drums and rattles brought to the circle and songs and chants were begun. Not war chants, Eseck told Becky, but merely songs about brave deeds of the tribe. In the meantime, in the council house, the medicine chief was asking the Great Spirit what should be done about their two whitefaced guests.
Blue Feather slipped next to Eseck and smiled at him shyly. “The chiefs are in council,” he said, making sign talk.
Eseck nodded gravely.
Blue Feather hesitated. Glancing quickly around him he said, “We hear much talk from the north. We hear white man and Indian fight big war again.”
Eseck turned to Blue Feather in surprise. “I hear no such talk. Indians have made peace treaty with the Long Knives.”
Blue Feather shrugged. “Treaties made only of paper.” He made a quick gesture as if he were tearing paper in two and sat back on his haunches waiting.
Eseck tried to hide his consternation. By the great horn spoon, he thought, if this were true it would be more than a man could stomach. The French declared war on the English, the English declared war on the French, and the colonists must fight their battles for them thousands of miles and an ocean away. “You mean the French Indians will not I keep the peace?” he said. “The paleface in Canada want them to fight again?”
Blue Feather nodded. “That is what news the wind brings us. Very bad when paleface fight paleface and Indian fight Indian. Many scalps taken.”
“Very bad,” Eseck agreed. “You fight, too?”
Blue Feather shook his head. “We not fight. No horses, few braves, but war bad. French Indian come near here. Trail from Canada not far from valley.”
“How far?”
Blue Feather shrugged. “Maybe day’s walk.”
He stood up and walked away, leaving Eseck exceedingly troubled. If Blue Feather’s news were true, then soon the entire Connecticut River Valley would be in flames again—and they were not far from the river valley. And if what Blue Feather said was true then the Indians’ trail into the Connecticut Valley lay only forty miles or so away. “What is it?” whispered Becky.
“Only a rumor.”
“What rumor?”
“Of war,” he said, “but I cannot believe it.”
“War!” gasped Becky. “But the last war ended only four years ago. We have a treaty now with the French Indians—the very one that allowed you to come home!” !
“Aye,” said Eseck, “but treaties are only a matter of convenience.”
“Will—will these Indians fight?”
Eseck shook his head.
“Then I refuse to think any more about it.”
Eseck considered telling her that if chance brought the French Indians into this valley there would be no running to a garrison house for them and nowhere to turn for help. They would be alone, as all fugitives were alone, and alone they would have to meet danger. It was unlikely that Becky could survive—unless he taught her so well the ways of an Indian that she too could become a tree, a bush, a log.
“T’is only a rumor,” he told her, wondering how long his small supply of powder would last if they were allowed to remain here. He would have to make a bow, he thought, and hunt Indian fashion for their food so that he would have powder and ball saved for any real need.
At that moment the deerhide flap of the lodge opened and the chiefs filed out, their eyes on Becky and Eseck. Eseck could feel Becky’s tension. “They’ve decided,” he said, and some of her apprehension leapt across the narrow space between them and caused his muscles to tighten. He heard Black Eagle speak—just one sentence—and everyone laughed. Then jumping to their feet the women ran toward them shouting with laughter.
Eseck turned to his sister but Becky, seeing a horde of Indians streaming toward her, thought, He has given them permission to torture us—or scalp us—we're done for—and with a little whimper fell over in a faint.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
BECKY OPENED HER EYES TO A SILENCE PUNCTUATED ONLY by the sound of a crackling fire and the sighing of trees in the wind. She lay a moment wondering where she was and how she came to be lying on the earth with only a fur robe beneath her. The fire showed her a black sky with three stars overhead and the trunk of a birch tree that gleamed white as damask against the sky. Then remembering where she was Becky moaned and at once a finger was laid across her lips. “Becky.”
A painted face appeared between herself and the sky and Becky stared at it wonderingly, too spent to cry out. It resembled Eseck’s face and spoke in Eseck’s voice but the hair had been plucked into a scalplock and the cheeks painted with birds. She wondered if she were dreaming. “What—what have they done to you?” she whispered.
“We’ve become Indians,” he said, and taking Becky’s hand he forced it to her own face which felt sticky and wet. “What—what is it?” she faltered. “Blood?”
He smiled. “Only paint. Poor little Becky, you’re exhausted. I let you sleep, thinking it better than your fears.” “But where are we?”
“At the campfire. I persuaded them to let us sleep here. It’s almost daybreak and then we can go.”
“Go?” At this Becky sat up, feeling strength flow back into her body. “They’re letting us go?”
“Of course.” Eseck seemed amused at her surprise. “Black Eagle said they would allow no white people in the valley. And so they have made us Indians. The tribe has adopted us.”
“Adopted us!”
“Rather loosely, but yes. I am called Indian-with-the-white-scalp and your name—”
Becky waited. “Yes?”
“Your name is Little Doe.”
“Little Doe.” Becky turned it over in her mind and presently became startled as well as pleased. “But Little Doe is surely a girl’s name?”
Eseck was smiling. “They are much too polite to mention it, but they have guessed from the first that you are not a brave. They find it very funny that you come in man’s clothing, but then, the white man’s ways are strange and amusing to them anyway.”
Becky giggled. “I should have looked a fool with my hair like yours. Did it hurt a great deal?”
He shrugged. “T’will grow back soon enough.”
“And they are truly letting us go?”
“They are letting us go and we may live here in the valley. They have never had any intention of harming us.”
“I wish they had told us so,” Becky said with spirit, and sitting up brushed the grass from her breeches. In the east the sky was whitening with dawn and as she watched, she saw a young woman walk from one of the wigwams down toward the river that was hidden by mist. A cur dog rose to its feet, sniffed and then lay down again yawning. From one of the wigwams came a thin blue column of smoke as the first fire of the day was blown into life.
Eseck had lived in a village like this for five years, she thought. Five years was a very long time—why did he never speak of it?
“I am beholden to you, Eseck,” she said suddenly. “I thought never to see this dawn. It’s you who brought us here safely and it is because of you they have befriended us. I saw the chief’s face when you spoke to them.”
Eseck shrugged. “I doubt if they would have killed us. The war hatchet has been buried for many winters in this village.”
Becky hesitated. “What did they call you up north, when you lived with the French Indians?”
“They also called me Indian-with-the-white-scalp,” he said quietly.
“And did you shave your head like that?”
“Yes.”
“And did they—adopt you?”
“Yes.”
“And were you often homesick, Eseck?”
“Sometimes.” His eyes were expressionless as he spoke. He might have been speaking to an utter stranger and Becky saw that not even now would he tell her of what had happened during those years.
She would not ask again. Turning away she began smoothing her hair which had been rubbed with grease, making it heavy but silky to the touch. “I will not faint another time,” she told him, changing the subject. “You may depend on that.”
He nodded and standing up, stretched himself. The breeze had begun to tear away the mist down by the river and Becky saw a handful of squaws silhouetted against shining water and the moving fog. Smoke from a dozen wigwams drifted lazily to the sky. It would be a fine clear day.
Seeing the direction of Becky’s gaze Eseck said, “It will be quite all right for you to wash down there.”
She nodded and walked timidly past the fire and toward the river. Looking neither to the left nor to the right she moved beside the Indian women and knelt at the edge of the bank. The water felt cool on her face and hands and revived her.
When she stood up one of the girls had walked to her side. It was Dawn-of-the-sky. She smiled and held out her hand, and Becky saw that rolled up in her fist was a piece of deerhide. Dawn signaled to her to take it.
“Why—thank you,” Becky stammered.
The girl burst into talk that Becky could not understand, finally pointing to Becky’s tom breeches and to her own slim skirt. Was it to make new breeches, Becky wondered? Then the girl’s meaning finally became clear as she unfurled the rectangle of buckskin and pressed it around Becky. Becky suddenly laughed. Dawn-of-the-sky was not so reluctant as the others of the tribe: she wanted her to have a skirt.
Strolling up behind her Eseck said, “She does not understand that we are brother and sister. She wants you to have the skirt as a wedding gift.” He turned to Dawn-of-the-sky and made sign talk, telling her they had not run away from the tribe to marry but were brother and sister. The girl listened meekly but when Eseck had finished she lifted shining eyes to Becky and spoke.
“She wishes you to keep the skirt anyway.”
“Tell her thank you,” Becky said, and while Eseck related this the two girls smiled at each other shyly.
Back at the campfire they rolled their few possessions into bundles again and in Black Eagle’s tent they ate a hearty breakfast of venison.
“We have gifts for you,” Black Eagle told Eseck as they left the wigwam, and they found almost the whole village lined up outside to watch them go. From his squaw Black Eagle took a stone hatchet decorated with feathers and scarlet wrappings but this time Becky did not so much as blink at the sight of an Indian tomahawk. She was learning.
“K-tum-he-can-oo-wuh—your hatchet,” he said. To this he added two bags of shammonon, or Indian com, to be slung across Eseck’s shoulder, and a rusty iron file.
“Waun-theet-Mon-nit-toow guard you,” he told them, and with bows and smiles Becky and Eseck took their leave and walked across the meadow toward the great forest that rose at its edge, leaving Wnahtakook behind.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
 
THEY FOUND THE LAKE AT DUSK AFTER FOLLOWING ITS outlet up the valley. It was a peaceful lake, shimmering in the half light of the sunset. After the hot green tangle of the forest it rested their eyes to stare across the water, to feel space around them and a breeze on their cheeks again.
Eseck said, drawing air deeply into his lungs, “This is where we’ll stay.”
The sun, setting behind the range of mountains in the west had left clouds of fiery pink and orange in the water, such colors as Becky had never seen before in her life. The light faded while they watched and the lake slowly changed into a sheet of fiat, newly polished silver. Birches and poplars hugged the shores and in the middle of the lake a small island covered with pines jutted from the water.
“We’ll camp here tonight,” Eseck said, lowering his knapsack.
“Is it safe at last for a fire?”
Eseck’s eyes roamed the tops of the trees encircling the lake and he hesitated, then nodded. “But only a small one. Here, let me show you,” he said, and propping his musket against a tree he began scooping a hole in the earth, finishing it off with the sharp edge of the tomahawk. When he had made a fair-sized hole he brought dried pine needles and twigs to it and after many false tries with flint and tinder a fire was lit. The light breeze from the west sent the smoke into their eyes but kept it close to the ground.
With a nod at the fire Eseck shouldered his musket again. “I’ll look around,” he said, and disappeared along the shore.
By rights Becky should have felt lonesome as soon as he was gone but in truth she couldn’t. The lake did not frighten her as the forest did, giving her a lonely shut-in feeling. As she shaped corn meal into loaves her eyes could lift up to skim the flatness of the water and take delight in its coolness and the sheen of its darkening silver. She had already promised herself a bath to rid herself of the Indian red that still clung to her face, and when the corn bread was baking to one side of the fire she walked down to the water’s edge and in the shadow of a leaning birch removed her clothes and went into the lake.
She was soaking herself in the water when she heard the gunshot across the lake. It was a sound to make the heart stand still, even knowing as she did that it was Eseck’s musket finding food for them. In the quiet valley the sound of the shot was crisp and clean-cut as the lash of a whip, until the mountains picked up the sound and sent it crashing and reverberating down the valley. Up and down the hills the echo thundered until at last it died away, leaving a bottomless silence. In the water Becky shivered and made haste to gather up her clothes and put them on.
When Eseck returned he was carrying a buck across his shoulders, but not even the sight of a week’s food brightened Becky’s eye. “It made a fearsome noise,” she told Eseck accusingly.
Eseck nodded. She watched him deftly skin the deer and quarter it. He tossed her two steaks and with thin lips Becky spitted them and laid them across the fire to cook.
“I’ll make a bow in the morning,” he said suddenly, over his shoulder. “We’ll lay up a store of arrows and save the powder.”
She nodded, and between them for a moment they shared the same thought: that so long as they made no more noise than the beasts of the wood they were accepted and safe. Safe from what, Becky did not put into words, but some of Eseck’s uneasiness had shifted to her, kindling a fear not easily smothered.
 
* * *
 
In the morning Becky’s housewifery asserted itself. She might later envy Eseck his woods-roaming, but when he left at dawn to scout a permanent campsite she looked about her at their belongings and shook her head as she had often seen Mrs. Leggett shake hers. She carried the copper pot to the shore and scoured it with sand and water. She clumsily pegged the skin of the deer in the shallows of the lake to soak before tanning. She washed out her clothes and put them on wet to dry against her skin. Renewing the fire she filled the kettle with water and placed it over the fire to boil. When it began to bubble she dropped chunks of venison into it. Then she went into the lake and washed the last of the bear fat from her hair, tying it high in the back like a beaver’s tail as she had seen Dawn-of-the-sky do.
When she had done all this the sun was high in the sky and there was nothing left to do but stare at the ruins of the deer Eseck had shot yesterday. She would have buried the rest of it without a thought but Eseck said that nothing must be wasted. From the antlers he would make points for his arrows and handles for his tools; from the sinews would come his bowstring and thread for their new buckskins. The paunch would fashion marvelous containers for them, and bones made good handles for anything you could name. As for the tail, its hair would become fine ormanentation for their clothes if Becky showed a hand for embroidery.
Becky sniffed. Indian work, most of it. Yet she could admit they had nothing, and without Eseck’s knowledge they would live very poorly, indeed.
This time she heard Eseck coming, and was relieved that he was trying no Indian tricks, sneaking up to frighten her. She saw from his face that he was content and so she smiled at him, a wide gay smile that came from her new freedom and the feeling that they had reached their destination.
“And did you find a place?” she asked.
He nodded. “Over there,” he said, pointing to the north shore and squinting in the sun. “Do you see the clearing? Some time ago a fire burnt itself down to the water’s edge and now the grass is growing back, but thinly, not waist-high yet. T’would make a fine camp at the base of the hill near the shore. From the top of the hill one can see northward; from the bottom one can see south, west and east. And there is water.”
At his word, waist-high, Becky’s glance veered from the north shore to Eseck’s face. Waist-high. The word had slipped out to betray his fears or else, Indian-fashion, he must always seek a place for hiding where no one could approach without being seen. It made her think of painted savages sliding through the woods to spy upon them and she shivered. “Very well,” she agreed shortly, and knelt to tie up the huckaback tablecloth again.
A few minutes later, with the fire stamped out and buried, Becky was carrying the kettle of hotchpot along the slender beach while Eseck shouldered knapsack, bundle and musket. An inlet broke the shoreline halfway to the campsite. Here they had to step through marshland, pushing aside cattails and swamp grass, then wade through icy water that reached almost to their waists. But once they regained solid land the shore was rocky underfoot and they walked easily along the north beach to the great hill Eseck had pointed out.
“Here,” Eseck said, lowering his burden.
The lake looked broader from this shore, and the island father away. But already Becky was thinking of the cabin Eseck would build, with perhaps the luxury of a puncheon floor if there were time for it. Two windows and a door she would insist upon, she thought, for here at least she would be a queen.
“This will make a fine cave,” Eseck was saying, pointing to a deep hole gouged into the side of the hill by a tree uprooted by lightning and burned by the fire. “With only a bit of digging we’ll be snug as squirrels.”
“Cave!” echoed Becky.
“Aye,” said Eseck, giving her a long look. “T’will be better than sleeping in the rain.”
“I thought—surely a cabin—”
Eseck shook his head. “There’ll be enough to do without building a cabin, with the frost only three moons away. A cabin will come last of all.”
Staring at the hollow Becky bit her lips. He meant a smoaky home, a house with three earthen walls and a chimney of green wood or stones. Very well, she thought, she would not show her disappointment; it was enough for now that they were here. Putting down the copper pot she knelt to the ground and began digging. “This fire I will build,” she said, “and it had better be built quickly else we’ll have no hotchpot for dinner this night. Would there be any roots about, Eseck, to throw in the kettle?”
“Aye, there’ll be roots,” Eseck said, and this time he left the musket with her, taking only the tomahawk.
 
For three nights they slept on pine boughs under the stars while they combed the forest for little treasures of wood: indeed, the woods proved not unlike a storehouse of wealth so full of variety was it. They found hemlock for Eseck’s bows and arrows, poplar wood for trenchers and noggins and birch bark for platters, and one splendid pine tree which Eseck’s eye admired and which he said would make a marvelous dugout until such time as he might fashion a birch-bark canoe for them. These treasures they brought home, along with the first of the wild blackberries, and sitting on the beach beside the fire they went to work with knife and stone. The bow that Eseck made was like nothing Becky had ever seen before: it was a double bow, like those of the Wabenakis he had lived with, and far stronger than a single bow, he said. Becky would see this when she herself learned to shoot with it.
With a sharpening stone Becky was learning to shape and cut arrow points from the deer’s antlers. Sitting on the shore with the strong south wind in her face, she thought how different life looked to be here from life at the Leggett house down country: there were no spinning wheels here, no wool to be carded or thread to be spun, no pewter to clean with rushes until it shown like silver. She watched with a proud eye the growing store of arrows near the fire, seeing a deer for each point she had made. When the big double bow at last stood propped against a tree Eseck cut string from the rawhide he had stretched on a drying frame and from birch bark made a quiver for the arrows which he tied across his shoulder.
And now for Becky he hollowed out the slabs of poplar wood and made two shining white trenchers so they need no longer eat from the kettle but could pour their stews into vessels like proper people. Later he promised to carve a bottle for her of wood, but in the meantime he set a slab of wood over the fire to hollow it out for a carrying pail.
With these finished they began digging into the hill to make the cave. With hands and hatchets they dug deep into the bank of the hill, almost as deep as Eseck was tall, and high enough for both to stand in. Then they fetched hunks of earth and saplings and built out the walls in front of the cave, so that only half of the house would be inside of the hill. When the sod walls were high enough to stand beside they roofed them over with layers of tree branches and rough shingles of birch bark and green rushes, leaving room for a chimney which they made of smooth round stones found along the beach and mortared with wet clay. When they were through they had a snug house, half inside the hill and half outside.
And now it did not matter to Becky that their home was not of cut logs. On the day she moved her huckaback sack into it she found it exceedingly snug. There was a log stump for sitting on and two mounds of hemlock boughs for beds. When the earthen floor was thoroughly tamped down and dry Becky would gather fallen pine needles and scatter the floor with their fragrance. In the little fireplace she placed the copper kettle on its tripod of sticks and on the log table in front of the fire she arranged the trenchers, the leather noggin for drinking and their three spoons. The water pail she would leave by the door.
With these things done Becky lit a fire under the pot and watched the cave slowly fill up with a warm flickering light that scurried over the earthen ceiling and back to the small tunnel Eseck had dug in the rear for their stores. But there was one thing Becky had almost forgotten. When Eseck had gone to test his bow in the woods she chose a flat piece of birch bark from their pile and with Eseck’s jackknife marked off the days they had been in the woods. Twenty-two days it had been since they left down country, and fourteen days since they had arrived at the lake and seen the sun going down behind the hills. That made it the third of July, and laboriously Becky scratched this date: July 3, 1703.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
 
WAKING FROM HER SLEEP BECKY OPENED HER EYES AND looked around her. Light filtered in around the rawhide flap they had pinned to the door of the cave and with it came a drowsy warmth that was already dispelling the dampness of the night and promising a rare hot day. She knew dawn had broken from the sound of the birds chattering in the forest, and springing to her feet, Becky pulled away the flap from the door.
There she stood entranced, for on every blade of grass, on every bush and tree there were cobwebs shining at her like white lace: huge, tattered webs; neat, small, gossamer ones. Becky had never seen such a sight before. Wherever she looked, for as far as her eye could see, the cobwebs gleamed like silver thread. “Eseck!” she cried, “come and see!” And like a child she ran from one to the other looking at the exquisite convolutions of their patterns.
Eseck came to the door rubbing his eyes and yawning. “What is it?” he asked.
“See the cobwebs.”
He opened his eyes and nodded. “Means a hot clear day.”
“Is that all?”
He looked at her with amusement. “They are there all the time. T’is a trick of light and dew that you see them now.”
“Oh.” Feeling rather foolish she bent to the pail beside him and walked down to the shore taking care not to break the slender webs that turned the grass almost white. As she dipped the pail in the water a sandpiper walked sedately along the shore and with a glance at her stepped into the water. Out by the island the mist was being drawn from the lake by the warmth of the sun and Becky stood a moment watching it roll away toward the shore. When she returned to the cave Eseck was eating cold corn bread and venison and she guiltily poured water into the kettle and blew up the fire. “Each thing astonishes me,” she explained. “I cannot help it, Eseck, but t’is a wondrous place on a day like this. I’m thinking towns are very ugly.”
“You’re not sorry you came, then?”
“Sorry!” She glanced at him with shining eyes. “I shall work on the beach all day.”
He nodded. “I’ll make another drying frame for you.” The cobwebs had vanished from sight when Becky took their trenchers to the water to be scoured. The mist was gone, too, and the pinkness had left the lake and the sandpiper had disappeared. Becky built a fire on the shore, and bringing out her kettle, prepared to make buckskin out of the rawhide that was stretched on Eseck’s drying frame. She had carefully saved the brains of the deer he had brought home. Laying them in the kettle with water covering them she let them simmer for a few minutes and then mashed out the lumps with her fingers. Taking the mixture to the drying frame she began to mb it thoroughly into the wet hide.
While she worked Eseck was making a second drying frame, suspending it between two poplars on the hill behind the cave. He was whistling cheerfully as he worked and Becky thought how good it was to have him home instead of roaming the hills for game. Hearing his whistling abruptly cease she glanced to see him staring over her head at the opposite shore. “Someone is coming,” he said, his eyes narrowed against the sun.
Becky whirled. Two small black shapes with packs on their backs were trudging along the west shore. For a moment Becky knew the taste of fear in her throat, and she bent to pick up the knife at her feet “They come without stealth,” remarked Eseck, his hand on the musket, “and there are but two of them. We will wait and meet them.”
The two figures grew m size as they rounded the cove and as they emerged from the shadows Becky saw the brown of their bodies and the red paint on their faces. It was Blue Feather and Dawn-of-the-sky. Dropping his musket Eseck went to meet them and Becky slowly followed.
“Welcome,” Eseck said as they met, and over his shoulder Becky smiled at Dawn-of-the-sky whose eyes were fixed demurely on the ground.
Eseck turned to Becky with a smile. “Blue Feather says we have chosen a good camp. Much a-mis-que—beaver— here. The lake is called Shoonkeekmoonkeek by his tribe.”
“Shoonkeekmoonkeek,” Becky repeated. “That is a lovely name.”
“He says that he and Dawn-of-the-sky have broken an ear of corn together and live in the same lodge now. They’re married.”
At this Dawn-of-the-sky lifted her eyes and smiled proudly at Becky. “Tell them I wish them much happiness,” Becky said gravely. “Will they stay for food?” Eseck’s smile deepened. “They will probably stay for many meals. Black Eagle has sent word that in the autumn, before the frosts, he will trade corn with us for our skins. Blue Feather has come to go hunting with me. He is much interested in the musket.”
“You’ll go with him?” Becky said in consternation. “But if you go—and leave me with Dawn-of-the-sky— what shall I say to her? She speaks no English.”
Eseck shook his head. “You’ll have no trouble. You’ll be friends.”
Becky glanced doubtfully at Dawn-of-the-sky who was watching her with a bright smile. Lifting her hands Dawn-of-the-sky made sign talk and Eseck nodded. “She will help you,” he said, and as he said this Dawn-of-the-sky moved
past them and frankly inspecting the hide Becky was paring she stood on tiptoe and began to work on it.
“You see?” said Eseck. “You will have your buckskins in no time at all.”
Dawn-of-the-sky turned to Eseck and asked him a question. “She wants to know what color you are going to make the skins.”
Becky glanced thoughtfully at Dawn-of-the-sky’s slit skirt. “I would like it to be pale yellow, like hers.”
Eseck nodded. “She’ll help you. Her skins were smoked over the ashes of very young cedar chips. She’ll find them for you.” Picking up his musket he glanced warmly at Blue Feather. “Blue Feather and I will go out and look for meat now.”    1
Becky glanced at him with exasperation, for there was meat enough in the cave. But for two weeks Eseck had carved and whittled and sharpened and lugged for her and by the look on his face she knew he longed to be in the forest again. “Very well,” she said gravely, like any good squaw, and watched him and Blue Feather walk slowly down the beach, their heads bent over Eseck’s musket like women admiring a new trinket.
When they were gone Becky joined Dawn-of-the-sky an they worked side-by-side for several hours, giving each other curious, sidelong glances and occasionally a shy smile. They soaked the skins in the kettle mixture and then, placing them around the trunk of a tree, they pulled and kneaded and twisted, returning them to the kettle and then pulled and kneaded and twisted some more to work them dry. Then they stretched them again on the drying frame, and with rubbing sticks rubbed and rubbed until they were completely dry. Later they would roll them up and smoke them and then Becky would have her buckskins.
But when they had finished their strenuous work Becky's face was shining with heat. “Isn’t it hot,” she said to Dawn-of-the-sky. “A hot day!”
Dawn-of-the-sky looked at her inquiringly. “Howt?” she repeated, and seeing the expression on Becky’s face laughed and pointed to the lake.
Becky shook her head. “Not water. Hot.”
But Dawn-of-the-sky had already slipped out of her skirt and was running down to the lake. With a graceful dive she plunged under water and came up a moment later with her black hair streaming. “Hi-yee,” she squealed with delight.
Becky broke into a smile. So she had understood after all! Hesitating only a moment she flung off her own tattered clothes and dived in beside her. Dawn-of-the-sky’s eyes brimmed with mischief as she watched Becky flounder around like a dog, her head up, her arms and feet wildly churning the water. Leaning over she splashed Becky and a minute later they had forgotten their shyness and the barrier of language and were shouting with wild laughter.
Presently, when they had tired of diving and splashing, Dawn-of-the-sky brought a log into the water and they floated far out on the lake, resting their chins on the log and idly paddling with their hands. It seemed that after all Eseck was right, and that a smile was as telling as a spoken word, for by every gesture and look Dawn-of-the-sky showed herself. Her eyes brimmed with mischief almost every moment and it was only by dropping her lids over them that she might look demure or matronly with any success. She was a sunny creature and far different from the stiff and proper girls whom Becky had observed down country. The Leggett girls, sitting in the parlor with their handiwork, had spent hours giggling over trifles. Dawn-of-the-sky did not know how to giggle; her laugh when it came was delightful and full-throated, as if she found the world a marvelous place. As indeed it was, thought Becky, looking around at the mountains and the sky.
When they had shaken themselves dry and put on their clothes again Becky sat down on the bank and with some surprise watched Dawn-of-the-sky dress her face. From one bag she removed bear grease which she mixed with red ochre from a smaller bag and rubbed with ritualistic strokes upon her cheeks and forehead. With more bear grease she dressed her hair until it was sleek and shining, then gathered 11 into a beaver tail behind her, tying it with a deerskin thong. With a stick of vermilion she colored the thin part in her hair and then tied an embroidered band around her head.
“You’re lovely—even with all that paint,” Becky said suddenly.
Dawn-of-the-sky paused and looked at her questioningly but Becky only smiled and shook her head. “You’re lovely,” she repeated softly to herself, and a queer little feeling tugged at her heart because Dawn-of-the-sky was lovely and had a man of her own while she had no one. Except her brother, of course.
“A thomback, that’s what I’ll be,” she told herself, knowing full well that she would reach twenty without marrying, and the queer little feeling turned into envy and she had to look away.
 
Blue Feather and Dawn-of-the-sky stayed for six days and six nights. Each day Blue Feather and Eseck went into the mountains hunting and soon there was no time for swimming, for the shore was full of drying frames stretched with rawhide. The men brought home beaver and bear as well and the knives were scarcely idle a minute as Becky and Dawn-of-the-sky skinned and cut and scraped.
“But half belongs to them,” Becky told Eseck one day when he said they would put away the skins for the autumn and trade them with Black Eagle for a winter’s supply of corn.
Eseck shook his head. “Blue Feather leaves soon on a great hunt. When the corn has been gathered and the leaves turn red the hunters of his village shoot meat for the winter. He has come to help us because we are his cousins.”
“Cousins?” Becky echoed.
He nodded, giving her a faint smile. “His friends, if you prefer.”
“Oh,” she said, coloring, and walked past him to the door of the cave. Outside the sky was gray and a thin mist filled the air. For the first time in many days the lake was calm, without so much as a ripple to stir the surface. The mountains were hidden by clouds and the island was hidden by mist but in spite of the paleness of lake, trees and sky it was not drab to Becky. The gray had a pearly quality and there was a great stillness that was soothing to her ear. To shield them from the rain Blue Feather had made a wigwam for him and Dawn-of-the-sky on the beach, and as Becky stood at the entrance to the cave she saw Dawn-of-the-sky sitting at the door of the hut, her head bent over her sewing. Hearing her Dawn-of-the-sky looked up and smiled and pointed to the buckskins in her lap. Becky saw that they were hers, and ran to her and sat down. “Are they almost finished?”
Dawn-of-the-sky understood and answered in Indian.
“Only a few more stitches,” Eseck said, translating for her. “She has pleaded with Blue Feather to stay until she can see you wearing the strange clothes.”
“Not so strange,” insisted Becky.
“No?” laughed Eseck. “A girl in buckskin trousers and shirt?”
“Never mind,” Becky said comfortably, “I should look even stranger dressed like Dawn-of-the-sky, and in a gown even the squirrels would laugh at me for I would trip over every stump and rock.”
Suddenly Dawn-of-the-sky gave a triumphant little cry and held up the lapful of skins. Silently Becky took them from her and held them, feeling their softness against her hand. Then she ran back into the cave and stripping off the tom breeches and shirt she made haste to put on her new clothes. The trousers fitted her legs snugly so that she need never stumble again, and Dawn-of-the-sky had added fringe to the shirt so that it had elegance. It was the very first new garment Becky could remember wearing, so accustomed was she to Adah Ann’s hand-me-downs, and she felt a surge of gratitude to Dawn-of-the-sky for helping her cut and sew them. Now she would know exactly how to shape winter buckskins for Eseck as well.
“You are no longer full of holes,” Eseck said when she walked self-consciously from the cave.
But Becky did not care what Eseck thought. In womanlike fashion she looked only at Dawn-of-the-sky, who examined her critically from head to foot and then nodded.
“She says to tell you,” Eseck translated, “that in your new clothes you have the color and look of a young doe in the summertime, for the skins and your hair are the same. She says that now you are truly Little Doe. What she means,” Eseck added lightly, “is that you look fine.” Full of contentment, Becky nodded and went in to cut up her tattered old clothes for tinder.
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
 
THE TIME HAD COME, ESECK SAID ONE MORNING, WHEN she too must learn the ways of the forest. It was not enough for her to stay close to the hearth and cook the meat he brought in; she, too, must bring in meat.
Becky looked at him in surprise. The idea pleased and yet alarmed her. It was a woman’s job to stay at home and cook for a man and mend his clothes and yet it had been apparent for some time that Eseck far outdistanced her in both of these matters. With Dawn-of-the-sky gone it was Eseck who showed her how to lace his winter buckskins and it was Eseck who had made them each two pairs of moccasins.
“But I have plenty to do,” she said with spirit, lest he think her of no use at all. “There’s almost enough wood ash and fat for soapmaking and with what’s left of the grease I thought to make rushlights for the winter, since I’ve naught to spin wicks for candles. And the blackberries are ripe on the hill—”
Eseck held up his hand. “No,” he said simply, and Becky stopped talking.
She watched him take up his musket and powder horn, handing her his bow and the quiver of arrows. Pouring nookick into his small leather pouch he tied it to his belt, glanced around and nodded to her to follow. This time they walked up the hill into the deep woods and soon they had lost the lake behind them.
And so it began, the endless schooling. “There is an Indian trail here,” he would say, drawing her a map in the earth. “It winds thus, into the valley. If ever one must make haste one can use this trail but only with caution because you and I are white people. Now lead me to the trail.”
And taking her sights from the sun Becky would attempt to lead him to the trail she had never seen and which was no more than a hairline winding through the forest of trees.
Or Eseck would simply walk away from her, bidding her find him, and she would plunge through the woods looking for him until her head reeled and she would call out to him in panic and he would appear from behind a bush not a yard , away from her.
They would find the trail of deer and follow it, spending tedious hours lying on their stomachs in the grass until the buck or the doe showed itself and an arrow clove the air to send the deer leaping away into the brush again. This Becky did not like; it seemed to her that the limpid eyes of the , deer, so reproachful and sorrowing, were directed straight at her and that she would rather go hungry than wound him.
“You must learn then to do what the Indian does,” Eseck told her. “No Indian would think of killing a friend of the forest without explaining to the animal why it is done.” I “Truly?” said Becky, surprised. “Then what would I say if ever I killed a deer?”
Eseck said gravely, “You would ask him not to be angry ; with you, that you do not kill him for sport or because you hate him but because you need his skins and his flesh for clothing and food. You would tell him that the Great Spirit , made both of you but gave you cunning as well. Then you I would break the arrow that killed him and throw it away as a sacrifice.”
Becky nodded thoughtfully. “You—do you do this?” I “Of course not,” Eseck said quickly, turning away. “I I am a white man.”
Once they had meat to cook at their campfire Eseck gave his bow and arrow to Becky and sent her out to seek an- I other, but it was of no avail: try as Becky might her arrow ended in the trunk of a tree and the most she saw of any deer was its white tail disappearing into the woods. “I cannot handle the thing,” she told Eseck, looking with disdain at his double bow. “It springs from my hand.”
“Very well,” Eseck said quietly, “I will make you a smaller bow.” And make one he did, so that Becky had no excuse but her own lack of skill.
Sitting around the campfire at night Eseck told her many Indian stories. One of these was the story of Shoonkeekmoonkeek that Blue Feather had related to him. Once, long ago, two cousins had grown up together on the shores of the lake. The boy’s name was Shoonkeek, the girl’s name Moonkeek. Growing up together they never thought of being parted but as they grew older and it came time for the beautiful Moonkeek to receive suitors it became obvious to their families that the childish love of these cousins for each other had become something more than affection. They were forbidden to see each other, for the law of all Indian tribes forbids cousins to marry. But Moonkeek and Shoonkeek continued to meet secretly and to lay plans to run away and seek another tribe that would allow them to marry.
On the night of their departure Moonkeek reached their meeting place on the island first and beaching her canoe stood waiting on the shore for her lover. But Obiway, one of her many spurned suitors, had noticed her leaving and followed. Halfway to the island he met Shoonkeek on the water and suspecting that the two were about to run away together he shot an arrow at Shoonkeek, who fell silently, without a word, into the black water. But his canoe glided on until it passed the island where Moonkeek waited, and seeing it slip past so mysteriously Moonkeek guessed what had happened. She climbed into her own canoe and paddled after his, calling in a heart-broken voice, “Shoonkeek, Shoonkeek!” And from the water came the answering voice calling softly, “Moonkeek, Moonkeek!” When the girl reached the place where Shoonkeek had slipped from his canoe she laid down her paddle and joined her lover in the black water. But her canoe glided on and on and on to join the empty bark of Shoonkeek.
“And it is said that even now on dark nights,” Eseck told her, “one can hear them out by the island calling to each other across the water. Calling Shoonkeek, Moonkeek.” Becky shivered. “What a sad story,” she said. “I wish they had gotten away. And yet—”
“Yet what?”
“Yet if they had gotten away,” Becky said practically, “the lake would never have been called Shoonkeekmoonkeek. It might have been named something quite different, like the name of the Indian who sang at the fire when we were at Wnahtakook.”
Eseck smiled faintly. “You mean Unhaunnauwaunnutt?”
“Aye,” she said, “and I could never have pronounced it.”
Eseck laughed and lay down. “Go to sleep,” he said, and on the other side of the fire Becky pillowed her face on the hemlock and listened to the noises of the forest, to the wind in the trees overhead and the cry of the whippoorwill.
They were gone in the mountains nine full days but when they returned they carried many skins with them and no longer was Becky afraid of the woods. She could not tell at what moment her fears began to slacken but she knew exactly when she became aware that those fears were dead, for one day when Eseck was gone she had lain on her stomach beneath a poplar tree and listened without care to the heart-shaped leaves rustling in the breeze. Suddenly sitting upright she had stared about with surprise as she realized that for the first time she had turned her back on the forest, forgetting its very existence. A week ago she would have sat with her back to a tree and nervously peered behind her lest some wild thing creep stealthily toward her from the rear. Each sound would have made her start and she would have felt sick and empty when Eseck returned.
Yet this day she had lain on the ground oblivious to the noises of the forest.
Delighted, Becky had swung herself on a low limb of the poplar and straddling its trunk seated herself in the fork to think about this. It was not that the woods were so silent; when a person knew how to listen and what to listen for the woods hummed with activity all day and all night. Yet by listening with an inner ear she might at once know of another human’s presence: a bird might fly suddenly from a branch, beating the leaves with its wings; a squirrel would run chattering to the top of the highest tree, and an unnatural silence would descend around her, as if the forest held its breath. Discovering this awareness was like discovering a sixth sense. It was a magic box in one’s mind that all day filed away noises until suddenly it shouted NO—-this one does not belong.
And so she had continued to sit in the tree with no terror at all, and when Eseck was long in returning she had climbed to the top limb and had looked out across the valley and seen Shoonkeekmoonkeek lying miles away looking like a coin tossed among the hills. When Eseck returned he had not found her at once and from the tree she had watched with amusement as he studied the ground for signs of her. When at last she called to him he had given her a quick, inscrutable glance; she read in it that he was pleased with her, that she was learning to move carefully and lightly without thinking wherever she went.
But she did not kill a deer.
As they filed down the hill toward the cave the sky was dark with thunder. It began to rain just as they reached the cave, ending the long days of hot sun. Becky drew back the flap of deerskin at the door and when they went in, the cave was as dark as the thunderclouds, for the fire had long since died.
“The wind is changing,” Eseck said, standing in the doorway. “We’ll have several days of rain.”
Becky, crouched over steel and tinder, only nodded. “The wood is wet,” she said crossly. “Throw me some dry hark, will you?”
Still Eseck remained at the door. When at last he turned he said lightly, “There are footprints of an Indian in the grass. Someone has been in the cave while we were gone.” Whoever had visited the cave had left without trace. Stones could show no marks and a few feet away the footprints vanished into the rocks on the shore. But for the next few nights, in spite of rain and northeasterly winds, Eseck slept on the beach in the overhang of the bank, and during the day he remained at home with his musket close at hand. He cut down the pine he had marked for their dugout and bringing it to the shore set fires under it to hollow it. He made new arrows and cut fringe for his winter leggings and helped Becky gather rushes from the inlet to dip into grease and make rushlights. But all of this was woman’s work and Becky knew he longed to be gone.
On the third day it cleared. A brisk little west wind wrin- : kled the surface of the lake and the sun danced and sparkled across the water. Staring at the blue sky Becky came to a firm decision. “This,” she told Eseck, “is the day I shall make soap.”
“What a housewife you are,” Eseck said with amusement. “Are we so dirty, then, with a lake at our front door and new buckskins on our backs?”
Becky shook her head. A man would not understand. She could do without a house of chopped logs, without salt and milk and pickled meats, she could wear boy clothes and eat venison seven days a week. But soap she must have.
She had already prepared a rough barrel of birch bark. I Eseck helped her fill it with their store of wood ash, saved ; carefully from their many fires. Over the wood ash she poured water until the water began to trickle from the hole at the base of the barrel, carrying with it the precious lye. She had no egg to test the strength of the lye, but used a knot of wood instead, judging it to be of equal weight and buoyancy, When the pine knot rose floating to the surface she set the lye and grease to boiling together in the copper pot, waiting eagerly to see the soft, clean jellylike soap emerge from the ugly mixture of bear’s grease, deer fat and lye.
Eseck, coming from the cave with his bow and arrows, hesitated beside her. “There's a hive of wild honey not far away,” he said. “I won’t be long.”
In her impatience Becky only nodded and when she glanced up again he had disappeared along the west shore. He had been gone only a few minutes when the faint, unmistakable smell of an Indian reached her nostrils, a not unpleasant odor of damp logs, wet buckskin and bear grease, and with a sinking heart Becky realized that her enthusiasm for soap had dulled all of her senses. Indeed she might have been down country, so negligent and fearless had she been.
Without turning she knew that Eseck’s musket was no longer propped against the tree. Yet she knew, too, that he always left it for her. It would be in the cave, then, at least a dozen paces away and she would have to walk there without rousing the suspicion of her mysterious companion who was doubtless sprawled out behind a bush not far away.
Becky began to sing. In a firm, full voice she caroled, “Why doest withdraw thy hand aback and hide it in they lap? O pluck it out and be not slack to give thy foes a rap.” And singing she laid down her stirring stick and walked casually toward the cave.
She reached the door without mishap and seized the musket with both hands. Turning to face the door she cocked the gun and held it ready, but no one came. The flap did not so much as stir.
After a few minutes Becky crept to the door and gently pried a comer of the flap away. Nothing moved. If she fired the musket into the air Eseck would hear it but he would never reach her in time should it be a hostile Indian outside, and if there were more than one Indian she would never dare to fire the gun lest Eseck hurry back and be caught in a trap. As her mind raced ahead to meet every danger Becky heard the faint sound of a sliding pebble on the beach and when she peeled back the flap another inch she spied an Indian walking stealthily toward her copper pot.
She watched him approach the kettle and sniff the strange brew. Taking the stick she had dropped he poked it into the soap and sniffed it again. Then as Becky stood with her mouth open he blew on the hot mixture and suddenly popped it into his mouth. A horrible expression crept over his face; he gagged, choked and turning away spat the soap on the ground.
Becky stifled her laughter. She recognized their trespasser now by the scarlet feathers and beads he wore tied to his scalp lock. He was a Mahican, one of Black Eagle’s tribe, and he had shaken the rattles at the powwow three moons ago when she and Eseck had entered the valley. Composing her face Becky drew back the door flap and walked soberly toward him. “Welcome,” she said, making the only sign she knew and attempting to keep her face stem.
The Indian broke into excited, guttural speech, pointing to the kettle, his mouth and Becky. She replied by going to the kettle and removing it from the fire. Then with elaborate motions she pretended to wash her face and hands.
She was doing this when Eseck stepped suddenly from behind a tree. “By the great horn spoon,” he said “what are you doing?”
“Showing this Indian that it is soap in the kettle. I pretended not to see but he ate some of it.”
Eseck smiled faintly. “Welcome,” he said to their visitor and again the Indian broke into excited speech. “He asks if this is white man’s meat,” Eseck explained to Becky. “You had best fetch him some meat for his feelings are sorely wounded. And wipe the smile from your face as you go, for he knows very well you were peering from the cave when he sampled the soap.”
Grinning, Becky went into the cave to take them food. When she came out Eseck and the Indian were squatting beside the fire smoking a pipe. The Indian gave her a long, I reproachful glance before he accepted the wild turkey she * had been roasting inside on the spit. “Tell him this is not soap,” she teased Eseck.
But Eseck’s face had turned lean and grim again.
“What is it?” Becky asked. “Does he bring news?”
“Aye.Redfoot says Dawn-of-the-sky and Blue Feather are well.”
“Yes.”
“He tells me that he was our visitor of several days ago. ”
“Yes.”
Eseck’s lips tightened. “And he tells me the French Indians have taken up the war hatchet again.”
Becky stared at him in consternation. “War!”
“Aye.”
“There has been fighting?”
“Even so.” Eseck’s eyes hardened. “North of here, near the sea. He means Maine, no doubt.”
“The Wabenakis?”
He nodded.
“The very same ones who captured you?”
He shrugged. “There are many tribes of the Wabenaki Nation—Calibas, Malicites and Micmacs, Sokokis, Pennacooks. I was captured by the Calibas, which the English would call the Kennebecs.”
“But Dudley,” she cried, waving this aside, “the peace pact—how could there be war!”
Eseck sighed. “Broken promises. White man’s quarrels. French intrigue. The English drive the Maine Indians farther and farther north. They are fighting for their land.”
“Land!” she cried. “It’s murderous! More fathers and mothers killed in cold blood—aye, butchered like animals. More children orphaned and turned into paupers—yes, and men tortured—and you sitting here with an Indian while I have served him food. Oh, shame!” she cried and with tears in her eyes she ran into the cave where she lay down on her pallet and kicked her heels in anguish and frustration.
Eseck found her there later, when Redfoot had departed, and he quietly sat down on the earthen floor beside her. He said nothing for a long time but bringing out his jackknife began to whittle on a piece of poplar wood. At last he said in a strange voice, “Becky.”
She rolled over and looked at him. “I meant every word of it,” she said. “Our parents were murdered by such as him. Oh, what have we come to, Eseck, our only friends a village of Indians!”
“You did not care for Dawn-of-the-sky, then?”
She stiffened. “I do not consider her an Indian. She is only a girl, anyway.”
“And Blue Feather?”
Becky shivered. “He is Dawn-of-the-sky’s sun and moon, I know, but when I look at him—when I look at him I wonder how many scalps he would take if given the chance—and if one of them would be mine—”
There was silence while Becky had time to consider her confession and Eseck continued to whittle. Suddenly Eseck said, “Look at what I have here.” Holding up the stick he showed it to her. “What do you see?”
She blinked at the stick in surprise. “Why, t’is rough bark, black, with seams running up and down. T’is a piece of poplar wood.”
“And now?”
He turned the stick and showed her where he had carved the bark away, leaving the clean, white shining wood. “That’s the lovely part,” she said, sitting up and hugging her knees. “As fair as corn silk.”
“But different? Two-sided?”
She nodded.
“Then remember this,” he said fiercely. “There are two sides to each right and wrong. Think you that you are God?” She stared at him in horror. “Eseck! Mind your tongue! What are you saying?”
“Blue Feather’s people gave us corn meal and a hatchet. They were kind to us when others were not, yet you call him a savage. Blue Feather has his own gods, Blue Feather is as religious as any white man. He places stones on the cairn at the mountaintop to thank his gods for each safe trip across the mountain, he blesses his corn and prays before he goes hunting. Think you he is completely heathen?”
“But he is an Indian,” Becky said with a fierceness to match his own. “Indians have no souls, Eseck—why, Pastor Sewall says so himself, you know that, and no more learned man could you find. Are you speaking up for the Indians, Eseck, the very people who killed our father and mother?”
He said brutally, “It is their custom to kill adult prisoners. At least they rarely kill captive children, which is more than can be said for the white man.”
“Their custom!” Becky’s horror increased. “Eseck, what manner of talk is this?”
Eseck tightened his lips. “It is their custom,” he repeated. “And far kinder than to be sold as a slave to the West Indies as the white man does with his Indian captives. I would a hundred times rather be killed than to become a slave.”
“But sometimes the Indian does not kill,” gasped Becky. “He bums and tortures and—”
“The Wabenakis do not torture their prisoners,” Eseck said. “Nor do they bum them. It is the white man’s custom to bum people alive at the stake—”
“But only when suspected of witchcraft,” Becky cried. “You find the white man kind? Perhaps you remember Jeremiah Boggs,” Eseck said coldly. “Do you recall how his tongue was cut out for lying? Perhaps you have forgotten how Timothy Jewett’s hand was chopped off for stealing food when he was starving to death. And I have heard from your very own lips how during the last war men brought in the heads of Indians on poles and stuck the poles in the common for all to see and throw stones at. Think you white men are so different from Indians?”
“They murder. They come in the night—”
Eseck laughed shortly. “They fight the only way they know how. When Indians attack white people it is called a massacre. When white people attack Indians it is called a victory. Remember the Pequots, Becky? Five hundred men, women and children burned to death by white people. And when the survivors ran screaming from their castle they were shot down like cattle.”
Becky stared at his fury in wonder. “You speak—you speak like a renegade!”
“Aye,” he laughed, “I speak like a renegade. I little know what I am, I tell you, but this I do know: the savages are no worse than any white man and none of us has the right of it. I have lived among both and I know. Remember that when you speak of Indians as no more than a stone to be trod upon.” And dropping the carved stick in her lap he Picked up his bow and arrows and strode from the cave.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
ESECK WAS GONE FOUR DAYS. BECKY METICULOUSLY counted them off on her birch-bark calendar and kept busy about the cave. She made two brooms of turkey feathers and added to their supply of nookick by parching more Indian corn in the hot ashes, sifting the ashes from the corn and beating it into a powder. She bound together birch-bark containers for their winter stores and sewed skins together to make robes for them both, for frost would soon be turning the ground white. And as penance to Eseck she practiced faithfully with her bow and arrow. Occasionally her eyes would stray to the stick he had whittled her and she would sigh heavily, for it was hard to set Eseck against Pastor Sewall in her thoughts, it was sinful and arrogant and wrong, but she loved Eseck with all her heart. If she were to think sinful thoughts she would never go to heaven. Pastor Sewall would go to heaven yet she held no warmth at all for him. What was she to do?
In those four days the last of summer seemed to slip away from her like the early morning mists. Once Eseck had shown her the stars in Charles’ Wain and told her that to the Indians the stars were hunting a bear. All spring and summer they chased the bear, and wounded it in the autumn and that was why the leaves turned red. By winter they killed it and the snow was its fat, which melted with the coming of spring and turned into the sap in the trees. The leaves were turning red now, like the color of live coals in a dying fire, and there were other leaves as yellow as leaping flames. Each morning when Becky awoke the mountains were brighter against the cool blue sky and the heat was noon-late in coming. Autumn was here.
When Eseck returned he was carrying the hide of a bear over his shoulders and there was bear meat wrapped in oiled skins around his waist. She stood watching him walk toward her along the beach and her eyes narrowed at the terrible scratches on his arms and the blood across his cheek. But he had caught a bear. He must have hunted it up and down the valley and across the hills but they would sleep warmly under its fur this winter.
“I’m back,” he said, sliding his burden to the ground. “I practiced with the bow,” she told him. “Two out of three times I can hit the mark on the tree. Now let me dress your cuts.”
He nodded and followed her into the cave, letting her pour boiling water over his arm without a wince. When the wounds were clean she dressed them with grease. “You should have taken the musket,” she told him.
“You need the musket more than I.”
“The bear might have killed you.”
“She didn’t.” Hungrily he tore off a piece of cold venison and chewed it. “No corn meal?” he said, jerking his head toward the fire where usually a loaf or two baked in the ashes.
“I made hasty pudding with the last of it.”
He nodded. “It’s time to go to Wnahtakook and trade our skins for corn. There’ll be frost before the moon is full and the signs all point to a cold winter.”
“Where did you go?” she asked.
He was silent a moment. Then he said, “I wanted to find the Indian trail into the Connecticut Valley. Blue Feather said it lies to the north across the Hoosac Range. It leads the French Indians straight into the heart of the Connecticut River Valley.”
Her eyes widened. “And did you find it, this trail the Wabenakis use?”
“I found it.”
“How far?”
He looked at her steadily. “Perhaps half a day’s hard walking from here.”
So, she thought, the hostiles were not so far away as one would think. “You did not tell me of this trail before.”
“I tell you now,” he said.
She thought about this without fear. “Would they be likely to come here, to the valley of the Housatunnick?” He shrugged. “There is nothing to bring them here.” Becky smiled faintly. “There is good hunting to bring them here if they grow hungry enough.”
He glanced at her quickly, with respect in his eyes. “You are not afraid?”
She met his glance calmly. “No, I am not afraid. But I want you to teach me more of this sign language and how to shoot straight with a bow so that I can kill a deer at twelve paces or more. ” And a man if need be, she added to herself.
“Very well,” he said quietly. “But first I must sleep, for I’ve had none at all for two long nights.”
 
Not even the war could dissipate Becky’s feeling of light- ? heartedness as they trudged to Wnahtakook. Across their shoulders they carried packs of skins and fur, the harvest of the summer’s hunting, and in return they would take home precious supplies for the winter. As she walked behind Eseck, bent almost double under her burden, Becky’s mind ran over what they needed: corn and salt, of course—com for bread and salt for preserving their meat—but Becky had a secret hankering for a piece of mirror glass and a hunting knife of her own. These the Mahicans might have if they had lately traded down country or with the Dutch across the mountains, and she thought of how some of their own furs and skins would travel even farther than Wnahtakook in return for treasures the Indians wanted, like beads and vermilion and tobacco and bolts of scarlet or gold cloth.
At Wnahtakook they found no one idle. There were women picking late corn in the fields, women husking it in front of their lodges, women parboiling it in huge iron kettles before the fire, while down near the river groups were pounding the kernels into meal with mortars and rock, then sifting it over and over again through loosely woven baskets. Near the council house a new lodge was being built of saplings covered with bark and skins. “It’s for the corn dance,” Eseck said as they passed it. “They build a Great House especially for the feast.”
“And tear it down again?”
“Aye.”
“What waste,” said Becky.
“You want a wigwam such as this?”
“No,” Becky said firmly, “I want a cabin of cut logs.”
“You and your cabin of cut logs,” said Eseck, and stopped, because Black Eagle had emerged from the council house to begin the polite and intricate ritual of greeting them. As the men spoke Becky stood just behind Eseck, as a squaw should, and kept her head low but her eyes on the encampment so that she might look for Dawn-of-the-sky.
“I will go and smoke a pipe with Black Eagle,” Eseck told her.
She turned and tugged at his shirt timidly. “If you are going to talk trade now, Eseck, do you think—a hand mirror, or perhaps a hunting knife?”
He nodded gravely. “I will see what I can do.”
“And perhaps a few pumpkins. There is no waste to them. The shells we can use as gourds and I have a yearning for pumpkin bread.”
“Aye.” He turned and went into the council house leaving Becky alone.
Wandering about by herself Becky soon found Dawn-of-the-sky down near the river and they greeted each other like old friends. Then Dawn-of-the-sky carried her off to her mother-in-law’s lodge to display her and her mother-in-law gave them balls of popped corn to nibble on and there was a great deal of exclaiming over Becky’s yellow hair. Blue Feather was out hunting with the other hunters but he was expected home that night, and there was already a feast being prepared to which Becky and Eseck were at once invited.
That night they sat down in Blue Feather’s lodge and ate of venison, wild turkey, succotash, dried pumpkins and ears of roasted corn. The talk was mostly of war. Blue Feather and Aupaumut had gone hunting in the mountains to the west, where they had encountered a solitary trapper who had lately visited Dorp Schenectady and had news of terrible fighting. In August, only two moons after the French Indians had assured the Long Knives they would remain at peace, they had made raids up and down the coast of Maine from Wells to Falmouth. It was said that a hundred and thirty people had been captured or killed and it was rumored that Maine was lost to the Canadians. New Hampshire had suffered as well. It was said that Governor Dudley was making up an army to go out and rout the enemy but that help was slow in coming from the other colonies.
“What do you say of Deerfield?” Becky asked, having caught only a word here and there. “Twice you spoke of Deerfield in the Connecticut Valley.”
Eseck said patiently, “Some Mohawks lately in Canada have reported to Colonel Schuyler in Albany that an attack on Deerfield is being planned.”
Becky gasped. “And do they know at Deerfield?”
“Aye, they are well warned,” Eseck told her. “There’ll be sentries posted aplenty you may be sure, and reinforcements sent.”
Becky tried to shake off her feeling of dread and to think of something else, but listening her blood had run cold, for of what use were sentries when Indians came and went like shadows in the night? She thought of them in Deerfield crowded together in the blockade, fearful of each sunset, never daring to go out and work their fields lest Indians be watching from the forest. And thinking this a thousand memories rushed to her mind and she felt afraid. How did she come to be sitting here on the floor of an Indian wigwam, her legs tucked under her like a Mahican, when she was white and it was her people who were being snatched from their houses at night? It seemed to her that at any moment Blue Feather might pull out his knife and kill them, for was he not a cousin to the French Indians? The firelight sent strange shadows leaping across the roof of the lodge, shadows such as she had seen once before when she was a child, and the smell of pinewood was not unlike the smell of the woodbox where she had hidden. After the shadows and the fire came the war whoops—and death.
With a stifled cry Becky leaped to her feet and ran from the lodge.
Behind her Eseck said politely, “Such talk of war is bad for Little Doe. When she was a child the French Indians raided our village, killing our mother and father.”
Blue Feather looked at him with interest. “Bad, very bad,” he said, shaking his head. “They harm you?”
“They captured me.”
Blue Feather nodded. “So that is how you speak our language and know our ways. You spend many days in the wee-ku-wuhm of my northern cousins?”
“Five winters.”
“That is a long time.”
“Aye, a long time.”
But Dawn-of-the-sky had jumped to her feet as if impatient with such talk while her friend was gone. Going outside into the black, starlit night she found Becky huddled against the wall of the wigwam, her face covered with her hands. Gently Dawn-of-the-sky pried away the fingers and smiled at Becky, her eyes full of compassion. “K-thu-whunin, I love thee,” she said softly. “We are your friends. You are Little Doe, my sister. Do not be afraid.”
Becky understood only a few of the words but the softness of Dawn-of-the-sky’s words needed no translation. Dimly she realized how there were indeed two sides of the whittled stick, although not in quite the manner Eseck meant. She was only a girl and could not follow the reasoning of these rights and wrongs but here in this valley Pastor Sewall’s words were hollow and cruel, for surely Dawn-of-the-sky had a soul. She was the good side of the stick, shining and clean and lovely. Let the dark side remain forever in the shadows.
 
* * *
 
In the morning Becky and Eseck journeyed back to Shoonkeekmoonkeek with packs of com, corn meal and salt. Later Eseck would make other trips, bringing back more bushels of corn that had been set aside and saved for them. It would be a long hard winter but they had food now for many moons, and in the top of Becky’s pack lay a sliver of mirror glass and a hunting knife with a cutting edge as sharp as a sword.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
BECKY LOOKED AROUND THE CAVE WITH CONTENTMENT. The beds were heaped with fragrant, newly-cut hemlock boughs and on the floor lay a fresh scattering of pine needles. Two fur robes were folded neatly at the bottom of each pallet and from the roof of the cave hung dried com, pumpkins, squashes and threaded blackberry and goldenrod leaves for tea. In the birch-bark pails stood roots, nuts, wild onions and stores of bear grease and wood ash. They had candlewood and rushlights for winter light, and beside the door stood the two pairs of snowshoes that Eseck had just finished making.
There had been only a scattered snowfall as yet, a few quick, swirling flakes, scarcely enough to hide the sky, but already the cold was cruel and November scarcely begun. Ever since the storm that had overnight stripped the trees of their leaves the cold had been deepening until now a thin shell of ice encased the lake and no longer did the murmur of waves lull them to sleep at night. Now there were other noises, less pleasant: the sound of wolves quarreling over a kill, the sighing of bare limbs in the night when a savage wind tore at the trees, the rustle of rats in the woodpile outside the door.
But inside there was warmth and coziness. The chimney of their fireplace drew uncommonly well and the fire illuminated the provisions that meant life to them for the winter ahead. And outside—Becky stood up and walked to the door. Pushing aside the barrier of hewn logs Eseck had tied together with rawhide she ventured out into the cold on her daily pilgrimage. For there in the frozen earth just beyond the cave lay the trenches Eseck had dug for the cabin of cut logs he would build in the spring. He had dug them deep and well before the ground had frozen and they lay there like a promise. When the winter was over he would bring in logs from the forest and they would raise the walls together, propping them from the inside to keep them firmly inside the trenches. Thinking of these things Becky let herself dream a little, of the dresser Eseck would build, and the wooden bottle he would carve, and how she would arrange the trenches and spoons and bottle on top of the dresser for Dawn-of-the-sky to see when she came to visit, and how in the spring she would plant Indian corn on the hill so that next winter the loft would be full of corn. She could think of how even Mrs. Leggett would be surprised if that great lady were given the gift to see them; not now, in their drab hole, Becky amended hastily, but next year in her own home with herself the mistress of it and the corn marching in straight rows across the hill.
Hearing Eseck shout to her from the point Becky stepped down to the frozen shore and waved at him. He had been gone overnight to Wnahtakook to bring back the last sack of corn that was due them. She saw his figure dark against the gray ice as he rounded the point and then merged with the black trees along the shore. A cold wind flicked at her buckskins as she waited for him. She was not sorry she had remained at camp. They had decided it was best that one of them stay and guard the cave, but had she gone she would not have seen Dawn-of-the-sky. Dawn-of-the-sky was expecting a child now, and lived alone in a lodge where she was allowed to see almost no one or to touch even the hands that brought her food.
“What news do you bring?” she called out when Eseck was in hailing distance.
He lowered his pack to the beach and straightened. “You are all right?”
“Of course. Are the hunters home yet from the big hunt? Is Dawn-of-the-sky well?”
“Blue Feather is not back yet. Dawn-of-the-sky is well,” he said briefly.
“But he is late in coming back, isn’t he? It will soon be two moons—two months,” she added hastily, lest she fall into Eseck’s manner of speech.
“Aye, they are late but they must hunt enough meat for the whole village. A single buck is small game for forty mouths.”
“Come in and warm yourself,” she said. “There is hotchpot in the kettle and corn bread still in the ashes.” She helped him carry the sack to the cave, and going in filled his trencher with meat. “What news of the war?” she asked.
He shrugged. “Very little. But let us not talk of war. Ill play you a game of checkers when I’ve eaten.”
“Oh, wonderful,” she cried, and taking her knife from her belt she cut kernels of whole corn from one of the cobs he had brought, and laid them in a pile for the game.
“There’ll be snow before sunrise,” Eseck said, and pushing his trencher aside scooped up a handful of corn and prepared to win the game from her.
Eseck was right: there was snow on the ground at sunrise and the mountains were scarcely perceptible against the bleached white sky. It snowed all day and the next, until they had to push the snow from the mouth of the cave to go outside. And when at last it stopped snowing the winds came, savage, shrieking, icy winds that heaped the snow in piles as high as Eseck, and when the winds ceased the cold turned cruel and the ice on the lake froze so thick it took half a day for Eseck to cut a hole for water. Soon there would be no more running water at all and they would have to melt the snow over the fire. The cave began to seem very small to Becky but she occupied herself as well as she could: it was never uncomfortable for the earth kept them warm and the kettle over the fire was always steaming, but when the door was opened the cold swept in and the draft would send smoke into their eyes until they were inflamed and raw.
The good days were the days when a feeble sun shone for a few hours across the snow and the bitter winds abated. Then Eseck would take her hunting, schooling her over and over again in finding her way and covering her tracks. Becky grew accustomed to sliding along on snowshoes, the hooded fur cape billowing behind her, a bow in one hand, the quiver at her shoulder and a hemlock branch in her other hand to brush away the fine marks they left behind them. But there were deer. This part of the valley the Indians called Poontoosuck, meaning “haunt of the winter deer,” Eseck said, and it was not misnamed. At a nearby lake the Mahicans called Onota they found a place where the deer yarded under the frozen birches and one day Becky killed one at fifteen paces.
Her greatest fear was the wolves.
Sometimes when there was fresh meat in the cave she would open the log door to see a long gray shadow disappear in the brush. When Eseck one day brought home the carcass of a doe he had cached in the hills he was followed all the way across the lake by a mangy-looking wolf, the leader of a pack. “It’s the cold,” he said when he reached the cave and found Becky at the door checking the priming of the musket. “They’ve never been so bold before. They are like dogs—never let them know you are afraid.”
But that night the wolf was joined by the whole pack and they squatted on their lean haunches near the door of the cave. They were waiting, Becky realized, and shivered, saying nothing of her panic but hastening to put a new log on the fire whenever it dimmed a trifle. It was a long night and Becky’s sleep was fitful and full of nightmares. In the morning Eseck loaded the musket and went out and shot one of the wolves. It was the second time he had used his musket since they entered the valley.
December brought new snows so that sometimes their cave was buried overnight, and an oddly luminous white light filled thr room. Restless, Eseck began to go out each day carrying his double bow and quiver of arrows but Becky was busy with plans for Christmas. Their dinner would be venison as always but the day must not go unmarked. With a great deal of resourcefulness Becky set out to make a minced pie.
In the end there was indeed a pie. It was made of minced bear meat with a corn-meal crust, but never had Becky been prouder. She brought out the huckaback tablecloth and laid it carefully over the log table. She brought out their trenchers and spoons and when Eseck came in from looking over his snares there was a candlewood torch burning on the hearth and the tablecloth shining in the light.
“Merry Christmas, Eseck,” she said primly, her eyes bright.
“Merry Christmas, Becky,” he said gravely, and they sat down together at the board and ate with their best manners, using spoons instead of their fingers.
When they had eaten Eseck said he had a present for her, and digging into his pocket he brought out a packet wrapped in skins. “Open it,” he said.
It was a pair of wooden door hinges he had whittled for the cabin of cut logs. “Oh, Eseck,” she said softly, “we shall have a real door!”
For him she had made new moccasins and he tried them on for her, commenting with kindness on how adept she had become so that no one might guess he could have made them better. When they had finished admiring each other’s gifts they played a game of checkers and then Eseck brought out the clay pipe he had made and had a smoke of the tobacco Blue Feather had given him several moons ago.
“I had thought—a little—of going to Wnahtakook soon,” he said, puffing away on the pipe.
Becky smiled faintly, knowing how much he yearned to go now that Blue Feather must be back from the long hunting trip in the north. A woman could hold herself in, taking comfort from warmth and a full larder, but a man was made differently and winter was hard for him. “Why don’t you go now, this very afternoon?” she suggested, knowing that he would not go without her leave and that no gift Would be more precious to him than a day or two away from the cave.
His eyes brightened but he said carelessly, “Indeed I could not leave you on Christmas Day.”
“You can take the little moccasins I’ve made for Dawn-of-the-sky’s baby when it comes—and I should dearly like to send her greetings and know all is well with her.”
“Very well.” He stood up and quietly began to make preparations, placing the loaded musket where she could reach it in case of need, filling his knapsack with nookick and dried venison.
“I will be back tomorrow,” Eseck said, and when he had gone Becky folded away the huckaback tablecloth and sat down to work and wait.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
BECKY SAW ESECK WALKING ACROSS THE FROZEN LAKE when she went out at sunrise to fill her water pail. She had never expected to see him so soon and she straightened, wondering uneasily at such an early return. There was no wind today, and the sunrise promised a fair day with even a few hours of sun. Shielding her eyes with her hand she stared across the brightening snows for a better look at Eseck’s face but as always it remained as blank of emotion as an Indian’s and told her nothing.
“I’m back,” he said, coming to her but with his eyes not meeting hers.
“How was Dawn-of-the-sky?” she asked quickly.
“She is well,” he said and walked past her into the cave.
“What—what other news?” she asked timidly. “Indeed I did not expect you so soon.”
He had spread his hands before the blaze at the hearth and was staring thoughtfully into the flames. “There is news,” he said. “The war grows savage—it is kill, kill, kill.”
She stiffened at the odd tonelessness of his voice. “And did Blue Feather and the hunters come back with much meat?”
“The hunters returned. I did not ask about their hunting.”
“Dawn-of-the-sky must be very happy.”
“I’m hungry,” he said, turning abruptly. “Have you nothing to eat?”
“I’m sorry.” Becky began moving around swiftly, spooning stew into his trencher and pouring hot tea into the noggin. “I didn’t think,” she said apologetically. “How cold you must be, and how empty.”
Eseck sat down on the floor with his legs crossed under him and began devouring the food, scarcely bothering to use his spoon at all. Becky watched him curiously, wondering what troubled him. She had never seen him this way before, but she would not nag him. If what troubled him concerned her then she would hear of it soon enough.
When Eseck had finished eating he swung around and looked at her. “You did not mind being alone?”
“No,” she said calmly, “I did not mind.”
His eyes slid around the cave, taking in their precious winter stores. “You can use the snowshoes as well as I,” he said, “and you shoot an arrow almost as straight as I. The dugout is finished and you have shot your first deer and others besides.”
“Aye,” she said politely.
He stood up and walked to his musket. Sitting down beside it he began to clean it with great care. Seeing that he was not going to speak again Becky turned aside and began mincing venison with the hunting knife.
Eseck said suddenly, “If the need ever arose, you would not hesitate to go to Black Eagle? The Mahicans are your friends, you are their daughter Little Doe now.”
Becky looked at him with anxious eyes. “Eseck, what is it?” she said simply. “Has war come to this valley?”
He was silent a moment, his eyes brooding. “Aye,” he said at last, “you might very well say that war has come to our valley. Strange things happen to a man, Becky. These are bitter days.”
“Nothing will happen to you, Eseck,” she said, not understanding him.
Across the earthen floor he met her gaze fully and now Becky saw the strange wildness of his eyes. “I will tell you what I found at Wnahtakook. I found the village in mourning, their faces painted white and much wailing around the fires.”
Becky’s eyes widened. “Someone has died?”
“Blue Feather is dead.”
She stared at him without comprehension. “Blue Feather? Blue Feather dead?“
“He did not return with the other hunters.”
She drew in her breath sharply. “But this cannot be,” she cried. “Eseck, tell me this is not true!”
“I wish to God it weren’t,” he said, drawing his hand over his eyes.
A terrible anguish for Dawn-of-the-sky clutched at her heart. “I don’t understand, ” she cried helplessly. “Was it a fever? An accident? What has happened, Eseck?”
He shook his head. “T’is far better you never know.”
“Better I don’t know!” She stared at him with stricken eyes. “Eseck, I must know. How dare you sit there and tell me I should not know? Tell me,” she cried, and running to him shook him fiercely by the shoulders. “I must know, do you hear? Do you hear me?”
Eseck lifted his face. “Very well,” he said quietly. “Blue Feather was scalped.”
Becky drew away from him in horror. “Scalped!”
“Aye. They went north to hunt. North to the Hoosac Valley and beyond. They made camp for many suns and then one night they were ambushed. And Blue Feather did not get away.”
Becky felt behind her for the log table and leaned against it weakly. She thought of Blue Feather’s soft dark eyes and the plume he wore in his scalp lock that another Indian would be wearing now on his belt or his coupstick, and for a second she felt the cold edge of the tomahawk at her own temples and she fought down her nausea. Clinging to the table for support she hurled furious words at Eseck, her eyes livid. ”Now—now can you speak of two sides to the stick?” she gasped. “Tell me true, Eseck, can you speak of it now, when Indian scalps Indian, his own blood brother?”
Eseck looked at her, his face drawn with exhaustion. “He was not killed by Indians, Becky. You want to hear the truth, then sit and hear the rest of it. He was shot and scalped by white men. By white men, Becky.”
“You lie,” she gasped.
“I do not lie. I tell you how it was.”
“But how could they have made such a stupid— senseless—horrible mistake!”
Eseck shook his head. “It was not a mistake.”
She stared at him astonished. “Eseck, you must be mad!”
“This is the way it is now,” he told her savagely. “Those fine, bewigged gentlemen in Boston have passed a new act. They pay bounty now on the scalp of any Indian, man, woman or child. Twenty pounds they pay.” He raised his terrible eyes and looked at her. “Do you think for twenty pounds a scalp a man seeks first to find whether he kills a friendly Indian or not?”
Becky shrank from him in horror. “Eseck—”
“Redfoot can tell you,” he said. “The woods up north are full of bounty hunters—but four of them came south and the one who killed Blue Feather had a black beard and a tomahawk with strange figures carved on it. He shot Blue Feather in the back as he was kneeling to drink from a stream. Then he scalped him—for twenty pounds, he said. Well, at least it is more bounty than a wolf fetches,” he said with a curl of his lip.
Becky sat stunned. It was madness, all madness. Surely in a moment she would wake up to find the world sane again. Then she thought of Dawn-of-the-sky and pressed her fists against her eyes. “He will not see his baby,” she said in a shattered voice.
“Or his wife. Or hunt again in the forest. Or come to exclaim over my musket. But then the Indian has no soul,” Eseck said bitterly, and with burning eyes strode from the cave.
 
It was after this that Eseck began to change. Cabin fever, Becky told herself fiercely, and begged him to go out hunting, but if he went out he soon returned, saying carelessly that he could find no tracks today. Then he would sit by the fire, his eyes shuttered so that Becky could not guess what he thought or what pictures he saw in the fire. One day when he left the cave to look at his snares, Becky followed and found him down beyond the south shore where the lake narrowed into a stream. This was where the Indians buried their dead, piling stones over their graves so the wolves would not touch them, and here Eseck stood with his head bowed. Seeing him there so alone among the dead Becky went away, wondering if one of the cairns marked Blue Feather’s grave, for Indians always brought their dead home with them.
On other days Eseck carved bone tips for his arrows and painstakingly sharpened their knives, but even this he could not do for long. He would get up and stride around the cave and sometimes Becky would feel him watching her. There seemed to be no rest for his thoughts and they drove his body hard.
Then one day Eseck awoke early and it was as if the fever had left him and he was sane again. She saw him blow up the fire and tear off pieces of cold venison to eat and when she sat up on her pallet his eyes were sure and knowing again. “Today I go out,” he said softly.
“I am glad,” she said.
She watched him dress in his thawed-out buckskins and pour nookick into a pouch, propping the musket against the chimney as he always did when he went hunting. She gave him hot tea and he drank it quickly while he strapped on his snowshoes. When he went to the door he turned and looked at her and his eyes softened. He stood there, straight and slender as a sapling, his gray eyes level, a shock of bleached yellow hair showing from under the fur hood, and there was nothing about this parting to tell Becky it was different from any other.
“Take care, little sister,” he said.
She nodded. “You, too, Eseck.”
He paused only to lean over and tighten his snowshoes and then he walked away without glancing back. Following him to the door Becky watched him for a long time and when he had disappeared from sight she thought of him threading his way through the silent white forest, as much a part of it as the trees. When she grew cold she went into the cave and began shaping corn meal into loaves for his return that night.
But Eseck never came back.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
ALL THE WAY TO WNAHTAKOOK THE WOLF STALKED Becky, squatting on his haunches when she turned to look at him, then walking fearlessly behind her when she moved on. She carried Eseck’s musket in her hands and her bow across her shoulder but she did not dare to shoot lest she only wound the wolf. So long as he remained her shadow she counted herself safe, but her eyes searched the woods for his companions lest she find herself encircled. It was a bad, bad winter and there was no sign of thaw.
When she reached the encampment it looked deserted. Snow almost covered the wigwams but there were tracks here and there leading to the river and when she looked closer she could see thin gray smoke rising from the wigwams toward the pale gray sky. As she hesitated a single cur-dog crept from a lodge and howled at her. The sound was taken up by a dozen others and presently Black Eagle’s squaw stuck her head from their wigwam and made signs to her.
In Black Eagle’s lodge Becky sat down at the fire and waited for him to speak.
“Little Doe,” he said, and a moment later his squaw appeared with food for her and Black Eagle smiled. ”Meetseh,” he said. “Eat thou.”
Becky hungrily ate with her fingers while Black Eagle Watched. When she had finished she looked at him. “I come alone,” she said in sign language.
Black Eagle bowed his head.
“I hope I find you well.”
“You find us well but filled with mourning.”
“I, too, am mourning,” she told him. ”Indian-with-the-white-scalp went hunting at the full of the moon. Indian-with-the-white-scalp has not returned.”
Black Eagle’s eyes sharpened. “He has not returned?” She shook her head. “Ten days—ten suns have come and gone and I have waited. The moon will soon be full again and I fear that harm has come to him.”
Black Eagle’s eyes narrowed. “This is bad. Indian-with-the-white-scalp is my friend, my brother, as Blue Feather was my brother. He is brave and fearless, a good warrior.” He pondered this a moment. “No snows have fallen since the new moon. Did he go north or west?”
“He went north.”
Black Eagle shook his head. “Very bad. Trail cold now after ten suns. But tomorrow I send Redfoot and Aupaunmut to look for signs of Indian-with-the-white-scalp.”
“It will please me very much,” she told him.
He studied her with sympathetic eyes. “Little Doe is welcome in our lodges. Little Doe is our daughter. Stay here with us.”
Becky shook her head. “Indian-with-the-white-scalp is my blood brother. He left me at Shoonkeekmoonkeek and there he will return if he still lives. When he returns I must be there waiting for him.”
Black Eagle looked doubtful. “Winter bad. Deer scarce. It is bad to be alone.”
Stubbornly Becky shook her head. “He may be wounded,” she told him. “He may need help. Indian-with-the-white-scalp is a good brother to me. I must be there waiting.”
“Very well. You have meat?”
Becky lifted her chin. “I have meat.”
Black Eagle nodded. “Redfoot will know. Redfoot will see. He is good tracker. You walk with him tomorrow?” Remembering the wolves Becky nodded. “Yes,” she said. “May I see Dawn-of-the-sky before I go?”
“Dawn-of-the-sky lives alone now. She waits for child.”
“I know. But I love her. Nduh-whu-nuw,” she said carefully, speaking one of the words Eseck had taught her.
He smiled. “We mourn Blue Feather. An-nu-wee-weh-ne-maun-nau-woo.
“Yes,“ Becky said softly, “he was truly a man of great courage.”
Black Eagle stood up. “Come,” he said, “you may speak with her.” He led her across the wastes of snow to a bark lodge set apart from the others. “You must stand here,” he told her, and lifting his voice he called for Dawn-of-the-sky.
The flap of the lodge stirred, and a bulky figure bundled in skins emerged. It was Dawn-of-the-sky but only a hollow imitation of her old friend for under its white paint her face was thin and drawn and the eyes full of a sadness that lifted only a little at sight of Becky. “Little Doe!” she murmured gratefully.
“I am happy to see you,” Becky said, “but sad that Blue Feather walks with Man-ni-to. Does all go well with you and the unborn child?”
Dawn-of-the-sky nodded. “As well as can be with its father nboo-or-ne-poo.”
“I have wept for you,” Becky said.
“You are good friend,” Dawn-of-the-sky said simply.
“Come, we must go,” Black Eagle said, and taking her arm led her away.
 
In the morning Becky walked back to Shoonkeekmoonkeek with Redfoot and Aupaumut and there were no wolves to be seen. She gave them venison and nookick for their pouches and saw them leave from the door of the cave. Her heart was heavy when she went inside again. In truth she was frightened of what Redfoot and Aupaumut might discover.
They were gone two days and when they returned they filed silently into the cave, looking around them with deep curiosity. She fed them hotchpot and hasty pudding sweetened with wild honey and waited with great patience for them to speak. When at last they were ready to talk she found that her hands were trembling.
“We follow trail,” Redfoot told her gravely. “We follow it to Indian trail north of here. Tracks of Indian-with-the-white-scalp plain for long way. Then tracks vanish.” Becky stared at him. “You mean—there was nothing, nothing at all?”
“No sign. Trail vanish like smoke.”
“Where did it vanish?”
“I tell you. At place where Indian-with-the-white-scalp’s trail meet Indian trail.”
Becky closed her eyes: he meant the trail north—to Canada. “But surely there was something,” she said, opening her eyes. “Some little sign. Did he go north, or south? Were there tracks of other men? Were there signs of fight?” Patiently Redfoot began at the beginning. “No snow since full of moon. We follow tracks easily. We find Indian trail covered with snow but marks on trees show us it is there. No one walk the Indian trail since last snow. No sign of any man. I go north all night, Aupaumut go south. Nothing. Tracks vanish like smoke.”
“He may have been captured by French Indians,” she whispered.
Redfoot shrugged. “Maybe.”
“Or—” But she could not put her second thought into words. “Do you think he is still alive?” she said instead, leaning forward.
Redfoot shrugged but Aupaumut said suddenly, “We saw no death. Indian-with-the-white-scalp cover tracks himself.”
Becky stared at him with stricken eyes, angry at him for putting her own thought into words, but knowing very well how Eseck could disappear when he wished to. But he was still alive, or had been when he left the valley. It gave her something to believe in, for as long as he was alive he would come back.
Redfood saw the tears in her eyes. He said quickly, “Kee-sogh may bring him home.”
The sun may bring him home. Becky nodded, and they went out.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
SOMETIMES IN THE NIGHT THE CRY OF A WILD ANIMAL OR the snapping of logs on the hearth would awaken Becky and she would open her eyes to stare up at the ceiling and think of Eseck. If he were truly alive, then where was he, and when would he return? And she would remind herself again that whatever kept him away was stronger than he was for he would not otherwise leave her alone to the wilderness. There was a bond between them of deep, unspoken affection that could never be broken.
After the first few weeks Becky learned that she must guard her thoughts carefully, for the thoughts of a solitary were not always logical. Her mind became a great high road on either side of which lay baffling, cloudy swamps that might easily lead to madness. She would repeat many times to herself “I am Rebecca Patience Pumroy, I am Rebecca Patience Pumroy,” but there was naught but a sliver of mirror glass to prove that she existed. There was no one to whom she could talk but herself, and a poor conversationalist she proved to be, but she could not abide the silence and talked and mumbled to herself all day.
One night early in February Becky awakened to hear a catamount snarling on the hill above her, and getting up to freshen the fire she poured herself a cup of tea and sat down at the log table to wait for the finish of the nocturnal quarrel. Her stores had grown very low. There were roots aplenty in the larder but no venison, for she dared not venture far from the cave to hunt. Only that day her snares in the cove had caught a deer and she had hastened out to bring it home, her heart beating fast at the thought of fresh meat again in the kettle. But she had forgotten that the wolves were as hungry as she. When she arrived it was to find a pack of them quarreling over the dead buck and she had weakly leaned against a tree and watched them carry away her dinner. If she had been braver she would have thrown stones at them or shot at them with the musket, but fear had held her back and so she had stood there with tears running down her cheeks and when she stumbled back to the cave she was shaking all over with rage and disappointment.
But her tears had strengthened her and now she could look back to the pitiable creature of the afternoon and think of her with scorn. “You should have flung yourself at the wolves with the frenzy you felt,” she scoffed. “What a poor, sad, weak thing you’ve become, Rebecca Pumroy. If you are to stay here you will have to do better than this.”
And so she sat and stared into a cup of bitter goldenrod tea and took stock of her plight, putting aside the hope that tomorrow’s dawn might bring Eseck home, putting aside even the thought of Eseck. She would not go back to the Leggetts, of that she was certain. Better to become a solitary, a woodsy, risking queemess, than that. She might go west over the mountains into the Dutch country, but a woman without a man or a family would be stoned from the streets of any town. With luck she might instead find some lonely outpost farm where kindly folk would take her in with no questions asked, but she had little hankering to end her days fetching and carrying for someone else and hiding from every stranger who passed by.
Or there was Wnahtakook. Eseck had said that if ever an accident befell him she must go to Wnahtakook and Black Eagle would take her in, but although she yearned to see women again and Dawn-of-the-sky in particular some inner part of her warned against it. For to be taken in by the Mahicans was to become truly their daughter. Little Doe, and if the weeks stretched into months she might one day find herself tying an embroidered band about her forehead, or dressing her hair with grease. And speaking naught but their language, her heart crying out with loneliness, might she not one day take a man among them and move into his lodge?
It was unthinkable, so here she must remain. And wait— for Eseck would come back, he had come back before and she would not believe he was dead.
“Tomorrow I will go hunting,“ she told herself with resolve. “I will leave the cave far behind me and hunt meat like a man, for if I am to live out my days in the wilderness I must have the courage of a man.”
And putting away her noggin she lay down again on her pallet and slept her first deep sleep since Eseck had disappeared.
 
Late in the day Becky moved cautiously in behind the trees and stopped. There were a dozen deer yarding in front of her under the birches. They had trampled away the snow to expose the patches of dried brown grass on which they were feeding, but one of them, a young doe, had wandered off from the group and was sniffing curiously at a fallen, snow-covered log. Becky knelt in the snow and notched an arrow to her bow.
The arrow flew through the air and sank into the doe just below the ribs. With one startled, reproachful glance at Becky the doe leaped gracefully away into the woods, scattering drops of blood as it ran. Becky picked up her bow and followed. The silence of the wintry woods was so distinct that far ahead she could hear the deer as it floundered heedlessly through the brush. She hoped it would tire soon, for she was starving, and the thought of carrying the meat home was not an easy one.
The sound of thrashing diminished and Becky quickened her pace. When she reached it the doe had just died and the warmth of its blood had made little hollows in the snow. Leaning over it Becky whispered, “Forgive me but I am very hungry and I, too, am Little Doe and kill only to live.” Taking out her hunting knife she began to skin the deer when she was suddenly arrested by a sound she had heard only twice before in the valley of the Housatunnick.
It was the crisp ping of a gunshot.
Becky leaped up and looked wildly around. It couldn’t have been a musket, she told herself, for none of the Indians had guns or powder but as she waited, listening, the familiar and terrifying echo came to her ears as the hills picked up the sound and flung it up and down the valley.
Eseck, she wondered breathlessly? She looked down at her trembling hands and at the hunting knife that had fallen into the snow, and remembering the wolves she forced herself to pick up the knife and go back to work. Swiftly she cut away the choicest parts of the meat, wrapped them in oiled skins and leaving the rest in the snow set out to follow the noise of the gunshot. Because if it were Eseck he was in trouble, and if it were not Eseck then she was in trouble, and might just as well meet it in the open than to be trapped like a rabbit in her cave under the hill.
Dear God, let it be Eseck with a new musket come home again, she prayed.
The shot came from the north, perhaps three miles away. Stopping only to tighten her snowshoes Becky headed north, keeping to the woods and taking care not to leave a trail behind her. When she reached the broad valley the going was easier. In her mind she went over the better plan for seeing without being seen. She would go north to the dead birch, then west toward the brook, and taking cover in the woods around the brook she would work her way to the top of the hill from which she could look down across the valley. But for now speed was the most important and she kept out of the deeper woods until she reached the dead birch with its arms flung out at the sky like a tormented person begging God for help. There she swerved west toward the brook.
It was at the brook that she found the knapsack. Someone had recently knelt at the edge of the stream where the ice was thin and chopped a hole to drink water. Here there were long scratches from a hunting knife, but what dismayed Becky were the drops of blood in the snow. Whoever had come this way was wounded, and so badly wounded he had never noticed the knapsack dropped in the middle of the frozen stream. With quick fingers she dug into it, bringing out a noggin carved from the burl of a tree, a file, a handful of com, a powder horn carved with pictures of horses and guns and a Bible.
None of these was Eseck’s.
Becky sat back on her knees and stared dully at the knapsack. She had been so sure it was Eseck that her heart felt bruised and sick. Never had she considered the thought of another white man, not here, so far north of Wnahtakook. A stranger was dangerous. The man who lay ahead somewhere, dead or alive, might be a deer reeve, a magistrate or a militiaman—and she was a fugitive. It would go passing hard for her if she were dragged back to the Leggetts against her will. She would be stoned at the pillory or whipped at the post or branded for life.
She hesitated. However dangerous the man might be he was sick and obviously lost and the knapsack showed her he was one of her own kind. And she could never live with herself if she left him to the woods. If he were still alive his death would be on her conscience and if he were dead then she owed him a decent Christian burial. She picked up the knapsack and began to follow his trail.
The man had staggered through the brush with no heed at all. Half a mile south she found where he had sat down and removed one of his snowshoes. A few yards farther he had torn off the other. He must have been mad or delirious to leave his snowshoes behind, but without them she knew he could not be far.
She found him sprawled over a log in the middle of a pretty grove of white birches. Too weak to hold the musket he had propped it against the log to fire it and his hand still curved around it protectively. Becky sank down beside him in the snow and tried to turn him over.
He was a huge, broad-shouldered giant of a man and he did not turn easily. Unfastening his leather tunic Becky felt for his heart and to her surprise found it still beating. She sat hack on her heels and scowled at him. In truth it would be hard to kill a man a big as this one but what she was to do with him she couldn’t for the moment imagine.
He stirred and moaned. One arm jerked up to cover his eyes and he muttered something wildly. Touching his forehead Becky found it burning with fever. The bleeding came from his arm which was drenched and black with blood, and why the wolves and catamounts had not found him by now she did not guess, unless they were back in the woods waiting for him to die.
Cutting away his jacket she paled at the sight of the wound and an arrow, tom off at the nib, still embedded in his arm. The wound was at least a day old and badly festered. Now there was nothing to do but build a fire and tend the arm. Sighing heavily Becky left the man and cut down a small birch tree with the tomahawk at her belt, stripped it of its bark, then gathered the peelings into a mound on the snow. When she had added heavier kindling to the mound she bent over it and scratched a fire, using the birch bark as tinder. Then she arranged the rest of the branches in a wheel around the fire so that when the end of each limb had burned through she could feed it fresh wood without getting to her feet. There was nothing to melt snow in but the noggin, a pitifully small contrivance, but with only a wistful thought of the kettle three miles away she heaped the noggin full of snow and laid it on the fire. Then dragging the wounded man close to the fire she began to unlace his tunic.
“This will hurt,” she told him plainly. “If you’re asleep t’will be best to stay asleep.”
When the water was boiling Becky heated the knife and began to carve away the festered flesh around the arrow. When she came to draw out the arrow with a quick jerk of her hand the man suddenly opened his eyes and stared up at Becky.
“Sure enough, and it’s an angel,” he said in a voice that had strength to it in spite of the pain. Becky paid him no attention and presently she saw that he had lost consciousness again, nor did he even feel it when she poured the boiling water over the tom flesh and bound it up with his shirt.
All night long Becky tended the fire and listened to the man’s ravings. That he had been separated from friends she soon discovered, and twice he called for his horse, so that she gathered he had been one of a party searching for Wabenakis. That the Wabenakis had reached them first was obvious from the arrow lying in the snow.
When dawn came the man had ceased his ravings and fallen into a fitful sleep. For want of a kettle Becky cut thin pieces of bacon from the meat she had brought with her and hung them over the fire. These she devoured soon after the sun rose and with food inside of her again she felt better and began thinking what she must do and how she might move the man to the cave. At last for want of a better idea she cut saplings from the forest, trimmed them and began tying them together with lacings from the man’s tunic. When she had finished she had a kind of raft which she thought she could drag behind her through the woods like a travois. It was clumsy but it would do, and the saplings were just supple enough to give with the man’s weight. Returning to the fire she found the man awake and staring with mild surprise at the brightening sky. His surprise deepened when he saw Becky.
“By the great horn spoon,” he gasped, “a white woman and a lady!”
“I’m a female, sir, if that’s what you mean,” Becky said tartly.
He attempted to sit up and made a fair job of it. A plucky one, she decided, huge and plucky. “You’d best not tax your strength,” she told him. “T’is a good three miles to where you’re going.”
He shook his head to clear it and glancing around noticed the fire, the venison and the travois. “Good heavens,” he exclaimed, “you’re surely not going to drag a man like meself on that wobbly conveyance?”
“I thought to,” she assured him coldly. “Unless you can fly like a bird there seems naught else to do.”
“Shane O’Hara fly like a bird? T’is hard enough to find a horse to hold me. But you—you’re nothing but a bit of a lass!”
“Of seventeen winters,” she said defiantly. “And having saved your life t’is the least you can do to help me prolong it. Lie back now.”
“I’ll not. Give me some of that bacon and I’ll take my chance at walking. D’ye think a mere prick in the arm can take the stuffing out of me?”
“I do,” she told him firmly. “T’was deeply embedded and festering as well. You’ve bled aplenty and had the fever. Lie still now.” But she gave him bacon and allowed he might stand up once to test his strength. Summoning all of her control she helped him to his feet and saw him close his eyes with pain. “There, I told you,” she said hotly. “What is it?”
“Nothing—nothing at all,” he said through clenched teeth.
“Nothing at all! It’s your leg,” she cried accusingly, and forcing him back to the ground she cut open his breeches and gasped. “The leg is broken,” she cried. “Oh, how could you!”
“Now when might I have done that?” he inquired angrily. “Really, it’s too much.”
Becky looked at him with exasperation. “Now there’s naught to be done but set that as well. It would have been much better for you to have told me plainly that your leg pained you for now you must go and faint a second time.”
“Inconsiderate of me, was it?” he said with a twinkle. “But most inconsiderate of you to ruin my breeches, too, for a man of my size doesn’t fit into any pair that happens along. Never mind, lass, I’m so full of hurts and bruises a few more won’t be noticed at all.”
Becky tightened her lips, for really the man’s carelessness was beyond endurance, and selecting a slender log began to shape a board for his leg. When she had finished the sun was almost overhead and she felt she had wasted a great deal of time. When she leaned over the man again and forced the bones of his leg back into place Mr. O’Hara gave one mighty gasp and lost consciousness again.
This time she could not rouse him at all, so that it was an unconscious man that Becky dragged home behind her, like a dray horse pulling a load, and not even sixty bags of corn could have felt so dead in weight as Mr. Shane O’Hara.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
THE CAVE LOOKED A VERY SNUG HOLE AFTER A NIGHT IN the open. Only a few coals shone red in the fireplace but Becky needed no light to find her way. With almost the last breath in her body she half dragged, half carried Mr. O’Hara to Eseck’s pallet and let him fall on the hemlock. Then she lay down to rest and presently, feeling better, got up to fan the coals into a fire. The last of the venison she put into the kettle to cook and when this was done she sank down on the floor to drink a cup of cold tea.
She was drinking the last dregs when she saw the man had opened his eyes. She watched him stare up at the black roots that laced the ceiling of the cave and saw his eyes run along the thread of blackberry leaves she had strung up to dry. He frowned at them, and then his gaze moved to the stone chimney that she had lately daubed with fresh clay, and his frown deepened as he saw the hearth, the kettle hung from a forked stick over the fire, the pile of kindling, the warming stones, and Eseck’s musket propped against the wall. Then his glance moved to her and for a moment they inspected each other frankly. “I wasn’t dead,” he said suddenly.
She found nothing to say to this. He was not dead—yet.
“Where are we?” he asked incredulously, with a nod at the walls.
“In a cave in the valley of the Housatunnick.”
He shook his head again. “But I was—somewhere else. In a ravine. Riding on ahead of the others when I saw them. Six or seven of them in war paint. I fired my musket to warn the others—and rode straight through the war party. The last I remember was my horse throwing me—no, not the last. I remember snow—and an open fire—and your face.”
“You’re here now,” she said without expression. “Your leg is broken and you have the fever. I brought you here.” He shook his head again. “I never thought to see the day a wee lass like yourself could rescue an O’Hara. Who do you live with here?”
Becky raised her chin at him defiantly. “I live alone.” His blue eyes widened but he said nothing. Questions were best left unsaid in the wilderness; indeed, there was little to ask, so obvious was it that she belonged elsewhere.
“I’m a New Hampshire man,” he said. “Shane O’Hara is my name.”
She nodded. “So you said.”
“Did I? Aye, and raved a bit, too, no doubt. Well, a New Hampshire man I am and proud of it. Called out by the muster to catch a few red devils. Almost caught me but thanks to yourself they’ve not gotten O’Hara this time.”
“You’re safe here,” she said.
“Safe?” He narrowed his eyes at her thoughtfully. “Well, that may be,” he said noncommittally. “When I know where I am I’ll see for myself. I’m alive, anyway, and that’s more than I expected to be.”
He closed his eyes again and promptly went to sleep. In the dim light of the cave Becky looked at this man she had rescued from the wolves, this man who had already filled the cave with more words than it had ever heard at one time from a man. His bigness gave him the appearance of a well-seasoned man but now that he slept she saw that he was not many years older than Eseck. He would be a man who laughed often, she thought, looking at the lines of his mouth. His eyes she knew to be a warm blue when open, and his lashes the envy of any girl. A scrawny half beard had grown along his chin during the last few days, leading her to guess he was usually clean-shaven, but the beard was all that was scrawny about the man. He seemed to fill the cave with his presence.
“Do ye ken me now?” he said with a chuckle, his eyes still closed.
Becky flushed. “I wondered what manner of man I’d dragged away from the catamounts.”
“One of Ireland’s best,” he said, opening his eyes and looking at her with amusement. “And now before I sleep again what might your name be?”
“Rebecca Pumroy.”
He nodded. “It’s a bit peaked you’re looking, Rebecca Pumroy. You’d best sleep yourself.”
Becky moved her pallet of hemlock boughs to the far side of the cave, fell across them and was immediately asleep.
 
For all his talk Mr. O’Hara was a sick man. In the morning he was raving again with fever and when Becky looked at his arm she found the wound had opened again from the rough treatment it had endured. His leg was swollen and hot and Becky was sorely pressed to make him comfortable. She fed him broth and tea and thought to see the end of him almost any day but he struggled through to each sunrise and when a week had passed he was still alive although gaunt and terrible to look upon.
The venison had long since gone but there was always something in the pot even if only a snared rabbit or a few roots. Not until she was certain O’Hara planned to live did Becky venture out hunting. She was gone all day and half the night but when she returned she was staggering under the weight of a deer.
O’Hara’s hand lay on his musket when she came into the cave and she saw that the gun was cocked. A sigh of relief came from his lips when he saw her. “Sure now, and I thought you’d deserted me,” he said.
“Perhaps it is well to tell you there are Indians living not far away,” she told him.
“Indians!”
“Aye, and they are my friends. If one should come near I’d be obliged to you for not shooting him.”
He scowled at her in his surprise. “It’s a strange lass who lives near Indians and knows how to handle bow and arrow like a man. Or did one of your Indian friends shoot the arrow that killed this one, for I see no musket wound?”
“I shot it myself.”
He nodded, and pillowing his head on his arms watched her as she began skillfully to skin the doe. He had noticed many things between his ravings this past week, but he was not a man to ask questions—not many, at any rate. A white woman living in this wilderness alone was a sight to set any man to wild guesses. What brought her here, and what kept her here, when a few dozen miles to the east or to the west she could find her own kind and live among them? The lass had to be a fugitive or a fugitive’s woman. But if she had killed or stolen or been condemned for witchery, who could blame her for saving such a pretty head from the executioner or the branding irons? These were hard times and whatever her crime he was beholden to her for his life. But of one thing he was sure: if she had killed someone, then it was an act that had cried out to be done for many a long year, for he had never met a braver, more honest lass in all his twenty-four years.
“I’m thinking it will be spring before I can walk on this leg,” he said suddenly. “It will go hard with you feeding a big man like myself.”
“I can manage. But your friends—they will think you a dead man.”
“Aye, that they will,” he chuckled. “Surrounded and killed by the Indians, and having warned my friends in time I will have died a hero’s death.”
“You speak very lightly of such things,” said Becky. “I speak lightly of everything,” he said gaily. “T’is an Irishman’s way to see a rainbow in a mud heap.”
“But is there no one to worry?”
“Only old Ben. He’ll milk the cow for me—aye, and plow the field if need be if the Indians will let him.” He shook his head. “The Indians are doubling their dirty work since Deerfield was sacked.”
“Deerfield?” She turned and stared at him in astonishment. “How is this?”
“And why not?” he asked in turn.
“Blue Feather said—I heard many moons ago the French Indians and the Canadians planned to attack Deerfield. The town was well warned in the autumn—”
He looked at her with amusement, far more interested in why she said moons instead of months. “Aye, that was in the autumn,” he said, “but human nature is a fickle thing. They tell me for months on end they posted sentries at Deerfield and didn’t work the fields and lived inside the blockade—and then grew slack and careless. And when they grew careless the Indians came.”
“Was it—bad?” she whispered.
He nodded gravely. “Aye, very bad.”
She huddled over the fire, her eyes huge. “I pity them,” she whispered. “I know myself—I can remember—the silence and then the war whoops, the dreadful, terrible war whoops—”
His eyes were thoughtful on her. “You remember?” She nodded. “My mother and father were killed at York.”
“York. That would be in ninety-two?”
“Aye. And Eseck was captured. Sometimes I wonder—I wonder if it is not better to be killed.” And suddenly realizing what she had said she shivered and returned to her work.
Closing his eyes O’Hara pretended to sleep but as he turned over her words in his mind he could not have been more wakeful. For what interested him the most about this smoaky home was that everything had been made Indian-fashion by an Indian—or one who had lived long among the Indians.
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
THERE CAME A DAY WHEN O’HARA ATE A FULL MEAL AND then another, and with his face less haggard from the fever Becky let him drag himself to the entrance of the cave. He lay a moment with his huge shoulders in the snow, blinking in surprise at the shining white mountains and the lake glittering in the sun. The vapor of his breath curled like smoke from his mouth for it was a frosty cold day, but he suddenly buried his face in the snow and grasping a handful held it in the palm of his hand. “What a beautiful thing it is,” he said. “I never thought to be cold again!”
Becky laughed to see the expression on his face and he smiled back at her with pleasure. “T’is good to see you laugh,” he said. “What may I say to make you laugh again?”
“Nothing.” She laughed. “As I have said before, you have a strange way of looking at life, Mr. O’Hara.”
“Strange?” He looked astonished. “And how is that, lass?”
She shook her head. “You are far from home, you have been close to death this last week and you have a leg that gives you much pain and may never mend straight. Yet you lie in the snow and laugh.”
“Now that is a dark way to look at it,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “Rather say that if you’d not rescued me I would never be here at all. I came close to dying of fever and closer still to dying in the snows, yet look, here I am, with only a bad leg as a souvenir. I’m thinking I am an optimist and you a pessimist, for who could be luckier than I?”
“Well, all I know is,” Becky said with a smile, “you will truly freeze to death if you stay out here.”
“Very well, I shall go in,” he said with a grandly martyred air, and let her pull him back into the warmth of the cave and give him a cup of raspberry-leaf tea.
There was silence while he sipped the delicately-flavored water and watched her mend a pair of moccasins. “You did rescue me,” he said suddenly. “Did you not hesitate, lass? For I could have brought you great harm.”
She raised her eyes from her mending and looked at him. “You could still bring me great harm,” she said frankly. “For you must guess by now that I am a fugitive.”
“Aye, lass, I know that. But I think too highly of my life to pay for it with treachery and your secret is safe with me. But I was not thinking of that. Just as my musket shot might have fetched Injuns less charitable than you, so you might have rescued a man more dangerous than myself.”
“The thought had occurred to me,” she said steadily. “Yet you still came after me?”
“Of course,” she said. “I live alone, Mr. O’Hara, and my thoughts are my only company. Do you think my thoughts would have been pleasant companions if I had let another soul perish in the forest?”
He shook his head. “You’re a good lass-—a strange one and a brave one.”
“Not so strange,” she said softly, biting the rawhide thread in two with her teeth.
“And do you mind so much being alone?” His eyes were close on her face as he spoke, not wanting to force a story from her lips but waiting to see what she might let slip.
Becky, bent over her mending, thought of how lonesome she had been since Eseck had gone, of how she had chattered to herself all day long lest she forget she was human. “No, I did not mind,” she lied.
“Then what have you missed the most?” he asked softly.
She gave him a keen glance. He was a knowing man all right. In all the months she had lived with Eseck he had never thought to speak of what she might miss, perhaps because he missed nothing himself. “I miss a cup of milk,” she said wistfully. “Thick and yellow with cream. But most of all I miss knowing just what day it is. T’is true I have a calendar but I cannot be sure it’s right. At first I did not think of this—it came upon me gradually. I would see by my calendar that it was the Sabbath and I would imagine them down country walking to church, and in my mind I could see the brass-bound hourglass by the pulpit and the tithing-man walking about the pews with his long stick waking up those who napped. I would think of these things and when Eseck was gone I would sing a hymn and recite my catechism and say a prayer. But then I began to wonder. Is it truly the Sabbath today, or might it not be Monday, even Tuesday, and them not in church at all? And although it is admirable to sing a hymn and say a prayer on weekdays, still I somehow felt—cheated.”
“Because you were pretending to be there with them,” he said, nodding his head.
She looked at him gratefully. “Are you an educated man, Mr. O’Hara?”
“I can read and write if that is what you mean,” he said ruefully. “Why do you ask, lass?”
“Because you seem to know so much.”
He laughed heartily. “Bless you, I know only what I see with my eyes and feel with my heart, which is the way of any man.”
“Then you must have a bigger heart than most. How long have you been gone from Ireland?”
“I?” He looked at her with amusement, this girl who asked questions without conscience yet would answer none herself. “I came over eight years ago. Sixteen I was then. Ireland is no place for the young these days, with the English grinding the fair country under its heel. I thought to make my fortune in the Dutch colonies but the fates brought me here instead, and while I’ve made no fortune, an Irishman loves the land and I’ve land enough to satisfy my soul.”
“Then you are indeed fortunate,” she said, and rising went to stir their dinner in the pot.
“Venison again?” he said, with a smile.
“No—rabbit stew tonight,” she said, and smiled back at him, feeling wonderfully human and civilized again from so much talk. Ah, but speech was a marvelous gift, she was thinking, when a body had known only silence for so many days.
 
There were many words exchanged now in the cave, for O’Hara did not measure his speech as Eseck had done. He told her wild, dark stories of Ireland, he talked of his farm in New Hampshire and in return Becky told him stories of the Indians that her brother had related, of Shoonkeek and Moonkeek, of Man-ni-to, the good spirit, and Mton-toow, the evil spirit. But she did not tell him of Eseck.
He teased her often of the breeches she had ruined when she set his leg and one day she measured him for a new pair. “Anything will do,” he said, smiling. “Rabbit fur, rawhide, anything to make a man decent. I’m thinking when I can walk these tatters of mine will no longer hold together.”
“Nor will they,” she said, regarding them with dismay. “But I shall have to kill a buck for new ones, for there’s nothing here to fit you.”
“You’ll live to rue the day you sliced them up so cheerfully,” he said.
“T’was your life or your breeches,” she reminded him.
“The Lord deliver me from a woman with a frank tongue!”
“Never mind, if the sun comes up tomorrow I will go hunting and you will have your skins,” she promised, and the next day when the sun came out to dazzle the ice and snow she remembered her promise and took down the double bow and filled her quiver with arrows.
Dragging himself to the edge of the cave O’Hara said over his shoulder, “With many more suns like this the ice will soon be breaking up—and a good sound it will be.”
“Aye, we’ve had enough of winter,” she admitted. “But see where I’ve chopped away the ice along the shallows—-there’s running water underneath and the ice is no thicker than my arm.”
“I wish I might hunt with you,” he said wistfully, staring out at the lake. “This sitting tires me more than a day’s plowing.”
“Think instead of a good Irish fairy story for me,” Becky told him. “I’ll look for one when I come back.” She helped him hobble back into the cave again, and brought him his musket and powder horn and plenty of wood for whittling. “What will it be today?” she asked.
“Something for your home,” he told her gravely. “A spoon? A bottle?”
She turned away abruptly. “I’ve always wished for a bottle,” she said with a catch in her throat, remembering how Eseck had promised to whittle her one.
“Then a bottle it will be,” he said, and wetting his finger ran it along the edge of his Barlow jackknife.
Becky watched him a moment, glad at seeing color in his face and strength growing back in his body again. Slinging her bow across her shoulder she said, “I’ll be back,” and went outside into the sparkling cold air. Its freshness made her feel clean, and the realization that spring must already be moving northward gave a lift to her spirits. By rights the snow should be melting by now and green things pushing their way up through the earth, for it was March, almost April, but the cold was a stubborn thing, gripping the earth like a wild beast and freezing every night what the daylight sun had thawed. It was a merry game all right, but someday the cold would lose and there would be no one sorry to see the end of it.
At the beach Becky paused a moment to tighten her snow-shoes and consider where to go. Usually she went south down the valley to hunt, or west into the mountains, but deer had grown scarce in those directions for Black Eagle’s hunters roamed these woods. Remembering a deer trail she had seen when she went north to rescue O’Hara Becky shouldered Eseck’s musket and set out to look for it again.
All day long Becky walked the north of the valley. Late in the afternoon she tracked down her kill and kneeling over the buck said softly, “Do please forgive me but I need your meat for food and your skins for O’Hara’s breeches.” Then breaking the arrow in two she buried it in the snow and deftly skinned and quartered the deer, fastening its hide and the meat in packages around her waist.
She was on her way back to the cave when her ear picked up the sound of running deer. Hesitating, Becky saw half a dozen deer race silently across the clearing ahead and take to the woods a quarter of a mile away from her. She stood watching in amazement, never having seen such a sight before. But their panic could mean only one thing, and Becky hastily looked for cover. She had no sooner lain down between two closely-knit trees than she saw the reason for the herd’s flight. Not many yards west of her a thicket stirred in spite of there being no wind, and an Indian stole forward wearing snowshoes and a thickly-beaded jacket and leggings. He carried a knife ready in his hand and his bow slung over his shoulder so that Becky guessed he was trailing one of the herd that he had already wounded. Seeing him walk to the clearing Becky’s first instinct was to call to him, thinking him a Mahican in spite of his rich clothes, but an inborn caution made her hesitate. She watched him sprint across the clearing and disappear into the woods and she sat up, puzzled.
A moment later she heard the tread of horses. Scarcely believing her ears she lay down again, wriggling deeper into the snow so that all but her head and shoulders were covered. From between the trees twelve horses rode out of the forest in single file, all but one of them mounted by an Indian wearing grotesque paint on his face. They passed not ten yards from Becky and her blood chilled as she peered from behind the tree and recognized their war paint and the feathers fluttering from their coupsticks.
Wabenakis, she thought in horror, and put her head down.
Without speaking the French Indians passed from her sight, almost as silent as the forest itself, while Becky lay too frightened to move. The scarcity of game must have led them into the valley—but Shoonkeekmoonkeek lay dead ahead of them and she had grown increasingly careless about leaving signs. Should they keep going they might see the smoke from the cave, and if they encountered none of her trails and did not see the smoke against the sky there were still the drying frames Eseck had hung between the trees and the snow scooped away from the mouth of the cave and the water pail standing beside the door—and O’Hara inside, unable to hobble more than a few paces on his mending leg.
Was he to die in that cave like a treed squirrel, she wondered?
With a little whimper Becky stood up, shaking the snow from her furs. There would be only minutes left to hide the man—if she could reach him. There was need for stealth but more need for speed, for the Indians lay between her and O’Hara. The swiftest way was to follow in their tracks and pray they swerved away from the hill atop the cave.
As she walked her mind churned with plans, none of them good. She might pull the cave down about their heads, burying herself and O’Hara until danger passed, but she could never disguise the fact that a cave had existed, for there were footprints around the door and along the beach. The dugout was of no use with the lake still frozen over. The best place to hide was among the rushes in the inlet but it lay too far away. Something desperate was needed, and Becky began to perceive that to save their lives they would have to come close to losing them.
Near the hill the tracks of the horses turned toward the east shore of the lake and Becky’s heart lifted, for now there was hope. Once she had mounted the hill behind the cave she let caution fly to the winds and slid down the icy slope on her buckskins.
O’Hara was asleep. “Wake up,” she cried. “A war party—headed this way—”
He was instantly awake. “With or without muskets?”
“I saw none.” She snatched the tomahawk and ran to the shore. The ice—her mind kept returning to the ice and to the running water underneath and to the holes in the shallows she had chopped. It was only natural for holes to be there, there was no other way to draw water and the Indians would not wonder at them—and under the ice the water ran cold and deep.
The daylight was fast fading into dusk, which was strongly in their favor. What Becky looked for was the stump of an old tree that rose out of the lake a few yards off shore and to the west of the cave. It was a black, ugly, tortured-looking thing and in the summer a huge snapping turtle sunned itself on its hump but now it was icebound and frozen. Stumbling toward it on her snowshoes Becky chopped a hole in the ice behind it so that the hole would be unseen from the cave. When she had done this she returned to the beach, smoothing away each track she had left behind her.
O’Hara had dragged himself from the cave to the shore and his tracks, too, she covered. “Why not the forest?” he said, guessing what she planned.
Becky mutely shook her head. The Indians would know they were nearby; they would know from the smoking ashes and the fresh venison in the pot, and she could never find a hiding place in the woods helping O’Hara along beside her. “No,” she said breathlessly, “we must swim for it.”
All this had taken no more than five minutes. By now the French Indians would be coming out on the east shore but the dusk would cover them for a few more minutes. Taking O’Hara’s musket she threw it with hers into the brush and gave him a pleading glance. “It will be cold,” she said. “Have I done right? Would you rather fight them off?”
“Fight them! T’would be no fight but a slaughter, for they’d rush us before we could reload our muskets. Come now, keep up your courage, lass.” And while she hesitated he drew himself up to the edge of the lake where the ice had been chopped away and slid headfirst into the water.
Erasing the last sign of their footprints Becky followed. “I’ve swum to the stump many times in summer,” she said. “We’d best clasp hands.” With one last deep breath Becky dipped her head under the ice and began to swim through the water with O’Hara’s hand in hers. It might well be the last of them both, she thought, with her eyes wide open and streaming and the two of them prisoners under the thick roof of ice. But she thought it would be better than the feel of tomahawk or knife. There was a moment of panic when her breath gave out and she feared she had misjudged the direction of the stump, but then her hand came into contact with slimy roots, and a second later they emerged behind the stump, both of them sucking in air with deep breaths.
Beside her O’Hara gasped as his hand slipped from the stump and he plunged under the ice for a moment. Then his head appeared beside her in the narrow cut she had made and they tread water, their hands tight on the stump. The icy water would at least numb the pain in his legs, Becky thought grimly, if it did not numb them forever.
When the Indians came it was not across the ice from the east, as Becky had thought, but over the hill above the cave. It startled her until she realized they must have picked up old trails of hers that led into the fresh trail. Now they realized that only a few moments earlier she had slid down the hill in panic, and seeing them from the water she was given a grim lesson in their tactics. She saw their dark shadows separate and fan out in a long, curved line that nearly covered the hill. Then with sharp, terrifying war cries they began their charge.
“Steady, lass,” O’Hara whispered, seeing the terror on her face.
Becky closed her eyes to keep out the memories their screams brought back to her. When she opened them the Indians had surrounded the cave and one of the party was creeping in with a raised tomahawk. Finding it empty two of them knelt on the beach to light a fire and when flames had begun to lick the tinder they brought out piles of candle wood and lit torches that turned the beach into daylight.
They would be looking for their hiding place now, and with a shudder Becky ran over the precautions they had taken, searching for the tiniest error that might cost them their lives. As she watched, several Indians rode off into the woods along the cove while two of them walked out a few yards on the ice and looked around. As the Indians glanced toward the stump Becky and O’Hara sank underwater and clung desperately to the roots of the tree, but either the Indian did not see the stump in the growing darkness or they did not believe any white man could hide near it without leaving signs, for when Becky and O’Hara came up for air both Indians had returned to the shore.
But now a fresh danger arose as Becky realized how quickly they might freeze to death if the Indians did not leave soon. And they gave no sign of leaving. Indeed it looked as if they might spend the night around the fire, for having found themselves cheated of scalps they sat down to eat the stew that had simmered all day in the kettle. She saw O’Hara’s precious knife handed around, and her copper kettle examined by each of the Indians. She closed her eyes, knowing she would never see the kettle again, or the huckaback tablecloth full of her treasures, or the stores of food and skins she had laid by.
“B-brazen devils,” O’Hara muttered through clenched teeth.
The cold had spread to Becky’s legs but instead of pain it brought a kindly numbness to her body and a feeling of lethargy. She began to toy with the idea of falling asleep, thinking that struggle was useless and sleep a delightful way in which to pass an empty hour. Her eyes were shut when O’Hara angrily pinched her shoulder.
“S-s-stop that,” he hissed.
So Becky obediently opened her eyes and watched the Indians devouring her stew, shoving it into their mouths and nodding their heads with an appetite that she could share with them. In the east the moon had begun to rise, spreading a thin silver wash of light across the ice around them while under the trees the torches shone hot and yellow. Now the Indians appeared to be arguing around the fire, they pointed to the flames and then to the north and it was apparent they wished to stay.
But one of them stamped his foot and shook his head, a great many angry, guttural words streaming from his lips. Suddenly he appeared leading the horses that had been tethered in back of the cave and mounting one he leaned over and again harangued his friends, pointing to the moon, to the north and to the fire. Reluctantly one of his friends hoisted the deer they had been trailing onto the back of his horse, and slowly the others followed, stowing away the kettle, Becky’s knapsack, her bow and arrows and rab-bitskins. They mounted, and as suddenly as they had come they disappeared into the darkness of the hill.
“They’ve gone,” whispered O’Hara, and leaning over he braced his legs against the stump and heaved himself out of the water. Becky marveled at his strength; she would have stayed there all night for want of any desire to move.
“They may still be near,” she whispered as he pulled her up beside him.
“Aye, lass, and a few minutes more and you would go to sleep and never wake up again.”
“I’ll be all right.” She shivered as he massaged her legs. “Look to your own—” Over his shoulder she saw the fire still leaping on the beach, the wonderful, blessedly hot fire they dared not approach, and every bone of her body yearned for its warmth as the blood rushed painfully back to her frozen limbs.
O’Hara was pointing to the west shore. “Over there,” he said. “We’ll roll up in the hollow under the bank.” She nodded, and together they crawled over the ice on their stomachs until they reached the bank. When O’Hara was safely in the shadow of the overhang she crept back and carefully covered their tracks. Then she too went into the earthen hollow and collapsed beside him.
 
When dawn came Becky woke from an uneasy nap and looked out at the cold bright sun. They faced a new day and a day without comforts, for they would not dare live in the cave again. Seeing O’Hara still asleep she got to her feet and hobbled up and down the beach until the terrifying numbness of her legs began to go away. Then with great care she inched her way back to the cave to see what the Indians had left them.
She found their muskets still hidden in the brush where they had been tossed. Eseck’s extra store of powder remained untouched behind a stone in the chimney but there was nothing else left to them except O’Hara’s knapsack which lay across the hearthstones but had only been scorched.
But they had weapons again, and enough powder to use them if the Indians should return. With a lighter heart Becky walked back to O’Hara and found him sitting up massaging his legs. “Look,” she cried, waving the rifles, “they did not find them!”
“Praise be,” said O’Hara, and taking his musket ran his hands over the barrel. “She’s in good shape,” he said. “A bit of cleaning and she’ll do. Let me see yours.”
She watched him inspect Eseck’s musket, thinking how good it was to be alive this morning. She would not have given a shilling for their chances of survival last night but here they were safe and sound. “You’re right, Mr. O’Hara,” she said happily, “t’is a beautiful world. The snow, the ice, the sun, the dawn—we came so close to losing them.”
O’Hara glanced at her with a twinkle. “You’ve saved my life twice now, lass. Who taught you to think like an Indian?”
“My brother.”
“The one who was captured by such as they?”
“Aye,” she said, sobering. “By such as they.”
There was no breakfast and there would be no dinner for them, either, unless they could catch it with their bare hands or club it to death or dig it from the frozen ground. While Becky tried in vain to spear a fish through the ice with her hunting knife tied to a stick O’Hara set out to make a clumsy crutch, padding it with his tunic. When he had finished Becky helped him across the ice to the island, for this, said O’Hara, was the only safe place to camp. Hidden by the screening of trees the two of them could easily keep watch against the Indians’ return, and if they did return there would be no chance of a surprise attack, not when the redskins must first cross a mile of frozen white ice to reach them.
On the island they built two crude lean-tos, covering over the roofs with birch bark, and having no blankets Becky gathered evergreens to lie on. O’Hara would not let her return to the cave again. “Nor will I have you heading north to see where the Injuns have gone,” he said sternly. “For all ye know they may have camped on the other side of the hill and you’d walk right into their arms. Ye’ll not go risking your life again.”
And so they lived as if the Indians had gone no farther than beyond the hill. They made a fire only at night, well hidden in a hole, and they did much of their sleeping by day, taking turns at keeping watch. Once every night, with O’Hara covering her with his musket, Becky crept across to the mainland and set snares, then crawled back across the ice carrying whatever meat had been caught the day before. They were cold and always hungry but O’Hara had begun carving a new bow for her and Becky sharpened pieces of flint for arrow tips. When eight days had passed and they were almost famished, having eaten nothing but roots and an occasional rabbit, Becky found a deer caught in one of the snares and they were so starved they ate the meat only half-cooked.
But once they had the deer they had also a drawstring for the bow and enough bone for many arrows, and again Becky could start work on breeches for O’Hara.
Slowly the ice was thawing and on the hill patches of brown showed here and there in the snow like worn spots. One day a harsh wind blew the burden of snow from the trees and that same night when Becky was on watch she was startled by the sound of the ice cracking and splintering in the lake. In the morning O’Hara stood beside her and they looked out at huge, jagged pieces of ice moving sluggishly past them. “If we don’t leave the island soon we’ll have to swim,” O’Hara said, “and I’ve had enough of wetness.” She looked up at him quickly. “I’ll go and bring back the dugout.”
He shook his head, smiling. “No, lass, it’s not what I mean. Spring’s coming and I can walk tolerably well now with a crutch or a cane.”
She looked away, not wanting to meet his eyes. So he would be leaving soon. And why not? He was no more than a wounded bird that she had taken in to care for, and like a bird he must fly away home now that his wounds were healed. But it was curious how forlorn she felt at the thought of his leaving. What would it be like, she wondered, not to find him waiting by the fire when she came back, nor to hear his gay voice teasing her. “Yes,” she said, “of course you must go.”
“But not alone,” he said firmly. “I’ll not be leaving a lass like yourself here. Have ye no relatives, Miss Rebecca?” She shook her head. “I’m not going back, Mr. O’Hara.”
“Now, now,” he admonished, “d’ye think I’d leave you here all by yourself—you, a white woman? Why you might be taken with fever, or break your leg out there in the woods with no one to bring you home. Indeed no. You’ll go down country with me if I have to carry you on my shoulders.” She broke out laughing. “You have excessively broad shoulders, Mr. O’Hara, but I must remind you that your underpinnings are so weak as to be wobbly.”
“Then I’ll hold my musket at your back and order you to march.”
“Indeed you are very masterful,” she teased, “but I know that your heart is too tender to shoot anyone. That would be a fine way to repay me for saving you once from the wolves and again from the Indians.”
“Aye, it would.” He looked at her with troubled eyes. “Is it that you cannot go back or do not wish to, lass?”
“I’m a runaway.”
“Aye, that any man could guess. I’ve lived in your cave for almost eight weeks by the calendar you keep and I’ve asked few questions, but this I must ask: why do you stay here?”
“Because I did not run away alone.”
“That, too, I guessed,” he said, looking at her levelly. “But if it was for love, Miss Rebecca, then you have been dealt a poor hand for I see no sign of man about your camp.”
“Love!” She looked at him in surprise. “Indeed you misunderstand. It was my brother who came with me.” He had been sure of this but was relieved to hear it from her own lips. “Then where is he?” he countered bluntly.
She sighed. “I don’t know,” she said, staring down at her hands.
“He’s alive?”
“I think so. And he will come back, I know he will, because—”
“Aye?”
She lifted her face and stared at him defiantly. “Because he loves me. He brought me here—he cared enough to leave everything for my sake—to become a fugitive. This thing that took him away was a sickness like a fever—”
“A fever—to leave you here defenseless?”
She waved this aside in such a careless manner he saw her loyalty was unassailable. “I’m scarcely defenseless,” she told him. “You could not understand him as I do. Eseck is different from most—he loves the forest, you cannot wall him up in a town, he needs room. The death of—of a friend of his—stirred him up until he could not abide the long winter and the smallness of the cave. It was like a fever with him, I tell you.”
He said drily, “I am not familiar with this type of fever. Perhaps you will enlighten me further?”
She looked at him with anger. “Indeed I will not. I knew you would never understand. I love my brother, Mr. O’Hara.”
O’Hara saw that he had taken the wrong tack. He said sympathetically, “Indeed you must. You are sure he is alive?”
“I feel it. And Aupaumut and Redfoot found no signs of death.”
“Where—how did he go?”
“He went hunting, north of the valley.”
O’Hara pursed his lips thoughtfully. “He could have been captured by a band of Wabenakis.” He saw her glance at him quickly and she said carelessly, “Yes, he may have been.”
He changed the subject and began talking of his departure, and of the best trail to take, whether he should go west, over the mountains into Dutch country, or south to Connecticut. If he went south, he wondered if she would give him some message to Black Eagle so that he might pass safely through the camp, and Becky scarcely noticed that before the subject was exhausted he had extracted from her the whole story of Blue Feather’s death and a great deal of information about Eseck...
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
In THE END BECKY PROMISED O’HARA THAT SHE WOULD go with him down the valley to Wnahtakook and remain there until the trees were green. “T’is a small promise,” he said, “but I cannot leave you here. Look about you at this desolate place, your cave empty of stores, your deerskins gone, the kettle stolen. You need time to put color back in your cheeks and meat on your bones. If Dawn-of-the-sky is your friend she, too, will need you.”
“It is true I would like to see Dawn-of-the-sky again,” Becky conceded wistfully. “Her baby will have been born and she will no longer be living separated from the others.”
“And you will stay a while?”
Becky nodded. “I will stay a while.”
On a sparkling day in April she and O’Hara set out for Wnahtakook, arriving just as the sun was setting behind the hills. The Indian encampment had come to life again after the long harsh winter. Spears and arrows were being sharpened for the great spring hunt, which would take the men into the mountains for two moons hunting moose and beaver and deer. A great many had already left to set up a camp east of the river for maple-sugaring. The Indians were pleased with O’Hara and remarked at his size. They promptly named him Three Legs because of the cane he carried and Black Eagle promised him a scout on the morrow to escort him safely to the edge of the valley.
While O’Hara sat and smoked a pipe with the woh-weet-quau-pe-cha in the council house Becky hurried eagerly to Dawn-of-the-sky’s lodge. She found her friend kneading corn meal in her wigwam with the baby strapped to her back on a board.
“It has been born,” Becky cried.
“His name is Blue Feather,” Dawn-of-the-sky told her gravely. “He is eleven suns old.”
“Wnis-soo,” Becky said in a hushed voice. “He is beautiful!”
Dawn-of-the-sky looked at the child with sad eyes. “Another Blue Feather will roam the forest hunting deer. That is all I know.”
Becky hesitated. “Do you blame the Long Knives so much?”
Dawn-of-the-sky shook her head. “I blame no one,” she said quietly. “But the sun no longer shines in this lodge.” Later Black Eagle said to Becky, “All is not well with Dawn-of-the-sky. Her spirit still cries out in mourning for her man.”
“She’s terribly thin,” Becky told him indignantly.
Black Eagle shrugged. “It has been a hard winter here. It takes many deer to keep the village in meat. The meat sent to Dawn-of-the-sky’s wee-ku-wuhm is not eaten.”
“Then she is sick?”
“She is sick with grief.”
Becky hesitated. “I wonder—I wonder if she might go back with me to Shoonkeekmoonkeek when I go. She is my cousin, isn’t she? Nduh-whu-nuw. One deer cannot feed your village for a day but one deer will keep two people in meat for a week.”
Black Eagle smiled. “You are indeed a cousin to her, Little Doe. I will speak to my woh-weet-quau-pe-cha and tell you what they say.”
“Thank you,” Becky said gravely. “And have you heard anything of Indian-with-the-white-scalp?”
She had caught him unawares and for a moment a very odd expression shone in Black Eagle’s eyes. “Nothing,” he said quickly, dropping his glance to the ground. “Nothing at all, Little Doe.”
But she was surprised, having asked of Eseck only as a formality, thinking that if the faintest breath of news reached his ears a runner would have been dispatched to Shoonkeek-moonkeek at once to tell her. Now she was not so sure. “You have not even heard a whisper on the wind?” she asked, searching his face intently.
Black Eagle’s face was blank now. “Nothing, daughter,” he said.
She wanted to tell him that she did not believe him, but it would be a terrible breach of etiquette and he was her friend. Indeed, the only friends she now possessed were here at Wnahtakook and when O’Hara left the next day her friends would all be Mahicans. She thought ruefully of Mrs. Leggett; would that lady be surprised, after all, if she were given the power to see her? Once Becky had dreamed of a cabin of cut logs and a field of corn behind it, but now there was nothing, nothing but the wilderness and the empty lake. There were moments when she wondered if the Mahicans’ evil spirit Mton-toow, had come to live with her at Shoonkeekmoonkeek.
“Very well,” she murmured in English, and turning from him fled from the lodge.
O’Hara found her down by the river staring straight ahead with blind eyes. He glanced at the river, seeing nothing to be studied but a swollen, muddy stream of water and judged that she had come here to be alone.
“Well, my lass,” he said cheerfully, lowering himself to the ground beside her. “Tomorrow we part, eh?”
“Tomorrow we part and I am not your lass,” she said crossly.
“Oh?” He smiled down at her pleasantly. “Well, not while you are here and I am there, t’is true,” he admitted. “But I leave you in kindly hands. This brother of yours seems to have made good friends here.”
“Friends without souls,” she said bitterly.
O’Hara frowned. “That’s a harsh way to speak of friends. These are good Indians, lass.”
“I didn’t know there were any good Indians,” she reminded him.
“No? Then you have much to learn. There are good Indians as well as good white men, bad Indians as well as bad white men. The white men who killed your friend Blue Feather had black hearts to be sure. Men are the same everywhere, whether in Indian villages or down country in towns.”
She looked at him in astonishment. “You think—that? You are singularly alone then, Mr. O’Hara.”
“Not alone,” he said mildly. “You, too, ran in terror from the French Indians, and now you take refuge among their cousins with the same painted faces.”
“Then there are two of us who feel this,” she said, “and we two are alone.”
He grinned. “Really? There’s many a skirmish we’d have lost in the colonies without friendly Indians to guide us and fight for us.”
“Oh, them,” she said.
He began to see that the slant of her thoughts ran northward. “You’re thinking then of the French Indians and the war,” he said. “Aye, of course you are.” He was silent a moment, staring at the flooded stream. “It’s either them or us, lass. Sometimes it looks to me as if they’ll drive us all back into the ocean we came from. They’ve powerful friends—these Canadian devils have a real army, not farmers called out to muster. A real army, and the Indians to do their dirty work for them.”
“We could live in friendship—surely this would be possible?”
He shook his head. “Never. The white man needs land to plant his crops, land for villages and broad commons, and farms to grow his food. The Indian has the land. Each year we chase them farther north and west until there is no end to it. The Indians know that.”
She gestured toward the peaceful village behind them. “These people live in peace.”
He smiled faintly. “They were great warriors once. Now they’re glad to live in peace for fights among themselves have killed off the cream of their braves. They’re happy now but someday white men will come to this valley, too, and someday, lass, there’ll be no village here at all. For it’s against nature for the two to live side by side. Better to ask the catamount and the squirrel to lie down together.” “The Indian being the fierce catamount, of course,” she said scornfully.
“No,” he said, “there are times I think the white man a catamount with his broken treaties and greedy manners.” Again he had surprised her and she turned to look at his face. “You speak—almost like Eseck,” she said in amazement. “You see both sides of the stick.”
“Perhaps,” he said with a scowl, “for all Irishmen have heart for those who are tread on. But for all I’m new to this land, it’s mine now. Show me a hostile Indian and I’ll kill him with my bare hands if need be, for I’m not so foolish as to think he wouldn’t kill me first if he had the chance. I’d act like any other man who’d save his scalp.”
She nodded. “So you will go back and fight.”
“I will when they call me out. But I’ve a few things to attend to first.”
They were silent, watching the stream carry a broken tree past them, the current trying to devour it at every turning. Then O’Hara said, “You’ll not think better and come with me?”
Becky shook her head. “I cannot, Mr. O’Hara.”
“But you’ll stay here awhile.”
“I promised,” she said quietly. “I will stay.”
He sighed. “I’d best be turning in then, for dawn will be here soon enough. Black Eagle has promised you a kettle for only two skins. He is a good man.”
“Aye,” she said, knowing this was good-bye.
“I’ll be going then,” he repeated. “Goodnight, lass, and God bless you.” With the aid of his stick O’Hara climbed to his feet and slowly limped away.
He did not turn to wave. As she watched him go Becky’s eyes filled with tears and when he was gone from sight she pressed both hands to her face and held them there, knowing she would never see him again.
 
* * *
 
Before the week was out the councilors had decided that Dawn-of-the-sky might return to Shoonkeekmoonkeek with Becky when the maple-sugaring season was over. Dawn-of-the-sky’s huge eyes stared gravely at Becky when she told her, and bowing her head she thanked her politely for thinking of her. But there was no joy in her.
“Kee-soghwill poo-tou-wah in you,” Becky told her haltingly. “The sun will make a fire in you and you will be happy again.”
“You are good friend,” Dawn-of-the-sky said simply.
Redfoot had returned from guiding O’Hara to the edge of the valley and Becky remembered again her trip into the Housatunnick with Eseck. Would O’Hara stop at the same cabin she and Eseck had skirted, she wondered, where the woman had leaned over her washtubs in the sun? Would he find the woman still there beside the cabin? She smiled ruefully at such a foolish notion and yet in her mind the woman remained fixed forever over her tub, when in truth an autumn and a hard winter had passed. For all she knew the woman might have been killed by the Indians long since, like many a woman on an outpost farm, killed and scalped in the middle of the night and her farm burned to white ashes.
The days hung heavy for Becky but she was glad of company and warmed herself in the companionship of the other women. She helped them boil away the maple sugar over the huge fires at the camp and plant early corn in the fields. The nights she spent less amiably. Tossing by the fire she would think of Eseck and of O’Hara and how she must soon go back to Shoonkeekmoonkeek and make a fresh start. She had lied to O’Hara when she told him she was not afraid. Her nerves trembled at the thought of being alone again. The long winter, Eseck’s disappearance, the coming of the French Indians had sapped her courage and she was afraid now, afraid of loneliness, of the Indians and the forest. It was as if with O’Hara’s departure something had snapped inside of her that had once been taut as her drawstring. The winter had thinned her and there were smudges under her eyes but worst of all her heart felt bruised, and a tired heart had no room for courage. Her one hope lay in the thought of Dawn-of-the-sky’s returning with her. She knew she would welcome her company at Shoonkeekmoonkeek like water after a long drought, for the thought of being alone with herself filled her with dread.
One night when Becky was staring deep into the flames of the fire Dawn-of-the-sky sat down beside her with the baby in her arms. “You are very sad,” she said. “I see you are sad. Sadness is my friend.”
Becky took her hand and squeezed it, grateful to see her, for it had seemed of late as though Dawn-of-the-sky were avoiding her. “I will not be sad when we go back together to Shoonkeekmoonkeek and I hope you will no longer be sad, either. We will swim again in the lake and we will go maple-sugaring with little Blue Feather on your back and soon there will be wild strawberries in the woods and the birds will sing.”
Dawn-of-the-sky smiled. “This man—this man with three legs—you wee-ween him?”
“Marry him?” Becky shook her head in surprise. “The man with three legs has gone.”
Dawn-of-the-sky nodded. “You wear skirt for him. He marry you.”
Becky smiled faintly. “I have the skirt, but no man, Dawn-of-the-sky. I fear there will never be a man for me but do not let this add to your sorrow.”
Dawn-of-the-sky smiled and shook her head. “You my friend. Remember that. You wear skirt for him, he marry you.” And with this she slipped quietly away into the darkness.
In the morning Dawn-of-the-sky was not in her lodge. They found Little Blue Feather asleep on his board by the fire, his fat fists curled under his chin, but there was no sign of his mother. Following the other women into the wigwam Becky was puzzled. “But why has she left the baby?” she asked. “Always she carries the baby on her back.”
The mother of Mkhooh-que-thoth, the Owl, answered her. “Big trouble,” she said, her eyes like dead black stones in her seamed face. “Big sadness, big trouble.”
The councilors were called into Black Eagle’s wigwam at once and the runner dispatched to the village down river. Since most of the braves had gone on their great hunting trip there were only old men and young boys to follow the faint trail in the mud that they found south of the village. Becky watched them go with anxious eyes.
“Maus-wau-se-ki the old woman muttered broodingly. “What is that?” Becky asked, turning on her swiftly. “Great stone mountain. Fisher’s nest.”
All morning Becky worked with doubts hammering at her thoughts. When the sun had reached the top of the sky one of the young boys came running across the meadows and the silent village suddenly came to life. ”Nboo-or-ne-poo,”
cried the boy, and Becky heard a great sobbing wail from the women at the campfire.
“What is it?” she cried. “Where is Dawn-of-the-sky?”
“Nboo-or-ne-poo. She is dead,” the young man cried fiercely.
Becky shrank from him in horror. There was the wailing and the hot sun and the beginning of nausea in her. When the wailing abruptly ceased she looked up from her crouching position and saw the men returning across the hill in single file. At the head of the procession walked Black Eagle carrying Dawn-of-the-sky’s broken body in his arms, and now Becky understood: Dawn-of-the-sky had gone to the stone mountain and flung herself down into the abyss.
“Our sister is dead,” Black Eagle said as he reached the fire and held out her body. “Her spirit died many moons ago but today we will paint our faces white, for her body has gone to the Great Spirit.”
Across the fire his eyes met Becky’s and as they burned into hers she read in his glance that she was no longer wanted here, that white men had done this to his village and Little Doe’s skin was white.
Now there was nothing left—nothing at all, and the nothingness filled Becky’s heart until it was like a stone from which no more tears could be wrung. With a bowed head she stumbled away from the fire, and going into Dawn-of-the-sky’s lodge for the last time she gathered together her few belongings and prepared to go back alone to Shoonkeekmoonkeek.
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
THE ICE HAD MELTED ON SHOONKEEKMOONKEEK AND Becky stood a moment listening to the marvelous sound of water gently lapping the shore. It was music after the harsh snowbound winter. A quick little breeze from the west sent ripples scudding across the cold blue water out by the island and the clearness of the air outlined every tree on the distant mountains. But the lake was at high water. Melting snow had flooded the inlet and diminished the shore line so that Becky was forced back to the woods around the lake.
The cave looked different to her as she walked toward it through the shallows with her moccasins slung over her shoulder. She had tidied it up before leaving for Wnahtakook but she had not lived in it since the wintry night of the war party and it was strange to see it without snow. It looked foreign to her, so that she could scarcely believe she had spent the autumn and winter in it. Crawling inside she found it clammy with cold. Water dripped from the ceiling and earth had fallen across the tunnel dug into the rear. As she stood there looking around a water snake slithered away into the shadows. A few weeks’ absence was a long time in the wilderness.
Black Eagle had given her a small iron kettle. She possessed a knife, Eseck’s musket and the buckskins she stood in. Nothing more. They had left their mark here, it was true: the blackened stones on the beach, the drying frames rotting near the mouth of the cave, the dugout that had floated away with the rising of the water, the trench Eseck had dug for the cut-log cabin. But she had little stomach for living here, for Eseck had vanished, Dawn-of-the-sky was dead and O’Hara gone.
The truth of the matter was that she was feeling almighty sorry for herself. “When I’ve just what I came here with,” she reminded herself. ”I’m still here, am I not, and did I ever expect to be anything but a solitary, a woodsy, a thornback?”
Straightening her shoulders she went to work. Turning her back on the cave she built a rough lean-to on the beach and spread hemlock boughs over the pebbles. Then taking up her bow and arrows she went out to scout around. When she came home it was dark but she had meat again and from a tall tree on the top of Honwee she had glanced across the valley and found it placid except for the fine thread of smoke rising from Wnahtakook twenty miles away.
She ate the meat half raw and curling up in the lean-to fell asleep, too exhausted to be cold. When dawn awoke her she set out to recover the dugout, wading the shallows of the lake until she found it caught in a tangle of floating tree limbs on the west shore. Stripping branches from a fallen tree she made a rough paddle and pushed the dugout to the island.
She could not say why she had to go to the island, but it seemed a dearer place to her than the cave. It had been a refuge to her and O’Hara when many a night they had feared to see ominous shadows crossing the ice. She pulled the dug-out high on the sodden bank and threaded her way through the trees. Here lay the remains of their fire. This hollow in the ground was where they had rested their muskets while on watch, and here was the spot where O’Hara had slept.
Lonely, she sat down beside the dead fire and rested her head on her hands. She was a fool not to have gone back with O’Hara, she was thinking, a fool to wait here for someone who might never return, who might even now be lying somewhere in the forest with an arrow or a musket ball in him. But if Eseck were alive—if Eseck were alive, then she must wait, for he would come back. With all her heart she must believe this, for he was her brother, with the same blood in his veins and the same level blue eyes and pointed chin and slender bones.
A piece of oiled skin lying on the ground wedged between two stones caught Becky’s eye and leaning over she picked it up, finding it oddly heavy. She recognized it as a packet from O’Hara’s knapsack, and opening it removed a small book. It was the copy of the Bible she had seen once before when she had paused at the brook following his tracks and opened his knapsack. For a moment she held it tightly in her hands, remembering his gay smile, the set of his broad shoulders and the warmth of his voice. To be near him was like sitting in the sun at noontime on a warm day. He had been very different from Eseck. Eseck was like the moon, shedding light but no warmth, his eyes cool and remote, his quietness like the forest at night. O’Hara was all sun and warmth and brightness.
Carefully she opened the Book, turning the oiled pages one by one. At the flyleaf she paused, seeing many names and dates written there, and laboriously she began to spell them out:
 
...to Cuconnaught O’Hara on His thyrteenth birth date from his Father, Rury O’Hara, Earl of Shane.Dublin, 1606
...to Rury O’Hara on hys Twenty-fyrst birthday from His father, Cuconnaught O’Hara, Earl of Shane.Rome, Italy, 1639
...to Shane O’Hara on his Twenty-fyrst Birth day from his Father, Rury O’Hara.Paris, France, 1662
...to Shane O’Hara from his Father, Shane O’Hara on his Thyrteenth Birth Day. Dublin, Ireland, 1693
 
Becky closed the book and stared at it with a rapidly beating heart. Rury O’Hara, Earl of Shane; Cuconnaught O’Hara, Earl of Shane. She had known O’Hara was a gentleman by the gentleness of his ways but his clothes had been homespun and his hands roughened by farm labor. She had never thought—never believed—that he could be such a grand one. Wave after wave of hot scarlet flooded her face as she crouched over the Book and remembered her many impertinences, not the least of which was that she had thought of him with fondness. What must she have seemed to him but a common woodsy in Indian clothes who often as not left her spoon on the table to eat meat with her fingers and who hunted her own meat like a man. He would have been used to women in fine clothes who minced across wet puddles in galoe-shoes and dined from silver chargers and wore brocade gowns. She stared at her hands, the nails chipped and broken, the palms hard with calluses. She knew her face to be almost as dark from the sun as an Indian’s, and probably weathered as well in spite of the bear’s fat she greased it with to keep the skin from roughening. She had turned into a wild thing and never realized it, she, Rebecca Pumroy, born with as fine a birthright as the Leggetts and now more animal than human in her fight to stay alive.
She thought of herself with horror, remembering how once she had worn gowns, if only of homespun, and had displayed as pretty a manner as any girl. How amused this man must have been to see her carry in a hundred-pound buck on her shoulders—aye, and quarter it without flinching, her arms red to the elbows with blood. Would he remember she had saved his life, not once but twice? Perhaps. But t’was more likely he’d tell his grandchildren of the wildness of the young woodsy he’d met once in the valley of the Housatunnick, whose only friends were Indians and who lived alone in a cave. Aye, it would make a fine, romantic story told by the hearthside on a stormy night.
Becky stood up, her eyes narrowed. He was gone, at any rate, this huge young man with the soft blue eyes—aye, and she would remember him with kindness, not begrudging him his laugh at her. But a woodsy she would not be. Straightening her thin shoulders she tied up the Book and walked back to the dugout. No longer would she eat with her fingers or wear breeches like a man. Nor would she live in either cave or lean-to another winter. Eseck had dug her a trench for a fine cabin of cut logs. She would build the rest herself.
 



Chapter Twenty
 
 
 
THREE MOONS PASSED QUICKLY. THE SUN GREW WARMER as it climbed the sky and the trees wore green again. Moss spread over the hill and wild strawberries gleamed scarlet in the woods. There was rain and there was sun but it was spring and then summer and the earth was friendly again. Deer came down to the lake to drink, and the birds chattered noisily at dawn and wild turkey flew over the lake. Becky put away the thought of Eseck and Blue Feather and O’Hara and worked as she had never worked before. She cut trees in the woods and dragged them to the shore where she stripped them of leaves and branches and notched their trunks one atop the other in the clearing around the trench. She mortared the logs with clay from the inlet and sharpened and resharpened the clumsy axe she had made. She cut birch shingles for the roof and laid them across the top and when the cabin was snug as a nest she cut new trees, driving herself hard, and made a puncheon floor. She grew hard and lean but no longer was there the trench Eseck had dug to mock her past dreams: there was a cabin, with window and door and the luxury of a wooden floor. This was one dream she had made come true.
And there was another dream now, too, for with a cabin of cut logs she was no longer a wild thing but a settler, a staid woman with land, and in the summer when she had Indian corn growing up and down the hill she would be a farmer. With the stone of her hatchet and the iron of her muscle she would beat back the woods and if the French Indians came to kill her it did not matter; someday other white men would come to the shores of the lake and would see the cabin and know that a settler had lived here, not a woodsy.
The day she finished the cabin she marked off a full year on her birchbark calendar: July 3, 1704, and finding herself without meat she took down her bow and arrows from the mantel and went off to kill herself a deer.
She tracked her deer a long way north so that it was not until dusk that she returned with a quarter of the animal slung across her shoulder. She was thinking how fine it was to come back to a cabin that smelled inside of new wood. She had the musket with her that she would hang over the mantel, and before she climbed to the tiny loft to sleep she would sit a while before the fire and drink a cup of raspberry-leaf tea and listen to the crickets sing. It was a good thought, and she reached the top of the hill before she sensed any danger. Even then the warning was no more than a faint prickling of her scalp as she caught her breath at the summit. A queer thing, this sixth sense that told her someone else was in the valley. She stopped, sniffing the air as she had once seen Eseck do, not understanding then why he did it. The wind was from the west, dusk had come early and there was a great silence in the valley as if the birds and animals held their breath with her. Becky lowered her burden to the ground, hiding it in a clump of blackberry bushes, and taking care not to make a sound she crawled over the top of the hill and peered through the tall grass down the slope.
The cabin looked quiet enough. She had covered the birch shingles with hemlock so that the roof would not catch the sun, and squinting she could just make out the darker clump that was home to her. No smoke rose from the chimney but she knew the coals would be red when she returned. Her glance moved to the horizon but there was no smoke there, either, and the lake was dull silver without shadow or movement.
Then Becky heard a faint sound from the slope and she stiffened. It was an animal sound but strange to her ears: no animal of the forest made such noises and she realized with a start that down near the cabin a horse had blown out his breath, as if impatient at being tethered so long. Becky narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. There was cover aplenty on the hill, and the light was in her favor. By rights she should turn about and run back to the forest but she was not afraid. She had a reckless hankering to know who sat in her cabin and she thought she had a right to know. Injuns most likely—-maybe even Eseck, but she would never learn who it was by skulking in the deep woods. She cradled the musket that she always took with her slung over her shoulder, with its precious powder tied to her belt. She had the musket and she had the strange skill Eseck had taught her and she thought she could get down the hill and back without any Indian knowing she had come.
While she thought about it her eyes darted here and there picking out cover between herself and the cabin. The grass had grown during the year, not enough to hide a person by daylight but aplenty for this kind of light if she crawled all the way on her stomach. She picked a zigzag route that would take her upwind of the horse and enable her to creep up behind the cabin and listen. Then her glance ran over the places the Indians would be hiding should they be waiting for her return and at last, satisfied, she looked to her musket and checked the powder.
She crawled slowly through the grass that was dampening with dew, taking care to keep the gun dry. At every bush she stopped to listen but there was nothing but the sound of the horses tossing their heads. Two horses, she judged, and whoever rode them was mighty careless to leave them there, she thought, or else they underestimated her. And thinking this hope grew in her like sunlight that it was Eseck, gone so long from her.
A few yards from the rear of the cabin she cocked the gun and lay down to wait. Darkness had begun to settle. If there was an Indian waiting in another bush he would have heard the sound when she cocked the gun and she held the musket steady, her eyes moving constantly, her ears waiting for the quiver of a single blade of grass.
So silent was it that when someone in the cabin suddenly sneezed Becky almost cried out from the shock of it. A sneeze, when she had been taking care to breathe so lightly her breath would not have stirred a feather on her lips. But she did not move. Wary of traps she sat in the damp grass a full half hour before she began to crawl toward the door.
Near the door she stopped and waited again, listening. She heard a faint whisper of movement in the cabin, as if someone had crossed his legs or moved an arm. The horses stamped their feet. A bluejay shrilled somewhere and beating its wings against the bushes flew away. Standing up Becky shoved the musket in front of her and tiptoed soundlessly to the door. With one moccasined foot she gently pushed it wide.
“It’s about time you came, lass,” said a humorous voice from inside.
Becky dropped the musket and peered into the darkness. “You!” she gasped.
“Aye,” said O’Hara with amusement. “I’ve been sitting here at your table wondering how long you’d hide outside. Crawled down the hill on your stomach, I warrant, thinking me a French Injun waiting to scalp you.”
Becky did not smile. To cover her confusion she walked to the fireplace and lit a piece of candlewood for light, placing it on the rock beside the fire. Then she turned to look at him and saw that he had little changed in three months. “I thought never to see you again, Mr. O’Hara,” she said, her voice trembling only a little.
He smiled and glanced around. “You’ve been busy. I see you wear a skirt now that you have your cabin of cut logs. T’is powerfully hard you must have worked.”
She nodded, watching him hungrily, this first human she had seen since April. “Did you come through Wnahtakook? Dawn-of-the-sky is dead.”
“I know.” His glance returned to her and she looked away.
“Black Eagle tells me you have not been there to trade. He asked me to tell you that his anger has turned to grief and you are welcome at Wnahtakook whenever you wish to come.”
“That is kind of him. But I have not offered you anything to eat,” she said quickly, looking for work to do with her hands. “There’s dried venison, and fresh meat on the hill, cold rabbit stew, wild onions, and—”
“I bring you news of your brother,” O’Hara said.
She dropped the trencher and stared at him in astonishment. “Of Eseck?” she faltered.
He nodded, and leaving the trestle table walked to her and picked up the trencher. In spite of her astonishment she had time to notice that he walked now without limping and that he was even taller than she remembered. “Pray tell me,” she whispered.
“You really wish to know, lass?”
She steadied herself against the mantel, her back straight as a sapling. “Is it so bad, then?”
“I believe it is what you have feared from the first.”
“That he is dead?” she asked, watching his face closely. “I never believed him to be dead.”
“I know that, lass—and he is not dead.”
“Thank God,” she whispered.
“T’is only a rumor,” he said, turning suddenly away from her and walking to the other side of the small cabin. “They say a man called Indian-with-the-white-scalp lives on the Kennebec with a tribe of French Indians called the Canibas. They say he is a white man once captured by the Indians who has recently come back to them to live. They say his Christian name is Pomeroy or Pumroy or Pollyroy.” Becky felt for the table with her hands and sat down. “No,” she whispered, “it’s not Eseck, it cannot be.” She turned to him pleadingly. “You said—you said t’was only a rumor?”
He came and stood by her, his hand on her shoulder. “I said that, but you know in your heart it is true. He did not leave you to go hunting. Nor was he captured. He left you to go back to his people.”
“They are not his people,” she cried out at him.
“They have always been his people.”
She stared at him with huge, tearless, horror-stricken eyes. “That is not so,” she whispered, “I cannot believe it.” And turning away she covered her face with her hands, not wanting to meet his glance.
“He loved you,” O’Hara said, not looking at her but at the fire. “He loved you, lass, but the Indian in him was stronger than you. Perhaps it always was.”
She wheeled on him in anger. “Little do you know,” she cried. “You cannot understand. He will be back. It was Blue Feather’s death—the anger—”
“Have done with this loyal heart of yours, lass,” he said sternly. “You have known where he went ever since he did not return. He is no longer a white man, he is an Indian.” She shrank away from him. “You presume too much, Mr. O’Hara! My brother Eseck—my brother Eseck—oh, Eseck,” she cried, and laying her head on her arms broke into terrible sobs.
O’Hara was silent, letting her weep her sorrow away. Tears were better for wounds than silence. He waited, thinking of this man he had never seen who had spent the years of his boyhood in a sachem’s lodge and had never felt at home again in a white man’s town. He must have tried with all his heart, for the sake of a loyalty as staunch as Becky’s, but in the end he had had to go back. “Poor lass,” he said gently, and crossing to the fire poured hot tea into his noggin and brought it to her. “Drink this,” he said. “I’ve never seen a woman yet who was not the better for a sip of tea.”
Becky raised her tear-stained face, pushed back her hair and took a long sip of the hot drink. Slowly she straightened her shoulders. “I did not mean the words I said,” she told him in a low voice. “Nor can I rail at you again when you bring me the truth. You are quite right, I have guessed this truth ever since Redfoot and Aupaumut told me his trail led north. But guessing is different from knowing.” She shivered. “I could not believe—and yet your words shocked but did not surprise me. Do you know how that can be?”
“I know,” he told her gravely.
She placed the noggin carefully on the table. “You were kind to bring me this news. Perhaps you felt you owed it to me but t’was a dangerous trip to come again, and I am beholden to you for such kindness.”
“It was selfishness that brought me back, lass. I could not rest nights thinking of you here alone. I’ve come to take you back with me.”
“I scarcely know what to do,” she said, locking her fingers and unlocking them. “What—what will happen to him? He is my brother, Mr. O’Hara.”
“I do not know,” he said gently. “But he has chosen, lass, and you, too, must choose.” He watched her fight for control, straightening the shoulders that had been thinned by hunger and had already borne a man’s burden, and he smiled at her tenderly. “I could wish you a little less proud, my girl. Do you truly believe I came only to bring this news to you? I knew long ago I would be back, and went away only to find word of your brother. T’was not easy to leave you, and my fields are still unplowed for I traveled far to learn of your brother, but I knew you’d never leave the valley until you knew of him.”
She looked at him in surprise.
“Come, lass,” he said, “did you not find the present I left for you? Indeed, if your heart did not take you back to the island then I fear my return has been in vain.”
“Your—present?”
“My Bible,” he said simply. “The most precious thing I own. Handed down for many generations—but rotting now in the mud of the island. I fear.”
“No,” she said slowly, “t’is not rotting in the mud. You will find it hidden behind the stone in the chimney safe and sound.”
“Ah,” he said softly, watching her, “then ye did go back to the camp.”
She lifted her chin defiantly. “Aye, I went back. I went to gather firewood.”
“There’s better firewood not two paces from the cabin.”
“There is a bark there that makes a quicker fire,” she said desperately. “I went to find it and stumbled on your book.”
“Then do I mean nothing to you?” He reached out his hand and gently forced her head back so that he could see into her face. “I’m asking ye to marry me, lass. Did ye think I came back for anything else?”
She stared at him in amazement. “I? Marry you?” She moved quickly away from him. “You must be mad, Mr. O’Hara—or overly grateful, I’m sure. Believe me, I would have saved the life of any man who came to the valley. Indeed you must not feel obliged—”
“Obliged!” roared O’Hara. “Obliged! Now indeed you’ve touched my Irish temper. Obliged! When I cannot get your sweet face out of my thoughts, or the brave, stubborn way you have of raising your chin? Or the color of your hair in the sun or the look of you when you smile? I’ve kept my mouth shut all these months, seeing you distraught with fear for your brother—aye, and myself worrying almost to death at leaving you here so long. Obliged, you say!”
Becky had turned pale at his words. “You must know I can never marry you,” she said. “You, a fine gentleman—” O’Hara stared at her and then began to laugh. “I, a fine gentleman? Oh, come now, lass, a New Hampshire farmer is always a gentleman—but not so fine! One cow I own, two hogs, a head of oxen, three horses—”
She shook her head. “I read the words on the page of your book, so I know who you truly are for all that you say.”
“You do, eh? Then just who am I, lass?”
“The Earl of Shane,” she said simply.
He shook his head at her. “Oh, shame, lass—that if it were true you’d let it come between us! There are no earls in Ireland any more, indeed they were all booted out of the country a hundred years ago. It’s true that once, long ago, there was a title—aye, and money, too—but we’ve lived by our wits for nearly a century and t’was only by stealth I and my family returned to Ireland twenty years ago. Flanagan is the name my father goes by now or his head would be on the block. I came to the colonies with naught but a purse of five guineas and the clothes on my back. I’m a New Hampshire man now and proud of it, and it’s a New Hampshire man who’s asking ye to be his wife.”
”But you—you—” Becky stared at him. “You must be truly out of your mind to ask me—a woodsy, a fugitive—to be your wife.”
“Aye, lass, I’m asking,” he said, looking down at her from his great height. “Is it so terrible for you to think upon?”
“Terrible! Oh, no!” She covered her face with her hands lest he see the tears in her eyes. “Indeed it’s too much, Mr. O’Hara. You would do better to look elsewhere!”
“Why?”
She rubbed her eyes and turned to the fire. “You are still a fine gentleman in spite of your homespun. You know nothing of me but that I’m a fugitive and my brother—my brother a renegade.”
O’Hara’s eyes were twinkling. “Is that all?”
“Is that all!” She wheeled upon him in surprise. “Is that all! Indeed, Mr. O’Hara, is that not enough?”
“Well,” he said, filling a cup with tea, “I know you can outwit an Indian in trailing and pursuit, shoot a deer at fifteen paces with a single arrow, quarter a deer, make rawhide and buckskin and save a man’s life not once but twice. I warrant I never expected to marry a lass with such talents—but they will serve nicely, I’m sure.”
“Are you serious about nothing?” she demanded hotly. “But I am,” he assured her gravely. “The woods are full of raiding parties these days. Do you think a man like myself, with no love for untilled land, would come all this way, risking his scalp, to make a joke? I came to fetch you home, lass.”
She backed away from him hastily. “I was naught but a town pauper,” she cried, “hired out to the Leggetts for a few shillings a year. A pauper, Mr. O’Hara—”
“Most orphans are,” he smiled.
“I’m a fugitive,” she flung at him. “Do you know what that means? I ran away lest they marry me to Joshua Smeed—”
“When you leave the valley you will no longer be Rebecca Pumroy. As soon as we can find a magistrate to marry us you’ll be Rebecca O’Hara,” he said, “and my wife will not be a fugitive. And if you’d never run away my bones would be lying up there in the north of the valley and we’d never have met. Is there anything else?”
She backed against the wall. “Only that you are a fool to have come back—to say these things-—”
“I think not. Are you quite finished?”
She caught his eye for the first time and seeing the laughter in him she turned crimson. “Aye—that is all,” she whispered.
“Good,” he said, “then we need not speak of these matters again.” And taking her in his arms he kissed the words from her lips.
 



Chapter Twenty-one
 
 
 
TENDERLY BECKY TOOK LEAVE OF THE LAKE. IT HAD NEVER seemed so lovely as these last few days: the sunsets lingered on the water, staining it with brilliant colors, and when night came the stars filled the sky. The breezes came from the west full of sunshine and the scent of pine and hemlock, and the woods had never been so full of game. And now that she was about to forsake the valley Becky found many memories to catch at her throat: she could remember swimming through the water with Dawn-of-the-sky at her side, she could remember the quiet of the lake on a sullen gray day, the feel of the air when snow lay deep on the ground, and the journey north she and Eseck had made when he schooled her in the ways of the forest. She could remember that here she had shot her first deer, and that the buckskin thong that tied back her hair came from the first suit of buckskins she had worn, now long since gone. Here in the cave, now almost covered over with grass and sumac, Eseck had carved a two-sided stick from poplar wood and told her gravely that Indians indeed had souls.
Gentle Eseck, she thought—what would become of him? Would he come back before it was too late or would he live out his life on the Kennebec, with an Indian girl for his woman and only a wee-ku-wuhm roof between him and the sky? There were moments when she felt she was deserting him, for never would she find it in her to be angry with him. He had done what he believed was right, and who could say what the right of it was? The Indians had been here long before the white people. Perhaps Eseck would someday be a sachem, a wi-go-wauw, and finding the cabin here would mourn his sister and all the white men who had once tried to live on this continent.
Perhaps, but she could not believe it. It was more likely that Eseck had chosen wrongly, and that he would die far away with only his Indian family to mourn him. It tugged at her heart, this thought, but she did not wish to go without leaving some sign for him here. The cave would vanish before another spring, its door swallowed up by the sumac, but the cabin would stand. On the rough mantel of the fireplace she placed the birch bark calendar. He might have forgotten how to read but he would know the figures and remember how she had marked each day when he was with her. And beside this on a fresh sheet of birch bark she formed a note for him in Indian signs so that he would know she had gone east with a white man to marry him and live on a farm. It was all that she could do.
She had almost nothing to take with her. There was the suit of buckskins she wore, the small iron kettle Black Eagle had traded her, and the skirt Dawn-of-the-sky had given her. All else the French Indians had made off with. As O’Hara saddled the two horses Becky stood in the doorway of the cabin and took silent leave of it.
She would never see it again, nor would she ever again see the valley of the Housatunnick. The roof of the cabin would decay and fall in, the door would come askew and rain would batter the walls, and with her new life so rich she would soon forget. Yet she thought that one day, when the wind was right, a sudden scent of hemlock or the odor of damp earth would bring it all back, and then she would wonder if some white settler had found the cabin and brought his wife to live there, or if the French Indians had burned it with fire.
She turned to find O’Hara standing beside her. “Come, lass,” he said, “we’ve a journey ahead of us.”
She nodded and let him swing her up on the bay. Turning the horses they headed along the beach toward the east shore, and then with one last backward look at Shoonkeekmoonkeek Becky and O’Hara headed south toward Wnahtakook.
 
Black Eagle shook his head. “Bad for you to go now. Woods full of war parties. They strike like the hawk— here—there. Take prisoners, many scalps, vanish like smoke.”
“I know that,” O’Hara said. “But I got through all right and I’m sure we can get through now. Tell him so, Becky.” Becky made sign talk with Black Eagle and he shrugged. “Three Legs lucky once, his gods walk with him. Maybe this time his gods look other way.”
“Why did you never tell me of my brother?” Becky asked him abruptly. “Black Eagle is wise like an owl, Black Eagle has known for many moons about Indian-with-the-white-scalp. Is this not so?”
Black Eagle bowed his head. “Indian-with-the-white-scalp is my brother.”
“He is my brother, too,” Becky pointed out.
Black Eagle’s eyes narrowed and she saw that he was no longer patient with her. He said, “Once we had many braves. Our braves would have put on war paint and gone to avenge Blue Feather’s murder by the Long Knives. Now the tribe is poor in wampum and poor in spirit.” His lips curled. “Our braves are like women now. Indian-with-the-white-scalp was not like a woman. He was brave warrior. He went to avenge Blue Feather’s death.”
He paused, and then added firmly, “Indian-with-the-white-scalp is my brother. He kill for us.”
Becky stared at him with despair but in the end she said nothing. The skein was too hopelessly tangled to unweave and set straight. Black Eagle mourned the death of his people’s spirit even as he counseled peace. His friendship for the white man was an uneasy thing; if Becky had come alone he might have killed her. And if some hot-headed white man in the north had not killed Blue Feather then all this might never have come about.
“I bid you good-bye,” Becky said, her despair dying as quickly as it had been born. “I bid you good-bye and I may never see you again. Have you any news of Indian-with-the-white-scalp?”
Black Eagle shook his head. “Only that he lives with my cousins in the north and is no longer a paleface.”
Becky nodded and turned away. “And does he wear many scalps on his coupstick?” she asked, not looking at him.
“Only one,” Black Eagle said quietly. “The scalp of the paleface who killed my nephew.”
Tears glittered a moment in Becky’s eyes but she said nothing in reply. “Let us go now—quickly,” she told O’Hara. Leaving their gift of two deer outside Black Eagle’s lodge they mounted their horses and rode across the meadow into the hills.
At the bottom of the valley they stopped to look for the Indian trail that led from the Dutch country to Westfield and which they must at all cost avoid. While O’Hara watered the horses Rebecca climbed a tall hemlock and stared out over the sea of treetops. To the east lay the ridge they must climb and cross to reach Westfield; to the west, with the sun setting orange behind them, lay the mountains that sheltered Shoonkeekmoonkeek. Behind and ahead were the trees stretching as far as the eye could see, like green velvet tossed to the ground, sometimes wrinkled, sometimes stretched taut where the earth gathered itself into hills, green as deepest emerald on the sunny slopes but already black in the folds of the valley. Shielding her eyes Becky searched the sky where it met the trees and saw far away to the south a faint smudge of smoke.
“Well?” said O’Hara when she climbed down.
“A faint trace of smoke to the south,” she said. “But far away.”
“An outpost?”
She nodded. “Perhaps. Connecticut lies that way.”
They found the Indian trail a few hundred rods away. Grass hung over it and berry bushes almost obscured it but under the grass the earth was beaten hard by the feet of deer and Indians. Becky went ahead to scout around and look for signs. She did not look in vain. Sometime during the week horses had come this way, and stumbling across a spring that emptied itself in a pool of rocks she found the imprint of a moccasin in the mud.
When she returned to O’Hara she was frowning.
“Any signs?” he asked, his eyes narrowed.
“Aye,” she said uneasily. “There have been Indians here.”
“Recently?”
“Since the rain yesterday.” It was a good place for them to hide, she was thinking. A day’s ride west would take them into Dutch country where they could pounce upon the outlying farms and steal horses and food. A day’s trip east and they could strike terror into Westfield or Springfield.
“I curse the years I’ve spent on tilled land,” O’Hara said suddenly. “They come to naught in this wilderness. But I’m a mean man with a musket, and between us we’ve plenty of powder.”
Becky nodded but her eyes were troubled. She did not point out to O’Hara that two muskets would be of little use if they were jumped in the woods. T’was more likely their muskets would be used to club them to death as soon as the Indians laid hands on them. “I’d feel better if we were on foot,” she said unhappily. “In the dark there’s no knowing what we might stumble upon.”
“You think they may still be up ahead?”
“I don’t know,” she said, worried.
“Then we’ll camp here the night,” O’Hara said, and going to the horses began unsaddling them. “We may need the horses to make a run for it and the daylight will show us what we’re up against.”
Becky looked at his broad shoulders gratefully. No man but O’Hara would have deferred to her, or for that matter asked her opinion. A man such as Mr. Leggett would have ridden on in the dark without heed to any woman’s advice, no matter how sound he might think it if it came from a man. This was a rare person, O’Hara.
They sat and ate cold meat from their knapsacks and talked in whispers as darkness closed in around them. It was agreed they would take turns staying awake and O’Hara claimed the first watch, but even so Becky slept only fitfully. She had never shot off a musket in her life, while she knew O’Hara handled his like a man born to it; she made a sorry picture on a horse, while O’Hara sat his more gracefully than any man she had seen. But Eseck had taught her to know the forest as well as she knew the lines in the palm of her hand and she could not but feel that for the next few hours both of their lives lay in the palm of that hand. To O’Hara the forest was green and hushed, but to her the forest was alive with sound. By listening with both ears and all of her senses she could hear the quiver of each leaf and know whether it was moved by the wind, an animal or another human. Thus Eseck must have felt on the trip into the valley when his face had closed against her and she had wondered what he saw and what he listened to when there was only silence.
It was still dark in the forest when she woke O’Hara. “It’s almost dawn,” she said softly.
He nodded and stood up, his eyes watchful. While he saddled the horses she absently ate pieces of cold meat, her eyes sweeping the woods. When they mounted there was still no sign of dawn but the trunks of the trees had begun to emerge imperceptibly from the shadows.
O’Hara leaned over and grasped her hand. “You’re worried, lass.”
“Aye. It’s the silence. It’s dawn and still the birds are quiet. It’s as if they had all gone away. Oh, Mr. O’Hara, if anything should happen to you—”
“Hush, lass,” he said tenderly.
“T’would have been better for you to have left me in the valley and never come back.”
“What, and never seen you again, lass? Come, it’s time to go.”
She nodded, swallowing her bitter panic, and sharply pulled her horse in behind his. They began to climb now from the valley along a gently swelling foothill. The floor of the forest here was of dried brown pine needles, with here and there a patch of green moss. They took care to keep away from dark thickets and hollows, guiding their horses where the trees were thinner and sunshine reached through to dapple the ground. After climbing for an hour they reached the flatter land of the plateau and through the trees they saw the sky. When they came out on a rock-bedded clearing near the summit they could look back and down and see wisps of fog still lingering in the valley where they had spent the night.
Becky said suddenly, “I feel we should go faster.” O’Hara turned in his saddle to look at her. “I’ll go ahead on foot if t’will make you easier,” he said. “I’ll signal every few paces for you to follow with the horses.”
Becky shook her head. “It’s not what lies ahead that I fear just now.”
O’Hara’s eyes narrowed. “You think we’re being followed?”
“I don’t know.” She turned in her saddle and once again had the feeling that just as she moved her head something or someone slid from her sight. Almost since they had left the valley there had been this crawling sensation at her back. She didn’t like it. She didn’t like this part of their trip at all. They were drawing close to white man’s country now and there was danger everywhere. They were exposed and vulnerable and now there was this feeling that every move of theirs was being watched.
“Very well,” O’Hara said grimly, seeing the look on her face. “We’ll ride.” He dug his heels into the flanks of his horse and his stallion broke into a canter with Becky’s horse following. This was truly throwing caution to the four winds, for now the ground would tremble from the beat of the hoofs and there would not be an animal or an Indian who would not know that horses were coming through. They broke through the underbrush to the Indian trail and let their horses set the pace.
The sun crept higher and at last they were forced to walk their horses again. Leaving the Indian trail they plunged into the forest. At a mountain stream they paused to water the horses but did not dismount. “Well?” said O’Hara, returning to her with a smile.
She bravely returned his smile. “Westfield must be near,” she said.
He glanced at the sky and nodded. “Less than an hour to the east.”
“It would be best to stay clear of the trail now,” she said, and he nodded.
They began to descend from the plateau and now the going was rough. Time had carved wrinkles into this side of the mountain, odd little ravines running up and down the hill like lines on the face of an old man. Boulders jutted up through the underbrush and a storm had sent many trees to the ground, leaving great cavities in the earth where the roots had been tom up. A likely place for an ambush, Becky thought, and saw O’Hara cock his gun. Her eyes ached from roving the woods, watching for the flicker of movement, for fallen logs that might abruptly turn into Indians, for tree limbs from which a man might suddenly drop on them. And all the while, from the rear, she felt eyes watching them and the prickle of fear ran up and down her spine.
The trees had begun to thin and the sun grow mellower on the floor of the forest. If there was to be an ambush it would be now or never, Becky thought. Ahead of them, to the right, her eyes scanned a huge hemlock sent to the ground by lightning, its branches seared but still leafy enough to hide an army. O’Hara had seen it, too, and had turned his horse southward to skirt it widely.
At that moment, from behind them, Becky heard the loud, chattering call of a grackle, so distinct, so raucous that it seemed almost to be warning them. As she stiffened Becky saw the flash of an arrow ahead of them to the right, from the blackness of the tom tree.
“O’Hara!” she screamed.
Her scream was lost in the thunder of his musket. A second later a bough of the hemlock trembled and one silky brown arm jerked up, quivered and fell, but by that time half a dozen arrows were flying at them.
“Run for it!” cried O’Hara, and leaning over gave her frightened horse a slap on the flanks.
Huddled low over their saddles they shook loose the cascade of flying arrows and galloped furiously down the hillside. Behind them Becky heard the hideous war cry of the Indians and knew that if she heard it once more she would go out of her mind with fear. Abruptly the trees came to an end and they clattered over a wide creek bed, dry now, its bottom filled with dusty rocks. Then they were on open land where someone had lived long enough to girdle the trees and plow the ground, but not long enough to plant corn in the fields or to live in the cabin that was black and gutted by fire. As they galloped across the cleared land Becky heard the sound of horses crossing the dry creek bed behind them and knew the Indians were mounted as well. So there had been horses hidden back there in the woods—and Indian horses were fast ones. Hearing a second triumphant whoop from the rear Becky gritted her teeth and prayed.
Ahead of them lay a thin copse with a dusty cart track running through it and beyond, perhaps a mile away at the end of the road Becky saw the cluster of houses that was Westfield. “Look!” she cried.
“Faster,” O’Hara shouted, looking behind her.
But Becky’s horse was slowing. She jerked at the reins and the animal answered her by rearing back and giving a snort of pain. Then he halted.
“What is it?” cried O’Hara, reining in his horse and riding to her side.
“I think—a stone from the creek bed—he limps—”
They both glanced behind them and Becky’s heart froze. The Indians had reached the gutted cabin and were fanning out across the meadow, a dozen of them shouting and brandishing their bows. O’Hara thrust his unloaded musket at her and grabbed hers. “Climb on behind me,” he shouted, and raising the musket fired.
An Indian in the center of the line fell back, his horse wounded, but the others rode on, so close that now Becky could see their painted, grimacing faces.
“Hurry!” cried O’Hara, reloading in the saddle.
It was a distraught, nightmarish moment. The screams of the Indians had left Becky trembling. O’Hara’s horse was so skitterish that she was forced to wait for O’Hara’s hand to help her. As she hesitated she saw one of the Indians gain their flank, and leaping from his horse he knelt in the dust to notch an arrow to his bow. She watched in horror as he aimed at O’Hara’s broad back and she was too frozen to move. The Indian did not even bother to lie down, for they were as good as taken now. There was no hope at all for them.
But at that moment, to Becky’s astonishment, a musket was fired from the woods lining the meadow and the Indian kneeling in the dirt spun around and fell. As O’Hara lifted her effortlessly into the saddle behind him Becky saw a strange painted Indian race from the woods, his head almost buried in the mane of his black and white spotted horse.
“Oyeeeeeeee,” shouted the Indian, and beating his horse with his fists he drove it between them and the Indians like a madman.
O’Hara’s horse wheeled, and as it began to level out for the long ride Becky caught a glimpse of the musket in the Indian’s hand and then she saw his face.
It was Eseck, her brother.
Becky struggled in the saddle. Then it had been Eseck watching them in the woods from behind, Eseck who had warned them with his cry of the grackle. “Stop!” she screamed. “Stop, it’s Eseck!” But having been handed the gift of life by an unknown Indian O’Hara saw no cause to forfeit it, nor could he hear what she screamed to him.
“Stop!” Becky cried, beating at O’Hara’s back and shoulders. “Stop, I tell you—he saved our lives!”
Ahead, at the settlement, small shapes were running toward the garrison house. Behind them Becky saw the Indian war party converging on the solitary Indian with the white scalplock and her screams suddenly stilled as she saw them surround him. A raised tomahawk shone for a moment in the sun. Then Eseck’s spotted horse trotted away riderless into the woods.
“Oh, no,” she sobbed, covering her face with a hand. “Oh, no—”
The horse came to an abrupt halt. She felt hands pulling her from the saddle and the roughness of O’Hara’s tunic as he took her in his arms. She heard the sound of a door being unbarred, the chattering of voices, and behind them the smell of bacon and gunpowder.
“She’s had a hard trip,” O’Hara said in a low voice.
“Poor lamb,” said a woman’s voice. “We never thought you’d make it. Indeed, I scarcely know to this minute how you ever escaped them—”
Dimly Becky heard the closing of the door and the sound of bars being drawn. Someone laid her on a mattress and she felt water on her cheeks.
“Poor little thing, she’s crying,” someone said.
“There now, lass,” whispered O’Hara, “you’re safe and sound at last.”
“Aye—safe,” Becky sobbed, and with a little moan fainted in his arms.
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Look for this novel about another Native American girl.
A WOMAN OF HER TRIBE
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realized she'd changed more than she thought—and that maybe
she didn't fitin anywhere anymore.
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