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A New Land

The New World, November 1620

I’m tired of working,” eleven-year-old Rebekah Cunningham muttered to herself as she crawled into her familiar hiding place under the chicken coops on the Mayflower’s deck. On the long trip across the Atlantic, this cramped little corner had been her refuge when she needed a few minutes alone. Now she heaved a sigh of relief as she crept back into the tight nook.

Mend this stocking, Rebekah…. Stir the pot … milk the goats … sweep the floor, Rebekah…. Mend this mattress…. Don’t forget to keep an eye on your brother, Rebekah…. Have you done your sewing yet, Rebekah? …. The list of chores never seemed to end. By the time she had one day’s worth of work done, it was nighttime—and then the next morning, she had to start all over again. She had been so excited about reaching land, thinking that once they were no longer at sea, life would be easier. Instead, things were just the same. If only they could all move off the Mayflower. Rebekah was tired of the stinky old ship. She wanted room to run. She was tired of tripping over someone every time she moved.

When they had first set sail from Holland, it had all seemed like such a grand adventure. Rebekah knew that her parents had lived most of their lives in England, but she had been born in Holland, and she was both excited and terrified at the thought of seeing somewhere new. Her parents and the other Separatists had come to Holland so they could worship God the way they wanted, without the king forcing them to meet secretly.

Rebekah had been happy in Holland. It was the only home she had ever known, and she had hated to leave all her friends. She worried about what it would be like to live somewhere ruled only by the strict Separatist leaders. The Dutch had sung and danced and laughed, and Rebekah had enjoyed visiting her friends’ homes, where everyone seemed to always be having a good time.

But she knew this was the very thing that had worried the church leaders. The Separatists’ children were no longer separate. They were beginning to dress like the Dutch and act like the Dutch. They even talked like the Dutch. Meanwhile, the Separatist adults had such a hard time fitting in with the Dutch that it was difficult for them to find jobs and earn a living. The church elders also worried that Spain might conquer Holland, turning it into a Catholic nation. If that happened, the Protestant Separatists might face the same persecution they had endured in England.

And so the Separatists had found English merchants who were willing to take them on board their ship to the New World. First, they had to travel to England, though. The whole thing had involved lots of complicated, grown-up arrangements that seemed to take forever.

When they finally set sail from England, Rebekah and her brother, Will, could hardly keep still. They had run from one side of the Mayflower’s deck to the other, trying to see everything at once. The rise and fall of the deck beneath their feet, the sight of fish leaping from the waves, the way the moon looked sinking into the sea—each new experience filled them with wonder.

But as their journey went on week after week, the wonder wore off. Their sleeping quarters were so cramped that there was never any room to move around below deck. Many people became sick, and the dark quarters smelled of vomit, diarrhea, and too many unwashed human beings packed into too small a space. The children grew tired of the meager meals, and their stomachs hurt. The exciting adventure had turned into long, dreary weeks that seemed as though they would never end.

But now at last they were here in the New World. The Mayflower was anchored off the shore, and soon they would have a chance to go on land. But first they had to hear the news from Captain Standish, who had gone with a few other men to see what the land was like. Rebekah could hardly wait until she could finally go on shore. She longed to feel solid land beneath her feet. When she thought about eating fresh food again, her stomach growled with anticipation.

She moved deeper into the shadows beneath the old coops. The chickens that had survived their journey clucked gently, eyeing Rebekah sideways from their beady eyes. She knew that soon one of the men would move the coops onto the land. But in the meantime, Rebekah was going to take refuge here one more time. She pushed back the curly wisps from her dark brown braids that poked out from her hood and tickled her nose. Then she snuggled her wool cloak more tightly around her shoulders and wrapped her arms around her knees. With a sigh, she let her mind drift into a daydream.

“Captain Standish!” She recognized her ten-year-old brother Will’s voice, and she heard his feet race across the deck. Rebekah peeked out from a crack between the coops and saw the red-faced, mean-looking man who had been chosen chief military officer for the new colony in America. Her brother saluted smartly as he skidded to a stop in front of the captain. Rebekah pressed back deeper into the shadowy recess. She would be in big trouble if Captain Standish caught her shirking her duties.

“What do you want, Cunningham?” Standish gruffly demanded. “Can’t you see I’m busy? The people are waiting to hear what our scouting party discovered. Step out of my way. I have to enlist volunteers for a longer exploration.” The corners of the captain’s mouth turned down. “I suppose it will have to be after the Sabbath. Anyway, we have to find a place for our permanent settlement. I don’t have time to waste standing here talking to you.” Standish waved his hand, as if to brush Will aside like a troublesome insect, and Rebekah’s blood boiled.

Rebekah leaned forward to glimpse the pale November sunlight shining on Will’s short dark hair.

“I know, sir. That’s why I stopped you. I want to go with the exploring party,” announced Will.

Rebekah was proud to hear Will keep his voice steady.

“You?” Standish laughed unpleasantly. “I need men, not lads. Try again in a few years, if we survive that long in this godforsaken land.” The corners of his mouth turned down. “We’ll be lucky if any of us are alive by the end of next year.”

“Sir, I am almost eleven,” Will persisted. “I’m strong. I can also outrun every boy and most of the men on board ship.” Rebekah saw her brother flex his right arm and grin.

Captain Standish planted his feet apart, his hands on his hips. He gave Will a sour, unconvinced look. “You’re a cocky one, aren’t you? I thought you Separatists were taught it’s a sin to boast.”

“Is it boasting if you know you can do something well?” Will asked. “I only told you because I thought you might need a swift runner to carry messages.”

Reluctance crossed the captain’s hard face. He looked Will over from the top of his head to the tips of his worn boots. “Hmm. You are tall for your age. Wiry, too.” He hesitated and tilted his head to one side. “I might be able to use you, at that.” Standish drew his brows together in a ferocious scowl. “Very well. You may go if your father agrees and—”

“He plans to volunteer.”

“Quiet, whelp!” Standish roared. “If you go, you are under my command. You will obey my orders, keep your mouth shut, and stay close to your father. Understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” Will mumbled.

“Dismissed.” The captain marched across the ship’s deck, his boots thumping loudly on the wood.

Captain Standish barked, “I know you’re all waiting to hear what those of us who first stepped foot on the New World discovered in the brief time we were ashore. We saw no signs of habitation. The sand hills here are similar to the downs in Holland but better and wooded. We suspect there are miles of forests. We saw an abundance of oak and sassafras, pine and juniper. We saw birch and holly, some walnut and ash. Near the swamps are cedar and red maple.” His dour voice brightened. “Although we didn’t find any good water, we dug into the earth. It is rich, black, and good for planting.”

A murmur of approval swept through the people on board. The first sight of the rocky coast had been less than promising. Rebekah knew that rich, black earth meant abundant crops.

“I suppose it is too much to ask that any of you Separatists will consent to be part of an exploring party until Monday,” Standish continued, and Rebekah heard the sneer in his voice.

“Monday will be time enough,” Governor John Carver quietly told him. “Tomorrow will be given over to preaching, praise, and prayer, as is our custom. Monday we will begin our work.” He cleared his throat gently. “My wife, Katherine, and the other women are eager to wash clothes. Did you find a place suitable for such a long-postponed purpose?”

“Yes. There is a small pond not far away. The water isn’t good for drinking, but it will serve well for washing.”

“Good. While the women and girls are scrubbing the stink of the voyage from our clothing, we men will separate into groups.” Governor Carver looked over their number. “I suggest that those who are too sick to be among the exploring party use the time searching for food.”

“I agree.” Captain Standish took charge once more. “Cunningham,” he said, “if you consent to go with me, bring your son. He may prove useful, if he can live up to his boasting as to speed!” Loud laughter came from the group of people; then several men stepped forward to volunteer, Rebekah and Will’s father among them.

Rebekah knew that she had best leave her hiding place now, while everyone was distracted. She quickly crawled out and stood up, smoothing her skirts. When she turned, she caught her mother’s eye, but Mother only smiled, and Rebekah hoped her mother hadn’t been watching her daughter creeping on her hands and knees from under the chickens.

Lucky Will, Rebekah thought. He will get to go exploring, while I have to scrub mountains of laundry. Then her envy turned to worry. Would her brother and father be safe out in the wilderness? What if they were attacked by wild animals? What if something dreadful happened and they never came back?

Rebekah always worried about her brother’s safety. Although he was only a year younger than she was, she had always been the more sensible of the two. Will had a habit of flying off the handle—and then he ended up in trouble. She knew their parents counted on her to watch over him and do her best to keep him out of trouble. Sometimes the responsibility seemed like a heavy load to carry.

“Please, may I go?” she heard her brother ask their father, and she knew Will felt not even a tinge of fear.

Father looked him over, much as Myles Standish had done earlier. “I see no reason why not, especially as Captain Standish has requested it.” Rebekah saw that a twinkle lurked in their father’s eyes, though his mouth stayed solemn. “How is it that he knows so much of your running skills? And what is this about boasting?”

Will’s face turned dark red from embarrassment. “Uh, I didn’t know whether he knew I could run fast, so I told him. I didn’t think it was wrong to do so, when God has given me long legs that have learned to travel swiftly.”

“I see.” Father folded his arms across his chest and grinned. In that moment, his expression was almost identical to Will’s. Father turned to Mother. “Well, shall we let this son of ours go?”

Perfect trust showed in Mother’s eyes. “So long as he promises to stay close beside you,” she agreed.

Before Will could holler with delight, Rebekah asked, “Why must you go? There are plenty of men. I know you’re almost a man, but you don’t know how to fire a musket. What would happen if you crossed paths with a bear or wolf? What good would you be to the scouting party?”

“If Captain Standish thinks I am man enough to go, I am, Rebekah Cunningham. Oh, what’s the use? You’re a girl, and girls are always afraid!”

“That is enough, Will.” Father’s smile vanished. “Your mother was a girl herself not long ago, and I don’t know any man braver than she. Did you not see how she cared for the sick and weathered the hardest storms on the Atlantic without a word of complaint?”

Father’s hand lightly touched Mother’s shoulder, then came to rest on Rebekah’s head. “This one is just like her. There is no fear for herself in your sister. Only for you, and with just cause. In the past, there have been occasions when you were careless and fell into trouble. Rebekah has truly been her brother’s keeper. It is well for you to remember this and show her more respect.”

Father’s stinging criticism made Will hang his head. “I’m sorry,” he told his sister. “Forgive me?” He grinned. “If I find any curious or pretty things ashore, I will fill my pockets for you.”

Rebekah rewarded him with a smile. “Thank you, but be careful, please.”

“I will,” Will added with a sigh. “I only wish we could go tomorrow and not have to wait until Monday.”

“Explore on the Sabbath?” Rebekah frowned at him. “You sound like a heathen.” She proudly raised her chin. “Elder Brewster says we must always set a good example for the crew, the London Strangers, and the Indians. What kind of example would it be to have you go tearing off on the Lord’s Day?”

“She is right,” Mother put in. “It is God’s own commandment. ‘Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work: but the seventh day is the sabbath of the Lord thy God…. For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day.’ “

“Mother, why did God need to rest?” Rebekah asked. Her forehead wrinkled. “I wouldn’t think God would ever get tired.”

“I have always felt God set aside that time to simply appreciate and enjoy all the beautiful things He created,” Mother said. A little smile played about her lips. “Perhaps He felt a little like you do when you slip into your hiding place beneath the coops—as though He needed some quiet time.” Mother laughed at the expression of embarrassment on Rebekah’s face, and then she continued, “God also set an example for us. So did Jesus. Setting aside one day out of every seven to remember Him and spend time being glad for all He has given us is not too much to ask, is it?”

“No, Mother.”

But Rebekah couldn’t help but squirm a little, thinking of the endless services they held each week. If God was trying to be nice to them, surely He could have thought of a better way for people to spend their quiet time than sitting in stuffy, boring services. Many times in Holland, she and Will had envied the Dutch children, especially on Sunday. The Dutch boys and girls laughed and sang and played games just outside the church door. The deaconess who sat with the Separatist children in a special section watched them with a sharp eye. She made sure they never whispered, and they certainly never laughed. If they did, they were sorry.

Rebekah made a face as she remembered. A few times she and Will had forgotten the strict rules against talking and laughing. The deaconess promptly boxed their ears. One time she whipped Will with a birch rod. When they weren’t listening to sermons or singing hymns on Sundays, Will and Rebekah were expected to sit quietly. Sabbath days seemed to never end.

“I don’t understand how it can be wrong to be joyful,” Rebekah had complained to Will more than once. “God must have been happy when He finished His world.” Now Rebekah secretly sighed. She loved God. Yet how could she live through another long, long Sunday knowing that on Monday they would finally step onto the shores of the New World, land of freedom? Even if she had to do laundry all day, it would be better than being on board the ship.
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Laundry

To Rebekah’s joy and Will’s dismay, the scouting party from the Mayflower did not go on Monday, after all. While the women and girls waded, small children ran on the sands. How good it felt to be out in the fresh air after the long days and nights huddled in their smelly quarters!

Some of the men walked the beach. Excitement spread when they found mussels and clams. For nine weeks, the travelers had been without fresh food. The Pilgrims had never seen clams or mussels before and didn’t know anything about eating them. Many of them stuffed themselves and ended up sick. Fortunately, Father and Mother cautioned Will and Rebekah not to be greedy. They escaped the stomach upsets that followed.

Meanwhile, carpenters examined pieces of the damaged shallop. “Sorry,” they told Governor Carver and Captain Standish. “The boat has been battered so badly by the crossing it will take us some time to get it ready for use.”

Standish scowled. Rebekah knew the captain hated for things to come up and make him change his plans. Rebekah suspected that Will secretly sympathized with the captain. Surely Will was as eager as the new military leader to explore the New World!

Tuesday passed with Will so impatient he worked off his extra energy by racing up and down the deck. A cold Wednesday morning dawned. Standish, privately called “Captain Shrimp” by some, announced, “We will go on foot.” He glanced south toward what appeared to be the mouth of a river, then shook his head. “That can come later. For now, we will go northeast.” He strutted to the head of the scouting party. “Muskets ready?” “Ready,” came the answer.

Rebekah looked at the gun her father carried. She hoped he would know how to use it correctly. Only this morning she had watched Captain Standish demonstrate how to use a musket for the benefit of those who didn’t know. It took time to load. First, Standish poured black powder down the muzzle and then tamped and wadded it. Next, he dropped in a lead ball and shoved it down with a thick pad. When the captain completed his preparations and released the trigger, Rebekah nearly jumped in the air at the yard-long burst of flame, a deafening roar, and a cloud of smoke.

If it takes all that time to get ready, she wondered, won’t the Indians or bears or deer already be gone by the time anyone gets around to shooting?

Rebekah watched as her brother fell into step at the end of the line, close behind his father. She hoped he could manage to stay out of trouble. If there was one false move on his part, she knew the captain would order the youngest member of the party to return to the Mayflower.

A gruff voice said in her ear, “Your brother best step lively, lass. ‘Cause I plan on being right b’hind him.”

Rebekah turned and a grin spread over her face as she looked up at Jake, the big sailor she and Will had made friends with on their voyage. “You’re going, too?” she asked him.

“Came t’ see the New World, didn’t I?” Jake snapped, face grim as ever. Only a flicker of light in his small dark eyes showed the friendship he felt for Rebekah and her brother. “I best be catchin’ up or I’ll be left behind.”

Rebekah gave the sailor a smile. “I’m glad you will be going along.” She eyed the wicked knife stuck in Jake’s belt and the way the seaman rested one hand on its hilt. He had fought pirates and had a long scar on his shoulder to prove it. If the explorers ran into danger, Jake would be a good man to have with them.

She waved until her father, Will, and Jake had at last disappeared between the thick trees. With a sigh, she turned away.

“There’s work to be done,” her mother reminded, her voice gentle.

Rebekah heaved yet another long sigh, this one even louder and wearier than the last. “Mother, don’t you ever wish you could go off with the men sometimes instead of doing women’s work?”

Her mother shook her head. “Nay, Rebekah, I can’t say I do. I have to confess, I would like to go along just to keep an eye on my menfolk. But otherwise, I’m content to stay behind. In fact, I’m eager to be scrubbing all that dirty laundry. It will be good to have everything clean again.” She put her hand under Rebekah’s chin and lifted her face so she could look into her daughter’s eyes. “You’ll see. It will be fun to be up to our elbows in sudsy water. And it will be good to be on solid land for a change. There may even be time for you and your friends to play hopscotch and tag in the evenings.”

Comforted, Rebekah returned her mother’s smile.
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In the days that followed, Rebekah followed her mother’s example, while her father and brother roamed the beach and forests. Always a good helper, Rebekah worked alongside Mother, scrubbing clothes and dirty blankets. She won approving looks and high praise from the other women for her hard work.

“Mercy, she is as good as a full-grown woman,” some said. Mother only smiled, but the pride in her face made Rebekah feel good. She thanked God that she was strong, in spite of being short and petite. She flew from task to task, green eyes shining and curly dark brown braids tossing. Mother was right. The work was hard—but it was also fun. It felt good just to be off the ship, with room to run and breathe.

During the days of hard work, Rebekah had a precious memory she kept treasured in her heart, like a rare jewel in a box. It helped a lot during the anxious time of waiting for Father and Will to return. Each time fear for their safety sneaked up and grabbed at her, Rebekah whispered what Father had told Will: “There is no fear for herself in your sister. Only for you …”

Once Rebekah asked her mother, “Do you think Father was right? About me, I mean. That I don’t really worry about me.

Just about Will.”

“You are a loving sister,” Mother said. “Any boy would be proud to have you care for him as you do Will. Even though he teases you, always know how much he cares about you. You are also a joy to your father and me.”

Rebekah blushed until the red dimmed her freckles.

As the days went by, though, Rebekah’s back began to ache from bending over to scrub the dirty clothing. Her arms ached from carrying the heavy wet blankets and stretching up on tiptoe to hang them to dry. By evening, she was too tired to play with her friends. She wondered what the men were doing.

“Mother,” she said with a sigh, “I’m starting to wish again that I were Will so I could go exploring, too. I want to see more of the New World than what we can from here, and I’m getting tired of cleaning these smelly old blankets.” She looked with loathing at a pile of blankets waiting to be washed. They were stiff from dried saltwater and the vomit of sick passengers.

Mother’s eyebrows raised, and Rebekah hurried on. “I know it’s silly. Goodness, Will barely got to go, and he’s a boy.” She giggled. “Can you imagine what Captain Standish would look like if I begged to go scouting? I can just see him.” Rebekah placed her feet apart, squared her shoulders, and made fists of her hands. She put them on her hips, tucked her chin into her neck, and said in a deep, unnatural voice, “Be gone with you! Girls are made for tea parties, not exploring parties!”

Mother’s green eyes sparkled with laughter. “Respect your elders, Rebekah.”

“I do. It’s just that Captain Standish acts like he is more important than anyone else.” Rebekah dropped her imitation. A troubled look crossed her face. “He isn’t a believer, is he?”

“Nay, but we pray he may become one of us.” Mother sighed. “We must also appreciate what he is doing for us. Father says he feels Captain Standish will be faithful to his duties, no matter what happens.”

“I’m sorry I made fun of him.”

“As am I sorry for laughing at your nonsense,” Mother admitted.

Boom! Boom, boom, boom!

“The signal!” Rebekah joyfully shouted. “The men are back!” She ran, shading her eyes with one hand. “Will promised to bring me whatever he found,” she cried. “I wonder what it will be!”

She caught sight of Jake, marching near the front of the company this time, and she moved back. Friend he might be, but the sailor’s scowl sent shivers through Rebekah sometimes.

“Jake is not a believer, either, is he, Mother?”

Her mother shook her head. “I doubt it. But he has been a good friend to you children. I was grateful for his watchful eye while we were on board ship.”

Rebekah nodded, but her green eyes were cloudy. She knew the church leaders preached that not everyone was chosen by God to go to heaven. But she hated to think that God might not love Jake. Surely God would see past the sailor’s ferocious exterior to the kindness she knew lived inside him.

“Does God love Jake, do you think?” she asked her mother. “Is he one of the elect?” She bit her lip, looking troubled. “He won’t send Jake to hell, will he?”

Her mother glanced down at her daughter’s face. “I believe God loves everyone,” she said softly but firmly. “The Bible says that God is not willing that anyone should perish. He wants us all to have eternal life.” She smiled. “We must pray that Jake will come to know how much God loves him.”

Rebekah puzzled over her mother’s words for a moment. Was her mother saying she did not agree with the teachings of the church?

Then Rebekah recognized her father’s hat, and she forgot about her worries. Father and Will were walking toward her and Mother, their eyes bright with eagerness. Rebekah dashed forward and flung herself at them. “You’re home!”


[image: ] CHAPTER 3 [image: ]

Joy and Tragedy

Rebekah danced around Will. “I am so glad you are safe!” He grinned at her. “Aren’t you glad to see Father, too?” “Of course I am,” Rebekah replied indignantly. “You worry more about me, though, don’t you?” Will teased. Her freckled nose went into the air. “With good reason.” When he started to protest, she laughed and said, “Never mind. What did you bring me?”

“Just you wait and see!” Will’s eyes sparkled, and his hands crept toward his pockets. “Hold out your hands and make a cup of them.”

Rebekah started to obey, then put her hands behind her back and demanded, “You won’t give me something squishy, like a worm, will you?”

“Where would I get a worm this time of year? C’mon, Rebekah. You can trust me. Honest. Put your hands out and close your eyes.”

Rebekah slowly did as her brother asked. All the time he had been gone, she’d tried to think what he might bring her.

Cones from the evergreen trees? Pretty shells? She felt a shower of small objects pour into her cupped palms, then something long and rough. Her eyes popped open.

She looked at what she held. Dried seeds. They were hard yellow kernels and an ear that was bigger than any grain she had ever seen. “Oh, Will!” she whispered. “It’s the best present in the whole world. What is it?”

Will laughed. “It’s the Indians’ grain. We’ve been calling it corn, though it’s not like anything we’ve seen at home. We’re going to plant it come spring. And in the meantime, we will eat it.”

“Where did you get it?”

“We got it from the Indians.”

“Real Indians? What were they like? Were they frightening?”

A shadow passed over Will’s face. “We never saw them. We found the corn near a grave. There was an abandoned house there, as well.”

Rebekah frowned. “How did you know the Indians wouldn’t come back for their corn?”

Will shrugged. “Captain Standish commanded us to take it all.”

Rebekah’s eyebrows pulled together. “Isn’t that stealing? What if the Indians come back for their corn and find it gone?”

Will looked unhappy. “I know. That’s what I said. But Captain Standish wouldn’t listen to me.”

Rebekah shook her head. “Well, of course not, Will. You’re just a boy. What did Father say?”

“He said we had to obey the captain’s orders. We need the food desperately, after all. Father said we will pray that God will show us how to make things right with the Indians.”

Rebekah let go of her worries and closed her fingers around the corn. “What will it taste like, do you suppose?” Suddenly, she wanted to hug her brother and dance, even though the Separatists permitted no such foolishness. Real Indian corn, here, in her hands! And her brother and her father had returned to them safely.

“Mother, just see what Will has brought!” Rebekah said when she could finally tear her gaze away from her gift.

“I know. Isn’t it wonderful? William, how glad we are to have more food,” Mother said to Father with a grateful look. “Our stores were perilously low.”

“I want to hear every single thing that happened,” Rebekah told Will. “But first, we have some news for you. While you were gone, we had a visitor.”

Will, who had wearily dropped to a pallet on the floor, sat up straight. His eyes opened wide enough to satisfy even Rebekah. “A visitor? Don’t tell me an Indian came when we didn’t see any!” Disappointment spread over his face.

Rebekah laughed. “I didn’t say it was an Indian.”

“There’s no other ship in the harbor, and we’re miles from any other white people.” Will looked puzzled. “Who else could it be? Did he come in a canoe?”

“No.” Rebekah giggled again. For once she had news before Will. It was fun to keep him guessing.

“Then he must have walked,” Will figured out. “Is he still here?”

“He’s still here, but he didn’t walk.” Rebekah burst into laughter. So did Mother.

“Go ahead and tell him,” Mother finally said.

“Susanna White had her baby,” Rebekah explained. “The first white child born in New England. Susanna and William named their new son Peregrine.”

“Peregrine! I thought the Hopkins family had already chosen the worst possible name when they called their son Oceanus,” Will protested.

“Peregrine means pilgrim or wanderer,” Mother put in.

Will grinned. “You were right, Rebekah. He isn’t an Indian. He didn’t come in a canoe, he didn’t walk, and he’s still here. Now will you listen to what happened to us?”

“Of course.” She scooted closer to Will, propped her elbows on her knees and her chin in her hands, and prepared to hear Will’s and Father’s adventures.

An hour later, Will finally finished his exciting stories of everything that had happened on the trip. Rebekah solemnly said, “I want to see the New World, but I don’t want to be so thirsty I don’t know what to do like you were. Or have to fight my way out of thorn thickets. You and Father will be in danger whenever you go on one of those expeditions.”

“God will protect us,” Will told her.

Rebekah shook her head. “Not if you do foolish things. You’d better stay close to Father.”

“I have to.” Will made an awful face. “Captain Standish will have my hide if I don’t. So will Jake.” He grinned. “That is, if Father doesn’t get to me first!”

Rebekah wasn’t satisfied with the answer but didn’t want to nag. She touched a torn place on her brother’s jacket. “Tomorrow when it’s lighter, I’ll mend that for you.”

“Thank you.” Will yawned. “I don’t know when the next scouting party is going out. I hope I get to go along.”

“Don’t plan on it,” Father warned. “I heard Captain Jones say he planned to lead the next party. I suspect it will be after the shallop is ready. Captain Jones wants to explore the river we saw close to where we found the corn. The river’s mouth is swampy, but it’s wide enough for the shallop.”

“Do you think Captain Standish might speak a good word for me?” Will asked. Rebekah noticed how round and anxious his eyes looked.

“Perhaps.” Father’s brown eyes twinkled. He yawned. “It’s been a long trip. Time to say good night.”

Rebekah lay wide-eyed and sleepless long after her family fell asleep. When she did close her eyes, visions of Indian graves, Indian corn, and angry Indians ran through her head.

“Lord,” she prayed, “You know I wish Will would be happy just to stay here with me. He isn’t, though. He will be terribly disappointed if he can’t go again. Please keep him safe, and help me to be brave.”

Comforted at last, Rebekah fell into a deep and restful sleep.
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Ten days later, the shallop was repaired enough for use, although more work needed to be done on it. Thirty men climbed aboard, but not Will. Captain Jones chose those he wanted and scoffed at the idea a mere lad could be useful to him. “Stay here and protect the ship,” Jones said.

Rebekah knew he was mocking her brother. She was glad Will was wise enough to realize that showing disappointment or arguing with the captain would merely strengthen the older man’s opinion that Will was too young to go.

“Aye, aye, sir.” Will put on as cheerful a grin as he could and saluted. The surprise in Captain Jones’s face made Rebekah proud of her brother.

“Good fer ye, lad,” Jake hissed before ambling down the deck in the rolling sailor’s walk the crew used in order to stay upright during storms.

Father echoed the words. “Taking disappointment like a man is important,” he told Will. “Each time we do this, it makes us stronger for the next time.” He glanced at the sky. “It may be well you were left behind, son. I don’t like the looks of those clouds.”

Father’s fears proved correct. The scouting party ran into terrible weather. The shallop had to turn back. Some of the Pilgrims refused to do so. They waded through icy, waist-deep water to get to shore. Up hills and down valleys through six inches of snow they went. The wind blew. It snowed all that day and night. When they finally returned to the ship, many of them were so sick that they never recovered.
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When the weather improved, the scouting party tried again and found a few deserted wigwams, built of bent sapling trees with the ends stuck in the ground. Thick mats covered the wigwams both inside and out. A mat also covered the wide hole used as a chimney. Another mat made a low door. Even more mats served as beds.

The scouting party found wooden bowls, earthenware pots, many baskets, deer feet and heads, eagle claws, and other curious things.

At Corn Hill, where they had first discovered the corn, they dug in the frozen earth and discovered more corn to eat as well as some beans. Again, the settlers vowed to pay the Indians for what they took. They triumphantly carried their treasures back to the Mayflower.

“This is a real find,” the leaders told the people when they returned to the ship. “Indian corn is well known by the explorers from the Caribbean and the Carolinas, as well as here. It gives two harvests a year and makes into good bread. We are fortunate, indeed, to have found it.”

Rebekah wasn’t sure how she felt about the corn. They needed the food desperately, but if they took the Indians’ corn, what would the brown-skinned people do for food? She put the worry out of her mind when the scouts reported they’d seen a plentiful supply of game: deer, partridges, wild geese, and ducks. Will would be happy to go hunting with the men, and the fresh meat would be a welcome addition to their diet. And it would be their own food, fairly earned, not stolen.

Edward Winslow described seeing whales in the bay. “One lay above water. We thought she was dead. One of the men shot, to see if she would stir. His musket flew into pieces, both stock and barrel! Thanks be to God, no one was hurt, although many stood nearby. The whale gave a sniff and swam away.”

Rebekah was glad the whale had not been hurt. But Captain Jones and others more experienced in fishing decided they would try whaling the next winter. They could make three thousand to four thousand pounds in whale oil, a fortune indeed!
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To Will’s delight, as soon as the shallop was completely repaired, another expedition set out. This time Captain Standish was in charge. He took the same group that had gone with him on his earlier expedition. Will waved good-bye to Mother and Rebekah, then huddled between Father and Jake. Later he told Rebekah that the cold was so intense that the spray froze on their coats. Two men fainted from the cold.

While Will and Father were away, Rebekah kept busy helping Mother and the other women. They were still sleeping at night on the Mayflower and spending most of their time during the day there, too, and Rebekah was heartily sick of the cramped quarters. She longed for the day when their family could once more live alone in their own home, rather than sharing every moment with many other families. She yearned for the freedom to run and run, without tripping over the belongings and stretched-out legs of the others in their group. Once more, she could not keep herself from envying Will and the freedom he had simply because he was a boy.

One night she lay awake, listening to the familiar sounds of snores, fussy babies, and soft murmurings all around her in the crowded sleeping quarters. The air was thick with the odor of many unwashed bodies, but Rebekah barely noticed, being used to breathing the heavy air. But she was tired of listening to so many other families settling down for the night. Two women were arguing nearby, their whispers hissing like angry wasps. Someone else was crying softly, long shuddering sobs that Rebekah knew belonged to a grown woman rather than a child.

The sound made her uneasy, and she held her hands over her ears, trying to shut out the noise. If only she could fall asleep so that she could wake up and it would be morning, time to get up and go up on the deck in the fresh air.

“Hush now, Dorothy.” Rebekah recognized her mother’s voice, speaking softly to William Bradford’s wife. Rebekah took her hands away from her ears so that she could hear better. “I know it’s hard to be so far from your little son,” Mother was saying, “but you must trust him to our Lord. God is with your son across the ocean in Holland, just as He is here with us in this new world. In God, you and your son are not separated at all. Think of it like that.”

“I cannot.” The words sounded more like a moan, as though Dorothy Bradford were in pain. “My little son. My baby …” Her voice dissolved into sobs. “I should never have left him.”

“Little John will be safe there in Holland, Dorothy,” Mother answered quietly. “You know that’s what you and William decided. Think of how hard the voyage was. So many of us fell ill, including you yourself. You know it’s hardest on the children. And now with winter coming, we know hard times may lie ahead, as well. Your little boy is safe and warm and well fed, and you shall see him again by and by, when you and William have built a good home here.”

“I should never have come to this terrible place,” Dorothy choked out.

“But you are here now, Dorothy, and William needs you by his side.”

“I am no use to William,” Dorothy sobbed. “I am too ill. I will never be well again.”

“Of course you shall be well. You are already far better than you were.”

But Rebekah could tell that Dorothy Bradford was crying too hard to listen to the reason in her mother’s voice. “I cannot bear it,” she wept. “I cannot bear to live without him. I will never see him again. I hate this place. I shall die here, I know, and never see my little John again.”

“Hush, Dorothy.” Mother’s voice was gentle but firm. “You must have faith. You will make yourself more ill if you continue crying like this. Our men need us to be strong.”

“I cannot be strong,” Dorothy Bradford wailed.

“Rely on God,” Rebekah’s mother replied, “and He will be your strength.”

But Dorothy Bradford would not listen. She was still crying when Rebekah finally fell asleep.
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The next day, the early morning hush was split by the sound of a scream. Rebekah sprang up from her mattress, her heart pounding. “What is it?”

Mother pushed the hair back from her face as she scrambled to her feet. “I don’t know. I’ll go see.”

She disappeared up the ladder to the upper deck. Rebekah waited, her blanket clutched around her against the morning chill, her heart pounding with a terrible foreboding.

From the deck above, she heard the sounds of agitated voices. A man shouted something. Rebekah thought she heard the word “overboard,” and then there was the thump-thump-thump of running feet, followed by a splash. Rebekah dropped the blanket and yanked on her skirt and waistcoat. Not bothering with her stockings, she ran barefoot up the ladder.

Mother and several other women were leaning over the ship railing. “What happened?” Rebekah asked.

Her mother glanced at her, but she seemed to barely see Rebekah. “A woman has fallen overboard,” she said, her voice trembling. Her face was very white.

The women huddled together, waiting while one of the sailors climbed back on board the Mayflower, the limp and dripping body of a woman clutched in his arms. As he threw his leg over the railing, Rebekah saw it was Jake. His face was grim as he gently laid the woman down on the deck.

“Oh, Dorothy,” Mother whispered.

Rebekah stared down at the pale, quiet face of Dorothy Bradford. She looked more peaceful than Rebekah had ever seen her since they left Holland.

She was too quiet, though. With a gasp of fear, Rebekah looked up at her mother’s face. The look in Mother’s eyes told Rebekah the truth.

Dorothy Bradford was dead.
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More Trouble

All day, Rebekah huddled in her spot between the chicken coops. No one called her name, bidding her to do some chore. An awful hush hung over the Mayflower. Even the sailors went about their business quietly. The sound of weeping floated up from the sleeping quarters below. Rebekah had cried, too, but now she had no more tears left to cry.

She watched the hens shift their silly heads from side to side. Their soft, gossipy voices comforted her a little, but her heart felt heavy and strange inside her. She kept remembering the conversation she had overheard the night before between her mother and Dorothy Bradford. Dorothy had been right: She would never see her son again. Why had God let her die?

The question went around and around inside her mind, until at last, tired from lack of sleep, her head slipped sideways against the chicken coop. With a shuddering sigh, she slid into a shallow sleep.

“I wonder where our womenfolk are.” The sound of Father’s puzzled voice made Rebekah raise her head.

“Why would they all be below deck in the middle of the day?” That was Will’s voice now. “Mother? Rebekah?”

“Here.” Rebekah scrambled out from between the chicken coops and lifted her woebegone face to her brother. “Oh, Will, the awfulest thing has happened!”

Will’s face turned white. “Not Mother!” The terror in his voice drove the fog from Rebekah’s mind.

“No,” she reassured her brother. “It’s not Mother.”

“I am fine, son.” Their mother’s muffled voice came from the hatchway.

Father ran to put his arms around Mother. “What is it, Abigail?”

Mother’s words fell as heavy as hailstones. “Dorothy Bradford has drowned.”

“It can’t be true!” Will looked more astonished than distressed, and Rebekah knew he truly couldn’t believe what had happened.

Rebekah remembered the way William Bradford had looked when he said good-bye to his young wife. She had seen the tenderness in his eyes, and the memory made her choke with fresh tears.

“How did it happen?” asked Father.

“A tragic accident.” Mother sounded as if she had wept so many tears there were no more left in her. “Apparently, she fell overboard when no one was around to hear her cries and save her.” She took a deep breath. “Will, stay here with your sister on deck and tell her about your journey. I wish to speak with your father below.”

“Of course.” Will put his hand on Rebekah’s shoulder. He peered into her tearstained face and asked, “Why is Mother acting so strange? She isn’t like herself at all.”

Rebekah looked down at the deck. She gulped and twisted her apron front into ugly wrinkled knots, but she could not find the words to answer her brother’s question.

“What’s the big secret?” he demanded.

She looked at him, afraid to put into words the awful thing she had heard earlier. “Promise you won’t tell?” she said at last. “Mother doesn’t know I heard her talking with some of the other women. I don’t believe it, anyway!”

“Don’t believe what?” She could hear that Will’s patience was slipping, and for a moment she could not understand how he could sound so annoyed in the midst of such sorrow. Then she realized that he still did not truly believe that Dorothy Bradford could be dead.

Rebekah stood on tiptoe and whispered in his ear. “Some people are saying Dorothy Bradford’s drowning wasn’t an accident!”

Will jerked back from his sister so quickly she nearly lost her balance. “Rebekah Cunningham, what did you say?”

“Shh!” She placed a finger over her lips and leaned close again. “Some of the people say Dorothy Bradford did not drown from an accident.”

“You don’t mean somebody pushed her?” Will looked sick. “That’s impossible!”

“No, but it’s just as bad.” Fresh tears came to Rebekah’s eyes. “They say she leaped into the sea, that she hates it here and went crazy because she won’t ever see her little son in Holland, and—”

“It’s wicked gossip, and I don’t believe a word of it!” Will cried, keeping his voice low. “She was only twenty-three years old. I know she’s been sick, but so have a lot of others.”

Rebekah’s stomach churned, and it felt like a heavy rock lay in the bottom of it.

“Mother doesn’t think it’s true, does she?” Will asked.

“Nay, son.” Father had come up to them so quietly that neither had heard him. “Neither do I. This is a sad thing, and the least said about it, the better. William Bradford will need all our friendship. Don’t mention his wife to him. He has already shown he prefers silence in the matter.” Father put an arm around each of them. “Mother and I are counting on you to be loyal.”

“What if people talk to us about it?” Rebekah asked.

“Simply tell them you have been asked not to speak of it.” He sighed and looked across the bay. “Only ninety-nine of our number will sail to our new home. God grant that we do not lose many more.”

Long after Father went below, the children stayed on deck. Will quietly told Rebekah that there had been a storm and the explorers had seen some Indians. He quickly described the area where they would settle. Rebekah asked a few questions, and then they fell silent. Neither made any attempt to seek out friends, even Jake. They had known Dorothy Bradford since they were small. They still found it hard to believe the frail, white-faced woman had drowned.

“It will be many months before the news travels across the ocean,” Will said at last.

Rebekah thought of Holland where a small boy waited for a mother who would never come back to him. Her eyes stung. Please, God, Rebekah silently prayed, take care of William Bradford and his son. Keep little John safe. She wondered if Dorothy Bradford would be able to see her son from heaven.

“Will?” Rebekah asked quietly. “How can people who don’t believe in God stand it when someone they care about dies?”

“I don’t know.” Her brother stared out into the growing darkness. “We feel sad enough even though we know we will see them again in heaven.” He fiercely added, “It will be a lot better place than this! Just think of it, Rebekah. God and Jesus will be there, and no one will ever get sick or die again. Or be hungry. Or sad.”

Rebekah pulled her cloak closer around her. “If Father or Mother die, how will we find them when we go to heaven?”

“Don’t worry about it. They aren’t going to die for a long, long time,” Will told her.

“They’re lots older than we are, so they probably will die first,” Rebekah said.

“I never thought much about it.” Will paused. “I guess Jesus will make sure we find each other. It’s like Mother and Father are always saying: We just have to trust Him. No matter what happens—even if we die—we’ll be all right.”

He shrugged, as though he were trying to shake such serious thoughts off his shoulders. “It’s getting dark, and we have to go below,” he said, changing the subject.

“I wonder how long it will be until we set sail.”
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That Friday, four days after the return of the explorers, the ship hauled up its anchor and sailed into the bay. Neither Will nor Rebekah looked back at Provincetown Harbor. The spot held too much sadness. Strong headwinds slowed the Mayflower’s progress. It took until Saturday to cover roughly thirty miles across the bay. The ship anchored about a mile and a half from shore because the water was shallow.

A foot of snow lay on the ground. Women shivered and stood close to their husbands and children. Children stared round-eyed. “We shall continue to live on board ship until we build shelters,” Governor Carver announced. “It will be necessary to take people and cargo ashore in the smaller boats.”

Captain Jones looked sour. Jake had told Will and Rebekah that Jones wanted to get the Pilgrims off his ship as soon as possible. “Tired of yer company, he is, and wants to save his vittles,” Jake said.

Now the children exchanged delighted glances. Their friend Jake would remain with them, at least for a time.

The Sabbath passed in the usual manner, with prayers, psalms, and songs of praise. On Monday a band of armed men marched away to explore. Will wasn’t included this time, but he and Rebekah listened eagerly to their report when they returned.

“It’s a good land,” one said. “The soil looks promising. Great sections are already cleared. There are signs that huge cornfields once existed, although they don’t appear to have been planted for at least a year. It looks like the Indians just up and abandoned them for no reason at all.”

Rebekah couldn’t help asking, “Why would they do that?” She was glad when her father repeated her question loud enough for everyone to hear.

A puzzled look crossed the speaker’s face, and he rubbed his bearded chin. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

Another man eagerly put in, “We discovered berry bushes, timber, clay, and gravel. There is a high hill well suited to the building of a fort. From it, we can see the harbor and the country all around. It’s ideal for defense, with a place for our cannon. We also found a clear, running stream of good water.”

Governor Carver looked around the assembly. “What more can we ask for than already-cleared land, sweet water, and a fine view of the surrounding area?” He hesitated and spread his arms wide. “We are ill prepared to meet the many challenges of this land. Yet we have all that is needed.”

His voice rang out, and he counted on his fingers. “First, we have faith: in Almighty God and in ourselves. Second, we have courage. Did we not cross an ocean known for claiming ships and passengers? Third, we have good sense. Fourth, we have determination. Here, by the grace of God, we will build our colony, our home—and we shall call it New Plymouth.”

Mighty cheers rose from the company, Will’s and Rebekah’s among them.

Governor Carver immediately ordered twenty of the strongest men to go ashore in the shallop and begin cutting wood. When a wild storm blew in, Rebekah knew that this time Will wasn’t at all disappointed that he had to stay on ship. The anchored Mayflower tossed violently. The waves were so high the shallop could not get back. Those in the woodcutting party found themselves marooned and miserable for a few days.
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One day, as Rebekah and Mother were mending clothes with the other women, Mary Allerton gasped.

Mother gave her a knowing look. “Is it time?” she asked. “Aye,” said Mary.

“Quick, Rebekah,” Mother instructed. “Clear out a corner for us in the sleeping quarters. Tell anyone who asks that it’s time for Mary’s baby to be born. Then get a bucket of water and some clean rags.” Without waiting for an answer, Mother quickly turned to one of the other women, asking her to help get Mary safely down the ship’s ladder.

Rebekah hurried to obey Mother. As soon as the other passengers understood what was happening, they created a private corner for Mary. One of the men went off to let Isaac Allerton know his wife was about to give birth.

When Rebekah returned with the water and rags, she could see that Mother was worried. Something wasn’t right. Rebekah stood beside Mary and wiped the young woman’s face with a cool cloth. The birth seemed to be taking forever.

Finally, a beautiful baby was born—but it never opened its eyes or took a breath.

As Mary hugged her lifeless baby and cried, Rebekah quietly stroked Mary’s back, trying to comfort her. Everyone had been looking forward to the birth of another baby. But instead of feeling joy, they were now full of sorrow.
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Soon, Christmas Day came. The Pilgrims considered Christmas a pagan holiday and did not celebrate it, but the others on ship had a small feast. They invited the Pilgrims to join them.

Knowing the weather would soon become even colder, people worked harder than ever. Some cut trees. Others split the logs. The first thing to be built was a twenty-foot-square “common house” to store tools and house the workmen, as well as serve as a shelter for the sick and a church.

Rebekah again felt as though all she did was work, work, work. From before daylight until long after dark, there were jobs to be done. Will was as busy as she was. Everyone needed food and shelter. Muscles that had gotten little exercise during the months on the Mayflower quickly grew sore from the hard work.

“At least everyone being so busy keeps them from arguing and quarreling with each other,” Rebekah whispered to Will one night.

He moved his sore shoulders and yawned. “That’s ‘cause if everyone doesn’t work together, none of us will survive,” he told her. “There are a few who complain about our leaders. They say they were better off under the king of England’s rule than starving in America.”

He sighed and patted his growling stomach. “I know we need to finish the common house, but how I wish some of us could go hunting or fishing! We’ll have to wait until next year for ripe berries and fruit and nuts, but scouts say there’s a lot of seafood and waterfowl.” He licked his lips. “I’d give anything for the leg of a roasted duck.”

“So would I.” Rebekah shifted position and rubbed her aching back. “I am tired, tired, tired. Sometimes I think if I have to carry another bucket of water for cooking, bathing, or washing clothes, I’ll scream! I won’t, though. Mother stays so cheerful and always has such a sweet smile, I can’t complain to her. Just to you.”

“That’s good.” Will yawned again, opening his mouth so wide Rebekah wondered if he’d dislocated his jaw. “Father and Mother are working even harder than we are. Besides, what good would complaining do? The work still has to be done.”

“It never ends.” Rebekah drooped against her brother’s shoulder. “When Mother and I aren’t cooking and washing and mending clothing for our own family, we help those who are too sick from scurvy and pneumonia to take care of their families. There’s no time to spin and weave cloth for more clothing.”

She put a rough hand to her mouth to nurse a sore finger. “Ow! Making torches from pine logs leaves my hands full of splinters. We have to have something to see by, though. I can hardly wait for spring, so we can dip wicks into melted fat and make candles. We’re also running low on soap.” She made a face. “I hate making soap. It’s so hot stirring the lye and fat in the big kettles over the fire.”

“Poor Rebekah. I’m tired, too.”

Rebekah looked at the dark circles under her brother’s eyes and knew he was speaking the truth. If only they didn’t have to work so hard! Yet if everyone didn’t do all that they could, their small group would never survive the winter.

Once the common house was built, families built their own homes. Father built a simple thatched hut that looked like an Indian lodge. Some of the settlers made dugout caves in the hillside. Single men lived with families to cut down on the need for houses, and plot sizes were determined by family sizes. New

Plymouth was laid out in the shape of a cross to make it easier to defend. A sturdy stockade surrounded it.

Will and Rebekah soon learned how unforgiving their new home could be. Peter Browne and Will Goodman took their dogs when they went to collect reeds for thatching. They didn’t return that afternoon, so Myles Standish sent out a search party. No trace of the two men could be found.

That night, everyone in New Plymouth wondered where the two men were. The next day, the men returned and told their story. Their dogs had scared up a deer. Eager to bring in fresh meat, the two men followed. They got lost in the woods. Noises like the howling of wolves terrified them, and they wandered all night in the forest. Will Goodman’s shoes had to be cut off his frostbitten feet. He died a few days later.

When Rebekah learned what had happened, she tried to be brave. Yet her heart filled with fear every time Father or Will left New Plymouth. The only way she could bear their leaving was to remind herself how much God loved them. Rebekah tried to hide her worries, but she felt sure Will suspected her secret. He never said anything, but almost every time he returned, he brought her a pinecone, a curious shell, or a funny story. They made her feel a little better.

But it was hard to be brave when so many in their company were falling sick … and many were dying. Sometimes, Rebekah wondered if this new world was trying to punish them for invading its shores. When she looked at the cold, rocky ground, she felt as though it were an enemy. Thoughts like that made her shiver. Her only comfort was to whisper a prayer, knowing that God understood her fears.

Will never seemed to be afraid. He loved to go out with the men. All the strangeness, all the adventures, still excited him. But the day came that Captain Standish said Will had to stay behind when the men went out hunting. “It is growing too cold,” Captain Standish said, “and we do not know what dangers the weather will bring. Too many of you are sick, and we cannot risk losing more of our company. Only the strongest men can accompany me.”

Rebekah was relieved. She did not like knowing both her brother and father were facing unknown dangers. She would sleep better if at least Will were home with her and Mother.

But Will was furious. “I am not a child,” he said between his teeth. “I am as strong as any of those men.”

Rebekah giggled. “No, you’re not, Will. You’re only a boy.”

Will’s face grew red, and his eyes were bright with anger. Rebekah’s heart sank. She knew that look. It was the look Will always wore when he was filled with rebellion.

Right before he got in trouble.
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Where Is Will?

I’m going to follow the men,” Will told Rebekah when they were alone. “I’ll catch up with them, and then they’ll have to let me go along with them. I’ll show them I’m strong enough to be one of them.”

“Don’t, Will,” Rebekah begged.

But her brother would not listen. “Promise me you won’t tell Mother,” he said. “Not until I’m gone.”

Reluctantly, Rebekah nodded. With a curious feeling of foreboding, she watched Will march away. She already regretted her promise not to tell Mother where he was headed.

He’s been good, she tried to tell herself. This is the first time in ages he’s done something he knows he shouldn’t. She sighed. But I would feel better if I knew for sure that Will found the hunting party. Then even if he got in trouble, I’d know he was safe.

Rebekah stared into space, deciding what to do. With Mother, Father, and Will busy around the new settlement, she was responsible for most of the home chores. She had more than enough work to get done that afternoon without worrying about Will. Suddenly, a smile crossed her face. She reached for her cloak that was hanging on a peg by the door and quickly stepped outside. With hurried steps, she headed toward the sentry.

“Where be ye off to in such a hurry, little Miss Rebekah?” asked the guard.

“I was wondering if you saw my brother, Will,” Rebekah said.

“Aye, he left a few minutes ago to catch up with the hunting party. With those long legs of his, he’s probably with them right now. Did you need to get a message to him?”

“Oh, no,” Rebekah said, a relieved smile crossing her face. “I just wasn’t sure if he had left yet. Thank you for your help.”

With a nod of her head, she turned back to the small hut Father had built for their family. Removing her cloak, she quickly began catching up on her work.

Rebekah and Will slept in a loft above the one main room where the family cooked and lived. Each night, the children climbed a ladder and slept on beds made from straw mattresses on the floor. Now Rebekah climbed up to the loft to shake the mattresses and smooth them out. She also tidied the sheets, blankets, and rugs they had brought from Holland. They never put the rugs on the earth floor. Instead, they kept them on the beds for added warmth.

Scrambling down the ladder again, Rebekah shook out Father and Mother’s straw mattress. As soon as he had time, Father would make rope springs so they could have better beds, but Rebekah wished they could someday have featherbeds. The linen bags filled with goose feathers made soft mattresses in summer and warm coverlets in winter.

“I should be thankful for what we have,” she told the warm room. Father had laid wooden boards across two wooden sawhorses for their table. At night, he put the boards against the wall to make room for the mattress. They had no chairs. Father always said, “When there is only one chair in a household, the man sits in it while his wife and children stand. I cannot be like them. Nay. Will and I shall make a bench, and we will all sit together. One day we shall have enough chairs for all.”

A quick glance at the fireplace that provided light, warmth, and a place to cook showed it needed wood. The corners of Rebekah’s mouth turned down. It always needed wood. Sometimes she felt the fireplace was a greedy beast that sulked when she didn’t feed it enough.

The thought made her laugh, a pleasant sound in the small room. How hard they had worked to gather their wood! She and Mother picked up fallen branches. Will and Father split and sawed. The whole family had carried the split wood to their home and built a great mound just outside the rough wooden door.

After Rebekah had added wood to the fire, she straightened the everyday clothing hanging on wooden pegs on the wall. Their Sabbath clothing lay in a chest, along with extra bedclothes. Mother often warned them about being careful of their clothes. What they had brought with them would have to last for a long, long time.

Rebekah was so involved in her work that she didn’t notice how late it was getting. A sharp gust of wind at the corner of the hut reminded her. She ran outside.

An army of storm clouds played tag across the sky. Rebekah shivered from the cold. “At least Will had sense enough not to go off hunting by himself,” she whispered. “Surely the hunting party will start for home when they see the dark sky.” But in the deep woods, would the men notice how dark it was getting?

Rebekah shook her head and went back inside. She stood by the fireplace to get warm and wondered if Father and Will would return before the storm hit. Memories of Will Goodman dying so soon after he got lost in the woods troubled Rebekah. But what could she do?

“I can pray,” Rebekah told the crackling fire. She plopped down on her knees before the blazing fire.

“Dear God, please be with Will and Father and the other men. Will did wrong to run after the hunting party, but You know how he gets sometimes. You understand him even better than I do.” Rebekah stayed on her knees for a long time, and when she got up, she felt better. Now if only Will and Father would come home soon!

“We may have venison stew for supper,” Will had promised her before he left. Rebekah’s mouth watered. Yet as each minute passed, a cold knot of fear grew in the pit of her stomach. Three times she wrapped up in her cloak, went outdoors, and peered into the worsening storm. But she saw no sign of Will or the hunting party.

Again and again, she wondered what to do. Another hour went by. Rebekah’s smile had long since vanished. She continued to wait for her father and brother, a prayer on her lips, fear in her heart.

At last, Mother arrived, rosy-faced and chilled. “Ah, that is good, child!” She hung her wet cloak on the peg closest to the fireplace and held her hands out to warm them. Then she looked around the little room. “Where is Will?”

Rebekah hesitated. She would not lie, but the faint hope that Will would come soon made her say, “I don’t know. He went out.” All true, she told herself.

“Where can he be? I didn’t see him.” Mother looked worried.

“Do you think Father will come home soon?” Rebekah ventured to ask. “I hate it when he is gone. Especially after what happened to Will Goodman.” Her voice sank to a whisper. “So many people have died since we left Holland….”

“I know, dear.” Her mother held out her arms, and Rebekah ran into their warm circle. “But we shall all meet again—and then we will be together forever.”

Rebekah’s arms tightened around her mother. If only she could hold her close and keep her safe from sickness and death. She longed to tell Mother that each time someone died, the fear of losing her or Father got worse.

Be brave, she told herself. Don’t make Mother more worried than she already is.

Mother sat down on the bench Will and Father had made, pulling Rebekah down beside her. Shadows from the fire flickered on her tired face. “Life is hard here, harder than any of us imagined.” Her eyes glistened, and Rebekah knew she was close to tears. “I do all I can, knowing the next time I go to the common house, one or more will be missing.”

Rebekah had never felt closer to Mother. “Why do our men bury the dead at night?” she asked in a low voice.

Mother held Rebekah so close the girl could hear the steady beat of her mother’s heart. “We dare not let the Indians know how many of our people have died,” Mother said huskily. “Once they realize our numbers are small and that we are so weak, they may become bold enough to attack.”

Rebekah and Mother silently huddled together on the bench until a sound came above the storm. “It’s Will!” Rebekah felt weak with relief. She sprang up and flung wide the door. Father entered, empty-handed and with a set look on his face, but there was no sign of Will. A furious blast of wind sent a cloud of smoke from the fire through the hut.

Father slammed the door shut. “We found no game, but at least we got home before the worst of the storm.” He smiled at his wife and daughter but only with his lips. His eyes held no hint of their usual sparkle. “I’ll change into dry clothing.” He shrugged out of his wet coat and looked around. “Where’s Will?”

“Isn’t he with you?” Rebekah asked, fear filling her heart.

“With me? Why would he be with me? You know Captain Standish didn’t want Will in our hunting party today.”

“But Will left, and the sentry said he was headed toward the hunting party,” Rebekah explained.

“Left?” Father’s eyebrows met in a frown. “When?”

“He went a long time ago.”

“You mean Will is somewhere out in this storm?” Father’s face turned whiter than snow. “Abigail, did you know about this?”

“Nay.” Mother turned to Rebekah. “How could you let him go?”

“I tried to stop him!” Rebekah cried. She covered her face with her apron and burst into sobs. “I’m so tired of trying to be a brother’s keeper! Will won’t listen to me, and I get blamed for what he does!”

Shocked silence filled the hut. Rebekah cried harder. She knew the church elders taught that children should always speak to their elders, especially their parents, with respect. It truly wasn’t fair for her to have to always bear the burden of Will’s mischief—but now she feared she would be in more trouble than ever.

“Daughter, I spoke too hastily,” Mother said. “As did I.” Father picked up Rebekah and hugged her. “We know your brother can be a trial, and you are to be praised for your love and patience. We also appreciate how much you have grown up. It is not your fault he is rebellious. You cannot change Will. All you can do is continue to set a good example. Will must decide for himself how he will behave. Forgive us, Rebekah.”

The humbleness in Father’s voice surprised Rebekah. “I … it’s all right. I know you are worried. So am I.” She buried her face in her father’s shoulder. “I’ve waited and prayed and waited and prayed all afternoon.”

Father set her down. “I’ll get a few neighbors and see if I can find him.” He put his wet coat back on and slipped outside.

The waiting went on, and Mother tried to help time pass quickly by having Rebekah eat some food. Less than an hour later, Father returned. “The storm has increased. We can do nothing until morning,” he said heavily. “Rebekah, go on up to bed.”

She reluctantly obeyed, feeling Father had things to say to Mother he didn’t want her to hear. For once, her curiosity matched Will’s. When she reached the loft, she crouched near the top of the ladder. Spying it might be, but she could never sleep without knowing what Father had to say. She had to listen hard, but she did manage to catch his words.

“I pray to God the rain doesn’t wash out Will’s tracks. I also pray Will is wise enough to remember what he’s been taught, which is to find cover and stay there. If he wanders around, it will make our search a lot harder.”

Rebekah crept to her bed and buried herself in her blankets under the rug. She lay sleepless, praying for her brother until the first rays of light crept into the sky.

Just as she slipped into sleep, a loud pounding on the door startled her awake. She sat up on her mattress and listened, her heart pounding. After a moment, she recognized Jake’s loud, gruff voice … and then Will’s. With a glad cry, Rebekah leapt to her feet and tumbled down the ladder.

“Look what I found,” Jake was saying.

Mother and Father wrapped their arms around Will. They looked as though they might never let go.

“He’s all right,” Jake said. “Just a mite hungry and cold. I’ll leave ye to yer breakfast now.”

He ducked out of the low doorway. Mother and Father stepped back from Will, and the joy and gratitude on their faces faded into something sterner. “I’ll let your mother get you something to eat,” Father said. “And then, son, you and I shall have a talk.”

That was one talk Rebekah had no desire to hear. She did not envy her brother one bit today.
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In the days that followed, Will was unusually quiet and obedient. Rebekah knew he was trying hard to prove to Father and the other men that he had learned from his mistake. She also knew how embarrassed and ashamed he always felt once his rebellious feelings died down. Rebekah felt sorry for Will—but she was relieved to have him safe inside the stockade.

The days slipped past, one after another. More and more people fell ill, but Mother, Father, Will, and Rebekah stayed well. Rebekah began to feel more comfortable in their new home.

Then one cold night in the middle of January, the cry, “Fire! Fire!” echoed throughout New Plymouth. The Cunningham family jumped up from their sleeping mats and snatched more clothes. Even in the dim light of a pine torch, Rebekah could see the terror on her parents’ faces.
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Fire

A dozen voices took up the cry. “Fire! The common house is on fire!”

Rebekah and Will raced toward the common house. Rebekah was more frightened than she had ever been in her life. She knew that the common house was filled with the sick, including William Bradford, who had collapsed while working, Governor Carver, and many others. “Please, God, help them!” Rebekah prayed under her breath.

Someone shouted words as she dashed past, but she could not make out their meaning. Cries of terror came from the gathering crowd.

Rebekah put on a burst of speed and caught up with a man running in front of her. Frantically, she snatched at the man’s rough sleeve. “What is it?” she gasped.

“Gunpowder,” the man panted. Sweat and fear covered his face. “Barrels of it. Some open. Stored in the common house!”

“No!” Rebekah’s hand fell away. The new danger threatened not only those who lay ill, but all of New Plymouth. It was far more deadly than the flames that burned the common house’s thatched roof and spread to its walls. If the fire ignited the gunpowder, it would explode. Rebekah and Will exchanged terrified glances.

“Here! You, boy! And you, lass.” A man coming toward them from the common house thrust wooden buckets into their hands. “Fetch water, and be quick about it!”

Rebekah had felt as though she were frozen stiff with fear, but the man’s order released her from her horror. She turned and raced after Will toward the water. Would the spark that set the common house on fire destroy everything they had worked so hard to build? Would it claim victims from the rows of sick inside the burning building?

“God, save them!” she heard Will yell, never slowing his pace. He filled his bucket and dashed back to the burning building. Rebekah did the same, being careful not to spill the precious water. When she got there and passed the bucket to eager, waiting hands, a great sob of relief tore from her throat.

The barrels of gunpowder sat away from the common house, safe from harm.

“Who got the powder out?” Will demanded of a breathless, soot-streaked man standing nearby.

The man slapped at stray sparks on his clothing. “God, I reckon.” He coughed. A river of tears poured down his grimy face. “I never saw such a thing.” He coughed again. “Even the weakest among us somehow managed to help! They tottered up from their sickbeds, grabbed those barrels as if they were feathers, and hauled them out.” He mopped at his face and put out a spark greedily burning yet another hole in his already-tattered garment. “We lost a lot of clothing we can ill afford to spare, but praise be to God, no one was killed, at least so far.” A shadow darkened the speaker’s face. As if suddenly aware of his own weakness, he slumped to the ground and lay there panting.

Rebekah bit her lip, understanding only too well what the man meant. The fire and gunpowder had been cheated of their victims. But from the looks of those who had staggered from the common house and stood shaking with chills, their efforts could bring more death to the settlers. She had nursed enough patients on the voyage across the Atlantic to know how people looked when they were seriously ill.

All through the night, Rebekah and Will continued hauling buckets of water to the common house. Everyone was fighting the fire, but the people who were sick eventually collapsed in the snow. Rebekah noticed that Mother was busy helping them get up and leading them to small homes where at least they could stay dry. Father was pouring water on the roofs of nearby homes to keep them from catching fire.

Finally, the fire was put out. As the tired group looked at the steaming roof, they knew even more work lay ahead. The roof needed to be repaired and the common house cleaned before the sick could return to their shelter.

Will and Rebekah looked at each other. As she wiped her nose with the handkerchief a Dutch friend had given her so long ago, Rebekah said, “Will, don’t you sometimes long to be back in Holland where at least we had time to play with friends?”

“Do I ever,” Will said. “And we weren’t so tired or hungry, either.”

Rebekah let go of her gloom with a determined shake of her head. “Well,” she said, “we certainly can’t go back now. And if we’re going to survive, we need to keep working. I’d best go help Mother cook up some porridge for everyone.”
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Sickness and death continued to haunt the colony. Sometimes, Rebekah hated the New World, with its cold and hunger. What good was it to be free to worship as they pleased when so many people in the colony lay sick and helpless? How many more would they lose in this harsh land?

Rebekah was especially sad when Captain Standish’s wife, Rose, died. She had grown to admire the gruff captain as she saw him work among the sick with Elder Brewster. “After what I’ve seen him do,” Will confided to Rebekah one day, “I’ll never call him Captain Shrimp again.”

The Cunningham family was alarmed one morning when Will woke up flushed with fever. Having seen so many people die, Rebekah was terrified her brother would be next. For days, she did everything she could to help Mother take care of Will. She helped with the cooking and washing, and she stayed by Will’s side every chance she had, wiping his forehead with a cold wet rag. “God, please help my brother get better,” she prayed over and over beneath her breath. She did not think she could bear to lose Will.

When Father, Mother, and Rebekah were so tired they could no longer keep their eyes open, Jake stayed at Will’s side. The sailor’s big hands proved surprisingly gentle as he wiped Will’s hot face with the cloth dipped in cool water. Jake also managed to secretly bring Will small portions of food. The family never asked, but they suspected Jake saved it from his own rations.

Finally, Will was able to get up, although he was so weak he could barely walk across the room. His eyes looked enormous in his thin face, and his freckles stood out as if painted on his nose and cheeks.

The first afternoon he was able to sit up, Will peppered Rebekah with questions about what had been happening. “At least there hasn’t been any trouble with the Indians,” he said.

Rebekah sniffed. “Depends on what you call trouble. No one can leave any kind of tool lying around or it mysteriously disappears. One of our men went out for ducks and saw Indians coming this way. The men working in the forest left their tools and came back after their guns. When they got back, both the Indians and the tools had vanished.” The corners of Rebekah’s mouth turned down. “Now the Indians are getting bolder. One day they stole tools from some of our people who left them just long enough for the midday meal!”

“We need our tools or we can’t cut wood and make crops,” Will protested.

“Don’t judge them too harshly,” Mother told the children. “This was their land before we came.”

“It’s ours now. The king gave it to us,” Will protested.

Mother sighed. “I wonder how we would have felt if someone came to our house in Holland and told us it no longer belonged to us. The king means nothing to the people who were born here across the ocean.”

“Elder Brewster said it’s for their own good,” Father spoke quietly. “He says when we tell the Indians about God and Jesus they will be happier.”

Rebekah was glad the Indians would have a chance to learn about Jesus. But she wondered if the Pilgrims were using that as an excuse to make them feel better about stealing what rightfully belonged to the Indians. The thoughts that filled her head were strange, uneasy ones, and she tried to push them away.

When the Pilgrims who were still living aboard the Mayflower fell ill, Captain Jones insisted most of them be taken ashore. “I can’t risk having my men take your sickness,” he barked. “It’s bad enough we couldn’t leave and go back to England as we planned. We don’t intend to get your consumption and pneumonia.”

Some of those who had been passengers on the Mayflower weren’t much kinder.

“One man fixed meat a few times for a friend who said he would leave him everything,” Rebekah whispered to Will. She knew Father and Mother didn’t approve of telling tales, but she was so angry she just couldn’t keep it to herself. “The man didn’t die right away, and you know what?” Rebekah clenched her hands into fists. “The man who was supposed to be his friend called the sick man an ungrateful cheat! He said he wouldn’t fix him anything more. The sick man died that very night.”

Rebekah’s mouth turned down at the corners. “Why are some of our own people acting this way? How can they, when we so badly need to help each other?”

“From fear.” Will sadly shook his head. “The crew on the

Mayflower is said to be even worse. They snarl at one another like dogs. Jake says they think they’re all good fellows when they’re well. But once sickness strikes, the healthy crew members absolutely refuse to help those who are ill. They are afraid to go in the cabins and risk infection.”

“That’s terrible!” Rebekah exclaimed.

“Well,” Will said, “at least one good thing happened. Remember the boatswain who never missed a chance to curse us and tell us how worthless we are?”

“How could I forget him?” Rebekah rolled her eyes. “He was awful! He never said anything nice about any of us.”

“He has now.” Will took in a deep breath. “The few people from our group who were allowed to remain on board the Mayflower are pitching in to help the sick crew members. Our people refuse to just let the sailors die. Hard as it is to believe, the same boatswain who couldn’t stand us told our people before he died, ‘You, I now see, show your love like Christians one to another, but we let one another lie and die like dogs.’ Can you imagine that?”

Rebekah blinked hard. “I’m glad, but I wish he hadn’t died. I hope he knew Jesus.” “I do, too.”

Rebekah felt sadness shoot through her like an arrow. “Not just him, but all the others. More than half the crew is dead. I don’t know if any of them knew Jesus.” A great lump came to her throat. “I hope so.” Rebekah took in a deep breath, held it, then slowly let it out. “Will, do you know what I want almost more than anything in the whole world?”

“Enough food to feel really full?” her brother asked and patted his flat stomach.

“More than that. More than anything except for you and Father and Mother not to die.” Rebekah swallowed hard at the thought. There had already been too many deaths. Some whole families were wiped out, although no girls and only a few boys had died.

“What do you want?” Will asked.

“To have Jake know Jesus. I think maybe he’s starting to. The last time I talked to him, he said, ‘Somethin’ fer a man to think about, how ye Pilgrims are kind to everyone.’ “

“What did you say?” Will leaned forward eagerly.

Rebekah shrugged. “I told him it was ‘cause that’s what Jesus would do if He were here and folks were sick, even folks who cursed Him.”

Will’s face glowed with pride. “Good for you! I don’t think I’d have had the courage to say that, but, oh, I’m glad you did!”

“So am I.” Rebekah grinned, the first real smile that had settled on her face since before Will got sick and worried them half to death.

“What did Jake say then?”

“Nothing.” The disappointment she had felt when she talked with Jake came back. “He just cocked his head to one side and raised a shaggy eyebrow like he does when he’s tired of talking, and then he mumbled that he had to get back to work.”

“Maybe he will think about it,” Will comforted. “I love telling people about Jesus. He’s the best thing in the world. I wish everyone could understand about how much He loves us. If they did, people wouldn’t be so crabby and scared and mean to each other. They would know that God would keep them safe, no matter what—so then they wouldn’t feel as though they had to fight and snatch for the things they want.”

Rebekah liked the way her brother put her own thoughts into words. She looked into Will’s face. “Will, someday when you grow up, you might be a preacher, like Elder Brewster. You could, you know.”

Will shook his head. “I can’t imagine being a preacher. A carpenter, maybe, or a fisherman, or explorer. Besides, you know you don’t have to be a preacher to tell people about Jesus.”

“Perhaps not, but you’d make a good one.” Rebekah’s faith in her brother remained unshaken.

“Well, you were the one who told Jake, not me.”

Rebekah giggled. “Silly, girls can’t be preachers. And I just wish I had said more.”

[image: ]

The next day she wished it even harder. Father brought terrible news. Jake was violently ill and lay burning with fever and freezing with chills aboard the Mayflower.

“I feel it’s only fair to warn you he will probably die,” Father added sadly, “although our people are doing everything they can for him.”

“No!” Rebekah cried. Tears burned behind her eyes, but she shut her lips tight to keep back her sobs. She ran away to the new hideaway she had found, between two stacks of firewood. Curled up tight, with her chin resting on her knees and her cloak snugged around her elbows, she began to pray harder than she had prayed in her whole life.


[image: ] CHAPTER 7 [image: ]

The Promise

For a full week, Jake hung onto life with every ounce of his strength. Those who cared for him shook their heads and said he should have died days before. They marveled that a man so sick still lived.

For a full week, Rebekah, Will, and their parents prayed for the seaman. Rough and without polish though he was, Jake had proven himself to be their friend again and again. Rebekah couldn’t think of him without crying. When she remembered the food he had brought them so many times, she wept bitter tears. “If he had eaten it instead of giving it to us, he might not be sick.”

“Hush, child.” Mother’s stern command shocked Rebekah. Their mother sometimes scolded Will, but she seldom raised her voice to her obedient, even-tempered daughter. “Jake chose to give you the food. Don’t spoil his gift by feeling guilty. You know he would not want it so.”

Rebekah sniffled, and Will sent her a weak smile. She knew her brother wanted to think of something to cheer her up, but he couldn’t. How could anyone laugh or think of funny stories when Jake and so many others lay close to death? “Father, may I go see him?” Rebekah pleaded. “You mustn’t!” Will cried. “You could become sick and die!” For once, Will was the fearful one.

Rebekah looked into Will’s face and read there the terrible fear that haunted her as well: Who else would they lose to death’s dark grip? She smiled at him, trying to chase away her own terror as much as his.

“Jake didn’t let that stop him from coming when you were so sick,” she reminded her brother.

Fresh horror sprang to Will’s eyes. “Did Jake catch his illness from me?” He ducked his head and tears ran down his cheeks. “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault!”

“William Cunningham, stop that this minute!” Father thundered. “I will not have you carrying on in this manner. It is unbecoming to a child of God. We have put Jake in our heavenly Father’s hands. It is not for us to place blame on ourselves or on others.” His white, set face showed no trace of his usual kindly expression.

The children gasped. Father had never spoken to them in that tone. Will raised his tear-streaked face and stared at their father.

“It hurts me to have to speak to you this way, but I must.” Father looked weary. “God has blessed you both with loving, tender hearts. He sees and is pleased that you care when others are sick or in trouble. However, you need to remember something. God does not expect you to carry the burden of all the sins and hurts of the world on your small shoulders.” A gentler look crept into Father’s face, and he stroked Rebekah’s tousled braids. “That’s why Jesus came. To carry all the hurt for us.”

“Father is right,” Mother said in a low tone. “Jesus took those burdens to the cross. Our part is simply to trust and serve Him. Don’t fret, Will. Nor you, Rebekah. It has taken your father and me many years to learn this.” Mother smiled at Father. “Many times, we still feel like we need to take a hand in whatever life brings—to control it—instead of waiting for God to do His perfect work, as He has commanded.”

“We must learn to be patient,” Father added. “The Bible tells us this over and over. The prophet Isaiah said, ‘But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint.’ “

“It’s hard,” Will muttered.

Father lowered his voice and whispered, “That’s where the promise comes in.”

“The promise?” The children’s ears perked up. For a moment, the excitement of a possible mystery took their thoughts away from death and dying.

“The Bible is filled with promises, such as in Psalm 23,” Father told them.

“I know that one,” Rebekah cried. “David said the Lord was his Shepherd and would take care of him—”

“Even in the valley of the shadow of death,” Will quickly finished. “Is that the promise you meant?” He looked at Father.

“It’s a good one but not the one I was thinking about.” A faraway look came into Father’s eyes. “When your mother and I fled from England to Holland, we didn’t know what would happen. What if we were stopped by the authorities, beaten, or put in jail? I could bear it for myself, but I felt I could not stand it if your mother suffered at the hands of King James’s men.”

A look of gratitude came to his dark eyes when he looked at Mother. “I finally shared my struggles with your mother. She reminded me of the promise, a single verse. We claimed it as our own. It has kept us going all through the years. Each time life becomes unbearable, we repeat the scripture.”

“What is it?” Rebekah and Will asked at the same time.

“In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians,” Father said quietly, “the great apostle promises we shall never be given more than we can bear, and that God will make a way for us to escape.”

“Always?” Rebekah left her mother and crept into her father’s welcoming arms.

“Always, Rebekah.” His face shadowed. “This doesn’t mean God answers every prayer the way we think He should or that He gives us all the things we ask for. It does mean He answers in the best way.”

Rebekah felt her heart pound with fear. Her throat felt dry. Surely the best way wasn’t for Jake to die without knowing Jesus! Her nails dug into his hands. “Father, I just have to see Jake,” she choked out.

Father looked down into Rebekah’s face. She felt as though she were being carefully weighed. “Are you strong enough to see your friend close to death, perhaps dying? To smell the poison that is taking lives? The stink of sickness that clings in spite of what all those who are able to help can do?”

“I am.” Rebekah raised her head and looked her father straight in the eye. “Haven’t I already carried slops for those in the common house and helped clean up when they have been sick?”

She saw Father look at Mother, and Rebekah’s heart leapt when she saw her mother’s nod.

“Aye, lass,” Father said with a sigh. “So be it.”

“May I come, too?” Will asked. His face was pale but determined. “Jake is my friend, too.”

“Very well,” Father said. He gently put Rebekah aside. “Come with me, but mind what you say.” He paused. “Let the Spirit of God guard and guide your tongues.”

Rebekah didn’t fully understand what Father said, but she nodded, anyway. They boarded the Mayflower and walked toward where Jake lay. She tried not to gag. The stench of sickness and death on the ship made her want to head for the rail.

Oh, God, she prayed, help me. Taking small breaths in the hopes of keeping from heaving, she followed her father’s sure steps down the deck she and Will had so often walked with Jake. Would they ever stride that deck together again?

“Jake, it’s William Cunningham,” Father said in a loud, clear voice when they reached the tossing, turning man. “I have young Will and his sister Rebekah with me.”

The seaman’s restless fingers picked at the blanket on which they lay. He opened his eyes, but Rebekah knew he didn’t recognize them.

Could this gray-faced man really be Jake? It seemed to be impossible. Where had all his magnificent strength gone, his way of showing without a word he could control any situation?

But it was Jake, for the sick man turned eagerly toward the sound of Father’s voice. A broken whisper came from between his parched lips. “Tell th’ lass …”

“The lass? Do you mean Rebekah? Tell her what, Jake?” Father asked.

Jake stared straight ahead, and Rebekah knew the sailor could not see Father, though Father was leaning close to him. Jake lifted a trembling hand to his mouth. “Tell th’ lass …” He made a mighty effort to raise himself but fell back to his pallet, breathing heavily, moving his body as if seeking a comfortable spot to rest. Sweat clouded his face.

“Is he dying?” Will whispered.

Rebekah’s heart gave a mighty lurch.

“He’s very close to it.” Father put a hand on Jake’s shoulder, then turned to the children. “Stay with him, and I’ll fetch water.”

One of the hardest things Rebekah ever had to do was sit with their friend while the seconds limped into minutes. She tried twice to speak, but she could not find her voice. At last, she managed to say, “Jake, we’re here. It’s Rebekah. And Will is here, too.” She hesitated, and then she added, “So is Jesus. He’s here with you, as well.”

A slight change came over Jake’s still figure. His breathing slowed, and his thrashing body grew quiet. Rebekah pressed her lips tight together. Was this the end?

“Keep talking to him, Rebekah,” Father instructed as he placed a bucket on the floor and dipped a cloth into the cool water to bathe the seaman’s face. “One of the workers just told me that ever since Jake fell ill, he has been repeating, ‘Tell th’ lass’ over and over. Let him know you hear him.”

Rebekah leaned closer, being careful not to get in Father’s way. “I’m here, Jake. It’s Rebekah. Remember all the things we did together? Remember the long voyage we had together and all the stories you told Will and me?”

Rebekah searched her mind for things that might help her reach their friend. Or had Jake already gone so far down into the deep, dark valley of death that only God could help him?

“That’s it!” Rebekah whispered. “Listen to me, Jake.” She placed her hands on the big man’s shoulders and gently shook him. “‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.’ David said that. He knew God was with him and he didn’t have to be afraid. You don’t have to be scared, either.”

Jake didn’t open his eyes, but something in the way he turned his head toward Rebekah’s direction gave her hope. Again and again she repeated Psalm 23. Each time she came to the part about the valley of the shadow of death, Jake quieted, until he lay like one dead.

At last, Rebekah grew so hoarse, she could barely whisper. Father laid a hand on her shoulder. “Come, lass. We have done all we can. Now he is in the Father’s hands.”

Despair filled Rebekah. Why hadn’t God heard her prayer? If only they had come sooner! Perhaps Jake would have asked Jesus to forgive and save him. She slowly stood, feeling like someone had kicked her in the stomach. “He’s dead.”

“No, Rebekah. Just sleeping.”

A stubborn hope sprang up inside her heart. “Will he live?”

Father shook his head. “I cannot say. I do know your words reached him and stilled his tossing and turning. Now all we can do is wait.”

“Let me stay with him,” Rebekah begged. “Mother needs you, but Will and I could stay here. It may be the last thing we can do for him.”

“You know the risks.” Father’s keen gaze studied Rebekah’s face. “You, too, may fall ill.”

Rebekah thought of those who had died, many who had fallen ill after caring for others. “Father, Jake would do it for us. You know he would.”

Tears sprang to Father’s eyes. “Aye. Stay then,” he said in a low voice. “And don’t forget that when we serve others, we serve our Master.” He touched Rebekah’s cheek and then Will’s uncombed hair. Rebekah felt they had been given a blessing.

One of the strangest nights Rebekah would ever know began when Father left. Neither she nor Will spoke, and Jake was silent except for his heavy breathing. For the first time in many days, Rebekah had time to think. Midnight came, followed by the early morning hours.

“Our bodies are at our lowest point after the midnight hour, before the dawn,” Father had warned before he wearily trudged away. “Then also comes the greatest danger of loved ones slipping from this world into the next.”

Would that happen to Jake? What had the sailor wanted to tell Rebekah so badly that even in his fever he continued to call out for her? Perhaps he had only wanted to say good-bye.

But maybe … Another possibility occurred to her, and it was so wonderful that she felt fresh strength flow through her as she silently kept watch. What if during the time of sickness Jake had remembered what she had told him about Jesus? What if he had cried out to the Lord in his heart, asking to be forgiven and saved? Wouldn’t he want the one who had told him about Jesus to know?

Rebekah scrunched up her knees, rested her elbows on them, and laid her head on her folded arms. Please, God, I have to know. It took all her courage to add, If it be Your will. She prayed the words again. And again.

Only this time she couldn’t finish the prayer. Her eyes closed. Her breathing slowed. Her head still resting on her arms, Rebekah slept.

A slight sound roused her. She opened her still-tired eyes and saw that Will was sleeping, too. And it was daylight.

Oh, no! Some guards they were, sleeping the hours away instead of keeping watch. If they were sentries posted outside the stockade, they would be severely punished.

Rebekah was afraid to look at the pallet on the floor beside her. With a deep breath, she gritted her teeth and looked down at Jake.
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You Can’t Stop Me!

When Rebekah looked down at Jake, she expected to see a corpse. Instead, the sailor’s small eyes twinkled. The shadow of a grin touched his lips. He licked them and croaked in a hoarse, unnatural voice, “Ye stayed with me?”

“Yes.”

Their voices made Will raise a sleepy face, and his face exploded into a grin when he saw that Jake was still alive.

“I be thinkin’ yer a brave lass.” Jake laid one big paw on Rebekah’s hand, then turned to Will. “And you, too, lad.” His grin grew a bit wider before his mouth settled into its familiar stern expression. “Now git, afore ye catches the fever.”

Rebekah knew better than to argue. “I’ll come back later. You’ll be better then.” She and Will stood and turned to go.

Jake’s low voice stopped her where she stood. “Mayhap I will be better by and by. But no need to fret if I ain’t. That Friend of yers, Jesus … He fergive me.” A look of wonder came into the sailor’s face. “Me, who’s sailed the seven seas and done black things! And all I had to do was ask.”

Rebekah ran back to Jake’s pallet and knelt next to him. She grabbed Jake’s hand and squeezed it tight. “This is the best present anyone ever gave me!” she cried.

“Aye, mate.” Jake smiled again. It softened his face until he looked like a different man. “I be chartin’ a new course now.” Some of his old fierceness came back. “But didn’t I tell ye to run along? Now git, the two of ye!”

Rebekah and Will laughed at the scowl that no longer hid Jake’s tender heart. Jake’s eyes shone steady and true, showing how much he had already changed in the short time since he signed on with a new Master.

Proud to be the bearers of such good news, Rebekah and Will raced back to their parents.

“Now all he needs is rest and good food,” Rebekah announced. A frown chased away her joy. “Where are we going to get food for him?”

Father smiled. “Captain Standish is sending a few men for game.” He laughed at Will’s obvious excitement. “A good meat broth will help Jake and the others.”

“May I go?”

Rebekah knew Will was holding his breath. Ever since the time Will had tried to catch up with the men by himself, Captain Standish had ordered the boy to stay behind.

To Will’s disgust, Captain Standish did not relent. Rebekah watched while Will bit his tongue to hold back hasty words that might mean he’d be left out of future hunting parties. She knew disappointment burned inside him when Father and two other men left with Captain Standish.

“I’m needed at the common house,” Mother told Will and

Rebekah. She put on her warm cloak and bonnet and told Will, “Cheer up. I know it’s hard being left behind, but next time you will probably get to go. Besides, after staying with Jake last night, you two need some rest.” A moment later she was on her way, leaving the two children alone. Father had forbidden them to go back to the Mayflower.

“Jake sent word that you were to stay away,” Father said. “When I get back, I’ll go see that all is well. I want to tell him how glad we all are over his decision to accept Jesus.”

Will sat and glared at Rebekah, who had done nothing to deserve his ill will. “It’s our duty to help Jake,” he said. “Besides, I’m tired of people thinking I’m only a child.”

His expression changed. Rebekah watched his face uneasily, wondering what thoughts were taking shape in his mind. “Rebekah,” he burst out, “I’m going to show them I’m not a child. All of them!” He hastily collected the warmest clothing he owned.

“Where are you going?” she gasped. “Father told you to stay off the Mayflower. And if you try to follow the hunting party again, you’ll end up in trouble just like last time. If you do something silly, you won’t be proving how grown-up you are. Just the opposite!”

But her brother’s lips were set as though he had made up his mind.

“Will, you’re going to get in trouble.” She stamped her foot. “Well, I won’t let you do it.” Sparks flew from her eyes. “You’re tired from being up all night, and you need to rest. Besides, you’re still weak from being sick. I’m going right to the common house and tell Mother you’re planning something you know you aren’t supposed to do!”

Will whirled around to face her. “If you do, I’ll never forgive you!” A black scowl appeared on his face, but then he smiled at her, his eyes full of pleading. “C’mon, Rebekah. You never tell on me, and I’ve been good for weeks now!”

“All the more reason you shouldn’t disobey now,” she told him. But some of the anger left her eyes.

Will added layers of clothing. He carefully took down a musket from the rough wall of their home and went through the slow process of loading it. Rebekah watched with anxious eyes. She heaved a sigh of relief when he finished. “Be careful,” she warned.

“I will. I just want to be ready when I see a deer.”

“Then you are going after the hunting party! Will Cunningham, you know what’s going to happen. Father will be so upset with you, and what if you get lost? Remember what happened last time? I’m not going to let you go!”

“I’m going, and you can’t stop me,” he told her. “We don’t know that Father and the hunting party will find game. I might. I’ll head a different direction from the one they take. That way, if they don’t find deer, I may. Jake needs broth, and later, he’ll need the meat. So do we. You’re so thin that when you stand sideways, you hardly cast a shadow!”

Rebekah couldn’t keep back a small giggle.

Will went on. “Do you think Jake would stay home with the women and children if we needed food? Don’t be a goose, Rebekah, and don’t tell anyone.”

Rebekah’s giggle changed, and she sounded hurt. “You don’t have to be so cross.”

Will looked ashamed. “I’m sorry. But I need to get out of this place.”

Rebekah searched his face. “Why, Will? Why are you so eager to run off all alone in the woods?”

Will looked down at the ground. “I’m not sure,” he said slowly. “I just have to.” He lifted his head and looked at his sister. Then he said in a rush of words, “Last night when we were sitting beside Jake, I felt so helpless. Jake could have died while we were sitting there with him—and there was absolutely nothing I could do to stop it from happening.”

He flung his hands out wide, and Rebekah heard the frustration and fear in his voice. “I still feel helpless. As though I’m just sitting here waiting for death to sneak up and take someone I love. I can’t just sit here doing nothing. It’s driving me mad. I have to do something.”

Rebekah studied her brother’s face. She understood his feelings. But their long night at Jake’s side had made her feel calmer somehow, more sure that God was in control of their lives. It seemed to have had just the opposite effect on Will. His eyes were wild, and she could see he was breathing fast.

This was apparently another one of those moments when Will seemed bound and determined to get in trouble. And this time, there would be no Jake to find him and bring him home. All too often, when Will was determined to have his own way, someone got hurt—usually Will himself. Rebekah had learned that if she could keep him from going off on his own when he was in one of his moods, she could usually curb his more foolish impulses.

“All right,” she said suddenly. “But I’m going with you.”

Will looked startled. “You can’t.” “Oh, yes, I can. If you’re going, then so am I.” Will hesitated. Then he shrugged. “Put some warm clothes on, then. And let’s get going.”
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Rebekah and Will had a bad moment at the gate. The sentry challenged them. “Who goes there?” he shouted.

“We’ll never get past him,” Rebekah whispered, feeling relieved.

But then the sentry recognized them, and his face relaxed into a smile. “Where are you two children going?”

“I saw some rabbits on the hillside by the woods,” Will said. “We thought we’d try to snare some for our supper. Some rabbit stew would taste awfully good.”

“That it would,” the sentry agreed. He raised an eyebrow at the musket Will carried. “And if you should see a deer, you’re all ready, I see.”

Will grinned and nodded. He shifted the weight of the musket and stood straight and tall.

“Well, don’t go far, children,” the sentry said. “You don’t want to get lost.”

Rebekah nodded, and she and Will hurried on their way. “Children!” Will hissed under his breath. “I’m sick to death of being called a child.”

“You shouldn’t have lied to him about the rabbits,” Rebekah said, her voice laced with disapproval.

“I couldn’t very well tell him we were hunting deer, could I?” “He suspected it, anyway.”

A faint trail led off into the woods, and the children followed it, bickering all the way. A half mile down the trail, though, Will found deer tracks and droppings. “These look no more than a few hours old.” His voice was full of excitement. “Father and the others will be happy to see us when we come back with all the meat we can carry. We’ll have to figure out a way to hide it so animals and Indians don’t find it before someone comes for the rest of the meat.”

Rebekah gave him a skeptical glance. Will was already planning what they would do with meat they hadn’t even found yet.

But Rebekah, too, soon became caught up in the excitement of tracking the deer. The children stopped arguing and instead discussed how much the fresh meat would help Jake and the others. They were so intent on watching the ground that they failed to notice the storm swooping toward them. Huge clouds joined others, but not until they hid the pale winter sun did Rebekah notice and look up at the sky. “There’s going to be a storm!”

Will shifted his gaze between the tracks and the sky a half-dozen times. “Deer seek shelter from bad weather,” he said slowly. “The one we’re tracking might be just ahead. It might be hunched down in a bed beneath the trees to protect itself from the storm.” Will plunged ahead, scanning both sides of the trail. No deer.

“Might as well turn back,” he muttered in disgust. “It’s getting so dark I couldn’t see a deer unless it jumped up in front of me, and then I probably couldn’t kill it. Of all the days for a storm, it would have to be this one. Let’s go home.”

The children turned around and strode back down the trail the way they had come. Their feet felt heavier now, almost as heavy as their spirits. Going home with meat was one thing. Neither of them looked forward to arriving empty-handed!

“How far did we come, anyway?” Will asked. He came to an abrupt stop and stared around at the gathering darkness. Rebekah also peered at the path, trying to recognize some landmark that would tell her how far from the stockade they were.

“That’s funny,” she said after a moment. “I don’t remember stepping over a fallen tree in the trail before.” She pointed to the downed log that blocked their path ahead.

Will suddenly looked uneasy. “Maybe we took the wrong fork back where the trail branched.”

Rebekah nodded. “That must be it.”

They turned, retraced their footsteps, and tried the other path. It led directly to a huge, uprooted tree and ended.

Thoroughly confused, Rebekah and Will went from one promising trail to another, only to become more hopelessly lost than ever. Worse, Will stumbled and fell. The musket flew out of his hands. They searched on their hands and knees in the darkness, but they could not find it.

Rebekah felt sweaty and cold by turns. The growing gloom soon hid any landmarks she might have recognized. All she could see in every direction was endless forest. The only way they could keep on the faint trail was to kick out with their legs as they walked. When they hit brush, they knew they had strayed from the path.

Rebekah’s stomach growled loudly, reminding her that the last time she had eaten was too long ago. “Why didn’t we bring some food?” she complained.

Will didn’t answer. The rising wind bit through their clothing. Rebekah stamped her feet to get them warm.

“I guess I thought I could get a deer and be home before anyone knew we were gone,” Will said at last. “If we only had a fire! No chance of that without the musket.” He waved his arms to warm himself. “I wonder what Father would do if he were caught out like this?”

Plop. A large wet drop fell onto Rebekah’s face. Plop, plop, plop. Others followed. From the look of the angry clouds, an icy downpour had overtaken the children.

Rebekah and Will dove beneath a tree with thick drooping limbs. Its overlapping branches grew so close together they protected the children from the rain, but Rebekah knew their problem wasn’t solved. Huddled against the rough tree trunk, she tried to think. “We should pray,” she said. “We should ask God to help us.”

“Why would God want to help us?” Will’s voice sounded sullen, but Rebekah knew he was feeling guilty. Will always felt guilty after one of his rebellious moods was over. “If I were God, I might want to help you. It’s not your fault you’re out here, not really. It’s all my fault. I knew you were right. I knew it was wrong to go. And now that we’re here, it doesn’t seem like there’s much point in asking God to get us out of a mess that I created all by myself.”

“You might as well ask why God would want to send Jesus to die for us,” Rebekah said. “I don’t think God only helps people who never make mistakes. The Bible always sounds as though God is willing to help whenever someone asks Him. Besides, I don’t think we have a choice.” She looked around at the thick darkness, and her voice wavered. “No one knows where we are. We can’t just stumble around in the dark all night. We’d better pray.”

Will still didn’t seem convinced that God would want to listen to him. After a moment, though, he sighed. “All right, then. I’ll pray.” He hesitated for a long moment. Then he bowed his head and said softly, “God, you helped Daniel in the lions’ den, but he got thrown in. He didn’t just walk in by himself.” Will sighed again. “I should have listened to Rebekah. Forgive me, please, God. We sure can’t help ourselves, and no one knows we’re here but You.”

“Please help us, God,” Rebekah added. Then they both said together, “Amen.”

Rebekah felt a little better now that they had asked God for help, but Will still seemed discouraged and angry with himself. “Why am I so foolish?” he asked, hitting his forehead with his palm. “No wonder Captain Standish and Father don’t believe I’m a man.”

Will and Rebekah huddled together beneath the tree’s meager shelter. Exhausted from the long night at Jake’s side, Rebekah finally fell into an uneasy sleep.

Later, she awoke stiff and half frozen. The slight warmth the branches offered could not keep back the increasing cold. She sat shivering, thinking about her brother, who still slept at her side.

Even the tossing storms of the wild Atlantic Ocean had not been able to drown Will’s spirit of adventure. She had never seen him as shaken as he was now. She knew he bitterly regretted leaving the settlement without permission.

When she was shivering so hard that her teeth rattled, she poked Will awake. “We can’t stay under here. I’m freezing.”

Will jumped up and hit his head on a branch. “Ow!” Rubbing the sore spot, he turned back toward Rebekah. “If we walk to keep warm, we may be getting farther from the settlement. But what else can we do? We’re in an awful mess.”

“God,” Rebekah whispered, “please help us.”

Suddenly, she grinned at her brother.

“I know what to do.”
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Left. Right. Left. Right.

Left. Right. Left. Right. Rebekah and Will swung their arms and marched. Cold, hungry, and miserable, they wanted to run, but they dared not. Rebekah knew that Will’s head was throbbing, a painful reminder to him to keep a steady pace. If they crashed into a low-hanging branch, they could be knocked senseless. They might freeze to death before they recovered.

Left. Right. It was getting harder now. How could a person keep going when her legs felt weaker than water? Could she starve to death in just one night? Don’t be a goose, she ordered herself.

“Have to keep moving,” Will mumbled. “Jake needs broth.

Meat.”

But Rebekah was so tired. Perhaps they should stop this endless marching and rest.

“No!” The sound of her own sharp cry alerted her to the dangerous state into which she had fallen. She scrubbed at her eyes.

“We can’t stop,” Will muttered.

Rebekah remembered every horrible story she had heard of those who rested in the freezing cold and never woke up again. The stories also kept her walking long after she felt she could not keep on.

Left. Right. Left. Right. Was she going mad? Rebekah giggled wildly. Dangerous or not, she had to stop.

“I won’t sit down,” she panted. She leaned against a tree trunk to catch her breath, and after a moment, Will joined her. If she closed her eyes for just a moment, would sleep keep them shut? Will might fall asleep, too. She couldn’t chance it.

Left. Right. On and on and on. Was this how a beast of burden who walked in a circle turning a mill wheel felt? She and Will leaned against a tree again. What are Father and Mother doing right now? Rebekah wondered. Will we ever see them again?

Left. Right. Left. Right. Her feet felt like two anchors, weighing her down when she must keep moving.

“God, forgive me,” she heard Will whisper. She reached for his hand with her numb fingers. Their hands clung together, warming each other.

After what felt like a lifetime, Rebekah knew she couldn’t walk another step. She leaned against a tree, as she had been forced to do so many times throughout the long dark night. Her eyes closed. She felt the rough bark of the tree on her hands when she slid to the ground, but she was too tired to care. Beside her, Will slumped to the ground, as well. They leaned against each other, too exhausted to go on. Dimly, Rebekah realized they dared not sleep, or death would take them, as it had taken so many others. But she was too tired to fight the sleepiness that swept over her.
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“Will? Rebekah?”

Rebekah stirred. “God, is that You?” she asked sleepily. Had she and Will died and gone to heaven?

“Will! Rebekah!” The cry came again. Strange. It sounded like Father. What was he doing in heaven? Or were they all back in Holland? Had everything been a dream: the Mayflower, Jake, the terrible night of walking? Rebekah struggled to understand.

When a third cry came, she felt Will struggle to his feet. He shouted, “Here! We’re here.”

His shout was so weak that Rebekah feared Father would never hear it.

“Son, where are you?”

Rebekah forced her eyes open, got to her feet, and called, “Father?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper. She swallowed, licked her lips, then screamed at the top of her lungs, “Father, we’re here!”

A crashing of brush and heavy, thudding footsteps told her she had been heard. She sagged with relief against the tree. A heartbeat later, Father burst into view. He raced toward them and gathered them both in his arms.

The others of the rescue party followed close behind. “How’d you manage to keep from freezing?” one wanted to know.

“We prayed,” Will said. He looked at his sister and grinned. “Then Rebekah remembered a story Jake told us once about a man who got trapped by a blizzard and didn’t have any food or a way to make a fire. He knew he had to keep walking, or he’d freeze, but he couldn’t see where he was going. Neither could we, so we did what he did.” Will stopped for breath.

“What was that, son?” Father asked. His arms tightened, sending warmth through the children’s shivering bodies.

“We walked around the same tree all night. It kept us warm, and we didn’t wander any farther from the settlement.” Will yawned.

After a moment of stunned silence, relieved laughter came from the rescue party. One man slapped his leg, chuckled, and said, “Well, I never! Cunningham, those are mighty clever young ones you have.”

Rebekah’s heart thumped with pride. “It wasn’t me,” she said. “God made me think of the story.” She looked at the men’s faces. Some looked convinced. Others did not.

“I still say it’s mighty clever,” the man said again.

Father quietly added, “If Will had done as he was told, he and his sister wouldn’t have been in trouble at all.”

“That’s right, lad. Listen to your father from now on.”

“I will.” Will looked at the ground. “I guess this is my last hunting expedition for a long time.”

“It could have been your last forever,” Father reminded him. “Now, let’s get you home where you belong. There you will stay until you learn to act like a man instead of a child who goes running off when he doesn’t get his own way.”

Rebekah knew Will deserved everything Father said, but she also knew how much he must hurt to be corrected in front of the men. Captain Standish’s judgment would be far harsher than Father’s. She hoped her brother would take it like a man. Neither of them would ever forget what could have happened to them without the love of God to protect and help them.

Afterward, Rebekah didn’t remember much of the trip home. At one point someone spotted Will’s musket and rescued it from the snow, but Will barely noticed. One weary step after another, the children managed to keep going until just outside the settlement. Left. Right.

When the stockade gate swung open, Rebekah’s knees buckled. Father slung her over his shoulder and carried her. If she hadn’t been so tired, she might have been embarrassed to be hauled home like a sack of grain. As it was, she was just glad not to have to walk anymore.

“Abigail,” Father called as he opened the door to their little home, “the children are safe and unharmed. They need food and rest. Bring warm, dry clothes and broth. We’ll talk later.”

The last thing Rebekah remembered clearly was the sensation that the ice inside her was melting as she drank her mother’s broth. Then she vaguely remembered her father’s strong arms helping her up the ladder to bed. After that, she remembered nothing at all.
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Rebekah awakened to pitch darkness. Had she only dreamed that Father and the others had come for them? Was she still in the woods? She cautiously shifted her body. The straw in her mattress crackled, telling her she was safely home. She turned over and fell asleep again.

The next time Rebekah woke, daylight had come. She glanced sideways at her brother’s sleeping shape and then slid farther under her covers. The day was likely to bring hard moments for her brother. Captain Standish would certainly kill any hope of future hunting expeditions. Others in the colony might laugh at the boy who wanted to be a man but sneaked off like a sulky child.

“Lord, help him to bear whatever scolding we get,” Rebekah whispered. “Help me to be a good big sister.”

“Will. Rebekah. Dress and come down quickly,” Father’s ragged voice called.

Something in Father’s voice frightened Rebekah. She had an uneasy feeling that he was not calling them down to scold them for their adventure. Her muscles stiff and aching from their night in the forest, Rebekah managed to get into her clothes and down the ladder. She left Will still fumbling his way into his wool pants.

Rebekah ran to the fireplace and warmed her cold hands at the blaze. Its cheerful glow felt good, but even the fire could not melt the icy fear in her heart. When she looked at Mother’s face, she saw that her mother’s lips trembled.

Father waited until Will stood beside Rebekah before the fire. Sadness lined Father’s face as he said, “Children, you must be brave.”

“What is it?” Rebekah clenched her hands until she felt the nails bite deep into her palms.

“Word just came from the Mayflower. Our friend Jake died in the night.”

Rebekah buried her face in her apron.

“No,” Will said hoarsely. “No, no, no! Jake was getting better. You know he was. That’s why I went for the deer. He couldn’t have died. It must be another crew member.” He started for the door.

Father caught him halfway there. “Running isn’t going to help.”

“Let me go!” Will twisted and turned. “It isn’t true.” He stared up into Father’s face. “Did he know we were lost?” When Father looked blank, Will shouted, “That’s it, isn’t it? He knew and tried to come for us.” He buried his face in his hand. “What have I done?”

“Stop this, Will.” Father shook his son, not hard, but enough to get his attention. Father’s eyes blazed. “You had nothing to do with Jake’s death. Plague took him, as it has taken many others and will take more. Jake never knew you were missing.” Father pulled Will to him in a big hug.

Rebekah wiped away her hot tears. Her mother’s arm went around her and held her tight.

Father looked over Will’s head at his daughter. “We grieve, yet we praise Almighty God that our friend met Jesus, our Savior, before it was too late. The bearer of the news said Jake died with a smile on his face and the words ‘Tell th’ lass’ on his lips.”

A great sob tore free from Will’s throat. He jerked from Father’s arms and bolted up the ladder. Rebekah heard the crackle of the straw as he threw himself on his bed.

After a moment, she followed him up the ladder into the dim loft. “I loved him, too,” she whispered. “I thought he was going to get better. I thought God had healed him.” Her voice broke. “Sometimes I don’t understand God.”

The two children were silent for a long moment. Finally, Rebekah sighed. “Father and Mother are so sure of their faith. Maybe someday we’ll be as strong as they are.”

Will sat up and looked at his sister. With a sob, he put his arms around her, and the two children clung together. Perhaps later they would have more to say to each other, and they would find a way to comfort each other’s hearts. Right now, Rebekah was just glad they still had Father, Mother, and each other.

Just thinking that made Rebekah’s mouth go dry with fear. All she could do was cling to the promise that God would never send more than they could stand but would always make a way of escape.
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What Is a Samoset?

A few weeks later, as Rebekah trotted alongside her little brother, she suddenly noticed that he was no longer so little. In fact, he was taller than she was. The realization made her giggle. She clapped her hand to her mouth and quickly looked around to make sure no one had heard her laughing on the Sabbath—but it felt good to laugh again after so many days of sadness.

They had just come from Sunday meeting, and Father and Mother were walking ahead of them. Rebekah looked sideways at Will. “My, that was a good sermon.” She laughed again. “Elder Brewster’s scripture was about you.”

Will stopped dead still. “Whatever are you talking about?”

“The scripture,” Rebekah patiently repeated. Her green eyes twinkled with fun. “Weren’t you listening?”

“Not very well,” Will confessed. He was staring at the Mayflower, and Rebekah knew he still ached inside each time he saw the ship where Jake had died.

“You should have been,” Rebekah told him. “It just fits the way you are now.”

Curiosity seemed to finally pull Will’s attention from his sad thoughts. “Really? What scripture was it? What did it say?”

“First Corinthians, chapter 13, verse 11.” She smothered another giggle, and her face lit up with fun. “You know. The one where Paul says when he was a child, he spoke and understood as a child, but when he became a man—”

“He put away childish things,” Will soberly finished for her. “Do you really think I’m like that?”

“Oh, yes.” Her cap-covered braids bobbed up and down. “You’re ever so much more grown-up. You’re kinder to me, and I heard Father tell Mother he was proud of the way you took your punishment like a man.”

She slid her hand into the crook his elbow made. “Father said even when Captain Standish roared like the wind, you held your tongue and looked straight at him. Mother’s awfully proud. So am I.” She hesitated, then whispered, “God must be proud, too.”

“I hope so.” Will scuffed his boot on the hard ground. “I’m trying.”

“I know,” she said sympathetically.

They walked in silence. For the first time in many days, Rebekah was filled with contentment. The cold winter could not last forever. On days like this, when the sun shone, she felt spring must soon be on its way.

Then suddenly, as she looked up ahead at her parents, she gave a little cry and sprang forward. Mother had fallen to the ground. When Rebekah reached her, she saw her mother was as white and still as a dead person. Rebekah’s heart pounded with terror.

Father snatched up Mother in his arms and raced toward their hut. “Will, fetch Dr. Fuller,” he ordered. “Tell him she collapsed for no apparent reason. Rebekah, run ahead and spread the mattress.”

Will looked up at his father’s ashen face. “Shouldn’t you take her to the common house?”

“Nay. Home is closer. Go, lad, and don’t stop to argue!”

Will turned and ran as if pursued by a thousand howling wolves. Rebekah hurried ahead to get her mother’s bed ready. Dread kept time with her flying steps. Would Mother be taken next? “Please, God, spare her. Not just for our sake, but for the sake of others who need her so much.” Rebekah’s prayer came out in little gasps as she ran.

Minutes felt like a lifetime before Dr. Fuller reached the Cunninghams. Will had delivered his message and flown home without waiting for the physician. The kindly, overworked doctor bustled in. “Eh, what’s all this? Is my best helper giving out on me?” He quickly examined Mother. She didn’t even move.

Rebekah held her breath, waiting. Will was standing more still than a mouse that suspects a cat may be nearby. Father sat on the homemade bench, head bowed. Rebekah knew he was praying. Finally, Dr. Fuller finished his examination, rose from beside the straw mattress, and smiled. His expression filled Rebekah’s heart with hope.

“Now, now, nothing to worry about.” The doctor’s face crinkled into laugh wrinkles. “She’s just plain worn out. Our bodies keep going and going when we push them. How well I know!” He yawned mightily. “But eventually they give out.

If we don’t give them the rest they need, then they take it for themselves. That’s why your mother collapsed.”

The doctor turned to Father. “Your wife has no fever,” Dr. Fuller said. “She has no signs that foretell illness. I’d say what she needs is a good night’s sleep. Don’t wake her, even for food. Her body needs rest.” He yawned again. “In fact, that’s what I’m going to do: rest. All my other patients have either died or are mending.”

He shook hands with Father and Will, then tugged on a braid that showed beneath Rebekah’s cap. “It’s your turn to play nurse, Mistress Cunningham. See that you do a good job.”

“I will,” Rebekah promised.

Dr. Fuller went out, leaving the others to follow his orders.

The rest of the day, Mother lay without moving. Once when Father and Will weren’t looking, Rebekah bent low to make sure she still breathed. She felt her mother’s slow, steady breath against her cheek and sighed in relief. But when evening came and the Sabbath ended, Mother still slept.

“Should we ask Dr. Fuller to come again?” Rebekah anxiously asked Father.

“I hate to disturb him when he is so tired.” Father knelt and touched Mother’s forehead. “Her skin is cool and dry. She has no sign of fever. We will let her rest.”

“Shall I stay up with her?” Rebekah volunteered.

“Should Dr. Fuller be wrong, although I have no reason to believe this is the case, you will be needed more on the morrow. Go to bed, child. I will watch.”

All through the long night hours, Mother slept. Neither did she waken when morning came. Thoroughly alarmed, Rebekah coaxed Father into letting Will fetch the doctor again.

After Dr. Fuller examined Mother, he assured them again that she would be fine. “I expect her to wake before night,” he told them. “If she should not, then is time enough to be concerned.”

Shortly after he left, a sound from the mattress brought all three watchers to Mother’s side. She opened her eyes, yawned, stretched, and looked around. “Mercy, what am I doing here at this time of day?” She looked confused, and then her face cleared. “My goodness, I fell asleep walking home, didn’t I? I never heard of such a thing.” She glanced around the hut. “I hope you ate without me.” A frown wrinkled her forehead. “I smell something cooking. Surely you are not breaking the Sabbath by cooking food?”

“It’s no longer the Sabbath!” Will shouted. A broad grin spread over his face. Matching smiles covered Rebekah’s and Father’s faces.

Father reached down a hand to help Mother get up. “It’s Monday and time for dinner. You have slept ever since the meeting yesterday.”

“Dr. Fuller said we weren’t to disturb you unless you didn’t wake before dark,” Rebekah explained. She clasped her arms around her mother’s waist. “I’m glad you’re awake. It frightened me when you stayed asleep for so long.”

Mother began to laugh. She laughed so hard the others joined in. “A grown woman, sleeping all the hours on the clock twice around! I do feel rested, though.” She looked ashamed. “I hope no one needed me.”

Father shook his head. “Not even Dr. Fuller. He says the worst is over and his patients are mending.” The laughter in his eyes died. “Almost every family but ours lost at least one person.”

A lump came to Rebekah’s throat. “We lost Jake.”

“Indeed we did, although we haven’t actually lost him. We’ve just parted for a time.” Father looked with joy at Mother. “Let us give thanks for your mother’s recovery.”
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Signs of spring began to appear at Plymouth Colony like a long-awaited guest. They brought a wave of relief and hope. Surely things would be better now that the harsh winter was slowly retreating. The little band of surviving settlers prayed for good weather, asking the Lord to bless the land.

Yet many of those who survived were still weak. How could the few strong ones left in the settlement take on extra duties and provide for everyone? There was also the ever-present fear of Indian attack.

One day in mid-March, Will burst into the Cunningham home as if chased by a whole tribe of unfriendly Indians. Eyes wide with excitement, he cried, “Mother, Father, Rebekah, come quick. Just come see!”

Will frightened Rebekah so badly, she dropped her knitting. “Father and Mother are at the common house. Will Cunningham, is this another of your tricks? Just when you’ve been good for such a long time?”

“It’s not a trick,” he indignantly told her. “Are you coming, or aren’t you? If you don’t, you’ll miss all the excitement.” He placed his hands on his hips and glared at Rebekah. “C’mon, will you? Father and Mother will have heard the news. They’ll be there before I get back with you.” He hurried out the door and started up the lane.

Rebekah quickly took care of her knitting and ran after him toward a cluster of people on the road a little way ahead. The children headed straight for Father and Mother, who stood at one side of a small, gaping crowd.

“What is it?” Rebekah stood on tiptoe, trying to see.

“Him!” Will stepped out of her way and pointed to a tall, black-haired Indian halfway across the clearing between the settlement and the woods. The Indian carried bow and arrows and steadily walked toward the nearest group of men.

“Is he going to scalp us?” Rebekah squeaked.

The men reached for their muskets. The Indian never faltered. He was close enough now so the settlers could get a good look. Rebekah knew her eyes grew large as cartwheels. She felt herself blush and quickly looked away. So did the other girls and women. The unexpected visitor wore no clothes. Just a little war paint and a leather apron that hung down from his belly! Who was this bold Indian who marched into the colony instead of skulking in the woods?

He reached the men. “Welcome.” The word sounded strange on the lips of the nearly naked man. “Samoset.”

“Did you hear that?” Will whispered. “He speaks English!”

“What is a samoset?” Rebekah whispered back.

Will choked back a laugh. “Not a samoset. Samoset. That must be his name.”

Rebekah risked another look, making sure she kept her gaze on the stranger’s face. “Why did he come here, and what does he want?” she wondered.

“That’s what we need to find out,” Father said.
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Hair-Raising Stories

The first thing Samoset did was ask for something to drink. The settlers quickly took on their roles of hosts, and once his thirst was satisfied, Samoset told his story.

He explained he wasn’t from the area but came from Monhegan, an island off the coast farther north. He said in broken English that he had learned the white man’s language from English fishermen there. To prove he told the truth, Samoset mentioned the names of many captains who fished there.

He’d come to Cape Cod the year before and remained eight months. He added he could reach his home with one day of good sea breeze, but it took five days to go by land.

Fascinated by the visitor, the Pilgrims brought out a long, red, horseman’s coat. Samoset wrapped himself in it, grunted, and talked on. The settlers brought food: butter, cheese, a slice of duck, and pudding. He ate and ate and talked and talked. It appeared Samoset had no intention of leaving.

“What will we do with him?” Will whispered. Even in the red coat that covered his nakedness, Samoset was a frightening figure.

Others wondered the same thing. The Pilgrims decided to take Samoset to the Mayflower, but they ran into trouble. A headwind and low water made it impossible to get the shallop across the flats to the ship. Stephen Hopkins at last agreed to keep Samoset overnight and guard him without seeming to do so.

“I wish we could have quartered Samoset,” Will grumbled to Rebekah later. “Think of all the stories he could tell us! Now we’ll have to hear them from the Hopkins family.”

Rebekah’s mouth turned down. “I’m glad we don’t have to keep him. He might tell us stories of how the Indians scalp people.”

Will grinned mischievously. “I guess you could say they would be hair-raising tales, couldn’t you?”

Rebekah’s green eyes flashed. Her freckled nose went into the air. “Humph! You won’t think it’s so funny if we wake up murdered in our beds.”

“If we’re murdered in our beds, we won’t wake up,” Will answered. When his sister’s face turned red, he quickly added, “Don’t be mad, Rebekah. I was just joking. Besides, if Samoset were unfriendly, he would never have come right into the settlement. He’d have brought a band of warriors.”

Rebekah finally agreed, and Will said no more about hair-raising tales.

The next day Samoset left, the proud possessor of a ring, knife, and bracelet. He promised to come back with some of the Wampanoag Indians, who would bring beaver furs for trade.
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The next time Samoset came, he arrived on a Sunday with five tall Indians wearing deerskin clothes.

“It’s too bad they came today,” Rebekah said. “We can’t trade on Sunday.”

“It is awkward,” Father admitted. “Our leaders will just have to explain we don’t trade on Sunday.”

Will ran up to his family, bursting with news. “Wait till you hear what’s happened!” he shouted. “You’d never guess, not in a million years!” He didn’t give them even a minute to answer but said, “The tools. The Indians brought back the tools they stole from us.”

Mother clapped her hands, and Rebekah cried, “Then they must be honest.” She stopped and wrinkled up her face. “If they are honest, why did they take our tools in the first place?” Then she remembered something, and the same funny feeling she had known weeks earlier came back. She lowered her voice so no one else could hear. “What’s the difference between our taking their corn and them stealing our tools?”

“Your mother and I have never felt comfortable about that,” Father quietly said. “Even though our leaders have vowed to repay the Indians when the crops are harvested.”
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Samoset soon brought someone else to the settlement, an Indian named Tisquantum, or Squanto. Squanto’s life had been hard. Rebekah listened in wonder as Squanto told his story. Years ago, a captain named Weymouth had explored the northern New England coast. He took Squanto back to England with him. There the Indian learned to speak the white man’s language.

Nine years later, Squanto sailed back across the Atlantic as interpreter to Captain John Smith. A man named Hunt commanded one of the ships. Hunt persuaded twenty Indians, including Squanto, to board his ship.

Rebekah burned with anger when she learned what happened next. Hunt kidnapped the Indians, took them to Spain, and sold them for twenty pounds each. Pride filled Squanto’s face, and he drew himself up with great dignity. “No Patuxet shall be slave to a white man. I escaped to England, lived with a merchant, then sailed to Newfoundland as a guide and interpreter.” Two years ago, Squanto had returned to his home of Patuxet.

A sad look came into the Indian’s dark eyes. He placed one hand over his heart. “Plague had killed all but a few of my tribe. Those who yet lived had joined the Wampanoag and their mighty warrior chief, Massasoit. I found them and also stayed with the Wampanoag.”

Governor Carver asked, “Squanto, will you not stay and help us? You have lost most of your people. So have we. Sickness and starvation have taken more than half our number since we came a few months ago. Our food is almost gone. We want no trouble with your people.”

Squanto turned his glittering gaze on the governor and crossed his arms over his chest. His voice rolled out like a judgment. “Chief Massasoit and the Wampanoag are very angry. The white men stole their corn.”

“We did that, and it was wrong,” Governor Carver admitted. “Our people were starving and needed food. We will replace the corn when we harvest our fields.”

Squanto grunted. Rebekah had the feeling he admired Governor Carver for being so honest. She remembered her father telling her that Indians respected courage, and it surely took courage to confess to stealing the corn and to admit it wasn’t right.

“I will stay. First, I will talk with Chief Massasoit. If he will come, I will bring him to you so our tribes might have peace.” He turned and marched away.

Samoset and Squanto had been bold but friendly. Chief Massasoit and his twenty scantily clad warriors, however, strode into New Plymouth as if it belonged to them! Massasoit appeared to be a few years older than Squanto and stood as tall and straight as one of the arrows he carried. Chief Massasoit kept his kingly air all through the hearty meal and gifts brought to him by the Pilgrims. At last, the time came to talk about peace. Squanto interpreted.

After a brief battle with her conscience, Rebekah followed Will. The children tucked themselves into a good place where they could see and hear without being noticed. Missing the meeting between Chief Massasoit and the governor was unthinkable, but they knew better than to ask Myles Standish for permission to be present. Every time the captain looked at Will, the captain’s glare shouted he hadn’t forgotten a certain Will Cunningham’s disobedience.

Massasoit, king of the Indians, was indeed a fearsome sight. He sat on cushions. Sweat and grease covered his head and red-painted face. White bone beads, a knife on a string, and a tobacco pouch hung from his neck. His warriors also had painted faces: red, white, black, yellow. Rebekah was relieved that they had come on friendly terms. She would hate to have the men meet up with them in the woods otherwise!

Governor Carver and Massasoit talked for a long time. At last, they made a treaty. Rebekah listened carefully to Squanto’s explanation of the agreement. Neither Massasoit nor any of his people would hurt the Pilgrims. If any of his people did hurt them, Chief Massasoit would send the guilty person to the Pilgrims for punishment. If any of the Pilgrims harmed an Indian, they would turn the person over to Chief Massasoit. If any tools were taken, the chief would see they were restored. If anyone made war unjustly against either the Pilgrims or the Indians, the other group would provide protection.

Chief Massasoit also promised to send word of the treaty to his neighboring tribes, so they would follow it, as well. The Indians would leave behind their bows and arrows when they visited the Pilgrims. The settlers would do the same with their muskets when they were in the Indians’ presence. Through this treaty, King James would recognize and honor Massasoit as his ally and friend.

After the meeting, Governor Carver, with great ceremony, escorted Massasoit to the brook and bid him a courteous good-bye. Then they put their arms around each other and hugged. Rebekah watched with wide eyes, hardly believing what she was seeing.

Will threw his cap into the spring air. “At last, things are better, Rebekah. The best thing is that Squanto and Samoset have agreed to help us plant corn and will spend the summer nearby.”
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Soon the Pilgrims found it hard to remember when Squanto had not been among them. He knew so much! He showed them how to raise the finest corn, beans, and pumpkins by planting dead herring with the seeds. He taught them the best places to fish and how to catch eels. The children were delighted by their improved diet. Mealtimes were much more interesting now.

Everyone who could worked hard. Rebekah, Will, and Mother, along with the other women and children, spent long hours in the fields. Father and the rest of the men cleared and tilled land. What little time they had at home was gobbled up by other tasks. Furniture making, candle making, spinning, weaving, sewing, shoemaking, and a hundred other duties cried out to be done.

Father and Will stole what time they could to fish. Although they both enjoyed fishing, they needed to catch lots of fish to help make a living. Dried fish shipped to markets in Europe could be traded for cloth and other needed supplies.

Other men caught whales so they could send whale oil to Europe. John Alden continued his cooper business. A blacksmith also served as a dentist.

In early April, a silent group of settlers stood on shore watching the Mayflower set sail for England. Not one Pilgrim had accepted Captain Jones’s offer to take anyone who wanted to sail back with him. Rebekah winked back a tear. Would she ever see Holland again? Or the Dutch friends she and Will had skated and played with? She sighed. “Father, will we ever go ho—back?”

Father watched a strong breeze fill the sails of the Mayflower and move her out of the harbor toward the wide Atlantic. “Nay, child. This is our home now.” He placed one arm around her shoulders, his other around Mother, and smiled at Will. “God is good. He has brought us safely through the winter. We are at peace with Chief Massasoit and his tribes. We have much to be thankful for.”

“We mustn’t forget Squanto,” Mother said. “Surely God sent him to us, that we might learn to live in this new land.”

Will said nothing. Rebekah knew he wouldn’t go back to Holland if he could. Seeing the Mayflower move toward the horizon where it would dip out of sight brought back memories. The crossing. The poor food and lack of good water. The storms that threatened to tear the ship apart at the seams. Most of all, their good friend Jake.

Rebekah hadn’t been back on the Mayflower since their friend died. Would Captain Jones and the small crew who must battle their way across the heaving seas miss the rough seaman? Rebekah turned away to hide her tears. Better to do as Father said and be glad that life was not as hard as it had been during the winter.

But the peace of New Plymouth exploded a few days later. Will and Rebekah were working together in the fields near Governor Carver. Suddenly, he clutched his head and groaned. He staggered toward his home.

Will and Rebekah continued working, but they watched anxiously as Dr. Fuller hurried to Governor Carver’s home. It seemed like the doctor stayed with the governor for an eternity. When he finally left the governor’s home, Dr. Fuller’s face was grim.

Rebekah and Will looked at each other. Was Governor Carver only the first? Were any in the colony strong enough to survive a second round of sickness?
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Danger for Squanto!

The Cunningham family and all the other Pilgrims prayed for Governor Carver to get well, but just a few days after he fell ill, he died. The whole colony mourned.

“Pray for me, Rebekah,” Will confided as he solemnly prepared his musket. All the men and boys who had muskets were going to fire off volleys of shot in honor of Governor Carver. “I don’t want to shoot at the wrong time or do something stupid,” he admitted to his older sister.

Rebekah gave his arm an encouraging squeeze. “I know you’ll do fine,” she said, “but I’ll pray for you, anyway.”

Somberly, the Cunningham family joined their neighbors outside in the warm spring air. When the time came for the muskets to be fired, Will fell into line. Rebekah saw he was paying careful attention to the orders that were given. His hands must have been sweaty from nervousness, for he quickly wiped them on his pants. Rebekah knew he didn’t want his finger to slip off the trigger.

Boom! Boom! The sounds of the shots echoed across the settlement.

Rebekah sighed in relief when it was over. Her brother threw her a grateful look. He’d managed to stay out of trouble ever since that terrible night in the woods, and Rebekah was glad nothing he’d done during this important event had drawn attention to her brother.

Shortly after Governor Carver was buried, the men of New Plymouth voted for a new governor. Rebekah and Will knew better than to try to sneak into that meeting, but they were glad to learn from Father that William Bradford would be their next governor.

Now that spring had arrived, Sunday meetings were more pleasant. No longer did they have to bundle up in all the clothing they possessed to keep from freezing in the unheated meetinghouse.

“I wish the tithingman would go away,” Will complained to Rebekah one Sunday. He rubbed his head. The tithingman’s rod had feathers on one end to tickle those who nodded, a knob on the other to whack those who fell asleep. He walked up and down checking on people and had given Will a smart whack! Rebekah took care to sit up straight on the hard wooden pew and concentrate on the elder in the high pulpit. Yet even she found it hard to pay attention. Sometimes the sermons lasted five hours.

“At least I didn’t have my neck and heels tied together and get left without food for a whole day,” Will soberly said. “That’s what the governor ordered when Will Billington refused to take his turn standing guard at night. He would have carried it out, too. It’s a good thing Mr. Billington said he was sorry and would keep watch for strange Indians and fire, like the rest of the men.”

“Let’s talk about happier things,” Rebekah pleaded. She didn’t like to think of people breaking the rules and being punished. “Did you know Edward Winslow and Susanna White are getting married?”

“Yes. I heard they have both been lonely since Mistress Winslow and William White died.” Will squinted his eyes against the bright sun. “Rebekah, if Mother or Father died, do you think the other one would get married again?”

Rebekah thought for a moment. “Perhaps. They’d want us to still have a mother and father.”

Will shrugged. “I’m not sure I like the idea. Can you imagine anyone ever taking Mother and Father’s place?”

“I don’t want to think about it,” Rebekah said. “I’m so tired of death and dying. I hope all of us who are left live to be as old as the mountains!”

“Maybe we will.” He flexed his right arm, and Rebekah knew he was proud of the muscle that popped up. “Now that Squanto has taught us how to fish and plant, we shan’t go hungry.” He laughed. “Do you want to hear something funny?”

“Of course.”

“I asked Squanto how he knew the very best time to plant maize and the seed we brought with us,” Will explained.

“What did he say?” Rebekah promptly forgot to be sad. Over time, she had learned not to be afraid of Squanto.

“He told me the time of planting must always be ‘when the leaves of the white oak are as large as a mouse’s ear.’ “

Rebekah chuckled. “A big mouse’s ear or a little mouse’s ear?”

“Can you imagine Squanto’s face if I asked him that?” Will demanded. He crossed his arms over his chest, planted his feet apart, and deepened his voice. “White boys ask too many questions.”

“You sound just like him!”

“I know.” Will went back to his normal voice. “I like Squanto. He has been so good to us. He … he’s almost as good a storyteller as Jake.” A shadow crossed his face and he quickly added, “We have to go back to hoeing. Now that the maize is growing so well, it’s hoe, hoe, hoe.” He bent over his work.

“I think it’s pretty, all green and in rows.” Rebekah looked over the large cleared space. “Father said we prepared ninety-six-thousand hillocks and trapped and carried forty tons of dead fish to make the crops grow!” She looked at her small hands. Calluses from hard work marred the pink palms. Her short nails were rimmed with earth. “I guess it will be worth it when the harvest comes.”
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Because friendly relations had been established with the Indians, a new problem arose. Throughout the spring and into the summer, groups of visitors came regularly, always expecting food. In desperation, two ambassadors were chosen to go see Massasoit and ask him to call a halt to the frequent visits. The Pilgrims simply didn’t have food to spare. Edward Winslow and Will Hopkins served as ambassadors, with Squanto as guide and interpreter. Will wanted to go with them and longingly watched the three set out.

To the travelers’ dismay, Massasoit had very little food, for he had only recently arrived at his home. What little the visitors were given and a few bits of fish on the way home barely provided strength enough for them to again reach New Plymouth. Rebekah listened when Edward Winslow told the story. “We had nothing to eat the first day. The next morning was used in sports and shooting. About one o’clock Massasoit brought two boiled fishes that were supposed to feed forty people!” He groaned and patted his stomach. “If we had not had a partridge, I fear we should have starved. Swarms of mosquitoes meant we could not stay outdoors. Being crammed together with Massasoit, his wife, and two other chiefs on bare planks on the floor, to say nothing of the fleas and lice, made sleep impossible. We knew Massasoit felt ashamed he could offer us nothing better. We told him we wished to keep the Sabbath at home and departed on Friday before the sun rose.”

Rebekah hugged her knees, glad Father hadn’t gone. Adventuring was fine. Being hungry and eaten alive by insects was not!

Another Indian came to live with the settlers. Hobomok was a member of Massasoit’s council. Captain Standish made a special point of winning his friendship, but Squanto loyally served Governor Bradford.

One day Hobomok and Squanto went to Nemasket, an Indian camp about fifteen miles to the west. There they hoped to arrange for trade between the colonists and the Indians.

A few days later, Hobomok raced into the settlement. “Squanto has been murdered!” he gasped. His long hair hung in strings. Sweat beaded his frightened face. “The Nemasket chief Corbitant hates the English. He started a quarrel with us. He tried to stab me, but I escaped. It is said Corbitant has also helped the mighty Narragansetts take Massasoit.” His chest rose and fell from his hard run.

Governor Bradford immediately said, “I need volunteers to go with Captain Standish. We cannot allow this thing to go unpunished. Doing so would encourage more such incidents. No Indians would ever again dare be friendly with us. Corbitant and others like him will first kill them, then massacre the colonists. Men, who will go?”

Rebekah watched her brother bite his lip to keep from shouting, “I will!” Such childish behavior would immediately bar him from the expedition. Instead, he hurried to his father, who had already stepped forward. “Take me with you,” he said. “Please?”

Father hesitated. He gave Will a measuring look, then turned to Captain Standish. “The lad’s wiry body and fleetness of foot might be of use.”

Standish looked at Will with cold eyes. “That it might. Has he learned to obey orders, and will you be responsible for him?”

Rebekah saw Will squirm and look guilty, but Father said in a clear, ringing voice, “He has and I will.” Rebekah hoped her brother would prove himself worthy of his father’s faith.

“See that he stays out of the way,” Standish ordered. “If I need him, I’ll say so. Otherwise, he’s to keep back.” A somber look came to his face. He wheeled toward Will. “I do not expect that those of us who bear arms and attack shall all be killed. If we are, you must run as you have never run before and carry the news to Governor Bradford. Should the Indians kill us, they will be wild with triumph, perhaps crazy enough to launch an attack on the colony.”

“Yes, sir.” Although Will’s face was pale with fear at Standish’s words, he kept his gaze level, and he saluted.

Rebekah’s heart thudded against her ribs as she watched her father and brother fall into line. It had been months since they had ventured outside the stockade, and then it had been to explore and discover food. Going into the night for the purpose of finding and destroying Indians was far different. Would any of the men, even Father, come back alive? Yet the murder of Squanto could not be ignored. Please, God, she silently prayed, keep them safe. No other words would come to her mind. Even though Corbitant and his followers were the enemy, Rebekah could not pray for their deaths.

With Hobomok as guide, the party set out for Corbitant’s camp. Rebekah sighed and turned away. She took her mother’s hand as they walked back to their hut. Now all they could do was pray.
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Rebekah’s heart leapt when the men finally returned. While the gathering of adults buzzed with news, she grabbed Will by his sleeve and pulled him aside. “Tell me everything that happened,” she commanded.

Will told her how he knew he would never forget that August night. Every rustle of brush had rung in his ears. The muffled steps of his companions sounded like thunderclaps. Surely any listening Indian could hear the hard beating of his heart.

At last they reached their destination. The rescue party fired their muskets into the air. A wave of terror filled the Indian village. Men, women, and children were ordered not to stir, and Captain Standish marched into Corbitant’s hut.

“Corbitant isn’t here,” Captain Standish called minutes later.

The next instant, some braves made a dash for the woods, straight toward the spot where Father had pushed Will down behind a log and ordered him to stay! Will flattened himself on the ground and shoved his face in his arms. Shots rang out, followed by cries. Will burrowed deeper behind the log. Then a shout brought him to his feet.

“Come, Will. The danger is past.” Father reached for Will’s hand and then pointed to a tall figure.

“Why, it’s Squanto,” Will gasped. “I thought he was dead!”

“Neither dead nor injured,” Father explained. “The people here know nothing of Corbitant’s wicked doings. See, they are bringing food.”

“But the shots!” Will protested. “Men cried out.”

“Some of the Indians were frightened by us and were afraid we had come to harm them. They tried to run away, and our men, thinking those who were fleeing were working with Corbitant, started shooting. Three of the Indians were injured by musket fire, but they will be fine,” Father assured him. “Thank God, there was no more bloodshed than this. The rumor about Massasoit appears to be just that—a rumor. Captain Standish says we shall take the wounded braves back to the settlement and dress their wounds. We will keep and care for them until they are able to travel back to their own people. This will bring goodwill between us and the Indians.”

Will suddenly felt weak in the knees. At last, he had been in an actual raid. But Indian braves had been injured in the attack. He decided that fighting the Indians was not as exciting as he had thought. It was terrible!

“Were you frightened?” Rebekah asked. “Yes, I was,” he confessed.

She didn’t answer for a time. Finally, she asked him quietly, “Do you still want to go adventuring?”

“Yes, but not on Indian raids. I’d rather be a fisherman than an Indian fighter. Does that make you happy?”

Her green eyes shone. “More than I can say.”

“All the time I was lying behind that log, I thought how awful it would be to have to run back with news of a massacre! Or how you’d feel if Father or I got killed. I still like adventuring—hunting animals for food and discovering new things. I don’t like hunting people. Perhaps we have to in order to protect our settlement, but if we could just have peace, I’d be happy.”

“So would I.” Rebekah slipped her hand in his, then ran off to help their mother. She couldn’t help but wonder what would happen next in Plymouth Colony.
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Thanksgiving and Good Fortune

For the next month, many of the Indian chiefs praised the settlers for the way they had handled the incident. Some sent messengers from many miles away to offer their tribes’ friendship. Others claimed themselves to be loyal subjects of King James. To everyone’s surprise, even Corbitant offered peace through King Massasoit.

Autumn brought more work: Will and Rebekah spent hours with their neighbors, preserving and drying as much food as possible from their small harvest. They had already dried berries and fruit that had ripened earlier in the year. The settlers did not intend to go hungry this winter. The men explored more of the country around them, made treaties with other tribes, and traded trinkets to the Indians for beaver skins.

Then great news came. Will burst into the Cunningham home and shouted, “Mother, Rebekah, Governor Bradford has declared a celebration, and it is to last three whole days!” “When?” Rebekah demanded. “Why? Who is it for?” “Soon,” Will told her. “It’s a time for giving thanks that

God has brought us through our first hard months in the New World. Everyone in New Plymouth will join together and …” Will hesitated, and then burst out, “Massasoit and his tribe are to be our honored guests!”

A broad grin spread over his face, making him look more like the mischievous boy who had boarded the Mayflower than the young man he was starting to become. “Squanto says we may have ninety Indians here for the feast.”

“Ninety? Mercy on us,” Mother gasped. “Think how much time it will take to prepare enough food for one meal, let alone three days of celebration!”

“Governor Bradford says everyone in the colony must help.” Rebekah could see that Will was thoroughly enjoying himself. “The Indians have promised to bring deer and wild turkeys. Four of the men have been sent to kill wild ducks and geese. Father and I will join others in fishing, plus gathering shellfish and eels.”

“I suppose the girls and women will have to cook all this.” Rebekah made a face. “Well, someone else can take care of the eels, slimy old things.”

“You don’t have to do all the cooking,” Will promised. “Governor Bradford says the younger children are to turn the great spits over the open fires where the meat roasts. They also will gather nuts and watercress.”

“We will have to make great kettles of corn and beans,” Mother planned. “Oh, my. Think of the baking. We will need journeycake and cornmeal bread and—”

“Be sure to make enough food,” Will interrupted. “Indians are always hungry.” He grinned. “Me, too.” His mouth watered.

“I hope they don’t eat up all the good things before I get a chance at them.”

“Remember, son, they are our guests and will naturally be served first,” Mother said firmly, but her eyes sparkled with fun. “However, I can’t imagine there not being enough food for all.”

“There isn’t room in the common house or any of the other houses,” Rebekah pointed out. “How can we feed so many people?”

“The men will lay planks on sawhorses,” Will said. “We’ll eat outside.”

Rebekah peered out the open door at the warm, mid-October sunshine. “God has already decorated for our feast, hasn’t He?” She smiled.

“Indeed He has,” Mother agreed. “I have never seen a more beautiful sight than the colored leaves against the dark green forest. There were times when I wondered if we would all be here to see them together.”

“Why, Mother! You never told us you were afraid,” Rebekah said in wonder.

Mother wiped her eyes with one corner of her apron. “Every time I cared for the sick, it was as though I cared for one of you or Father.”

Will and Rebekah looked at each other. How hard it had been for Mother, who had bravely kept her fears to herself for the sake of her family. Rebekah put her arm around her mother’s waist and whispered, “It’s all over now.”

“Yes, child.” Mother’s beautiful smile bloomed like a flower after rain. “Now is a time for giving thanks to our heavenly Father. Come. There is much to be done.”
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“Mother spoke well,” Will told Rebekah days later when the feast began. “I never, ever saw so much food, not even in Holland.”

“That’s ‘cause we didn’t have almost a hundred hungry Indians coming for dinner!” Rebekah giggled. She nodded toward the brown-skinned people who had swarmed into the settlement. “Does Massasoit ever laugh? I’m not afraid of Squanto now, but Chief Massasoit makes me feel a little strange when he comes. He’s so serious—perhaps because he is the king.”

“He is serious, but look at his people. They’re really having a good time.”

Rebekah couldn’t help staring. The tribes chattered away in their own language. They laughed and poked one another in the ribs, evidently sharing private jokes. And how they ate!

“Are you sure there will be any food left for us?” Will questioned. “You’d think the Indians hadn’t eaten for months.”

Rebekah rolled her eyes. “If you had helped prepare as much food as Mother and I did, you wouldn’t ask such a question. If I never see a dish of succotash again, it will be all right with me.”

Rebekah liked the games and contests almost as much as the food. She was pleased when Will won some of the races, while she enjoyed playing stool ball, a game in which a leather ball stuffed with feathers was driven from stool to stool. But she liked the parade best. One man blew a trumpet. Another beat a drum. Men marched and fired their guns.

Rebekah wasn’t sure what she thought of the Indian dancing. Their dances were beautiful to watch, but their chants made chills race up and down her spine. After she got used to the strange noises, though, she decided they were beautiful, too.

At last, the three-day celebration ended. The great mounds of food were no more. Thanks and praise to God for His goodness still echoed throughout New Plymouth. Will patted his full stomach and watched the Indians prepare to leave. “I hope we have another feast next year,” he told Rebekah.

“It was hard work, but so do I,” she said. “I don’t know if we will, though.” She sighed. “If only all the Indians were our friends, we could eat together and have peace. They aren’t. The Narragansetts hate us. Remember the snakeskin tied to the bundle of arrows they sent? Squanto said it was a challenge that meant they wanted war.”

“It didn’t frighten Governor Bradford and his counselors,” Will proudly reminded her. “They refused to back down and returned the snakeskin with powder and shot and the message we had done no wrong. The message also said if the Narragansetts would rather have war than peace, they’d find us ready to fight. The arrow came back, but there has been no attack. Don’t worry, Rebekah. A strong fence surrounds our settlement, and every night a man stands guard. Our men are ready to fight at the first cry of fire or attack.” He smiled at his hardworking sister. “Besides, God has taken care of us so far. Perhaps war will never come.”

Rebekah already knew all those things, but hearing Will repeat them made her feel better.
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Early in November, the Pilgrims took stock of their harvest.

Their high spirits fell with a thud. The small harvest simply had not produced enough to see them through another winter. Governor Bradford called the people together. “We planned for much larger crops,” he soberly said. “Since this did not happen, we must take harsh measures. The ration of meal to each person must be cut in half.”

A ripple of protest swept through the assembly. “There is no other way,” he told them. “Otherwise, we shall be no better off than we were last year.” The people reluctantly agreed they had no choice, but many looked at one another in fear. How could they get by on a half ration of meal?

A few days later, everyone forgot their troubles for a time. Will brought the news to Mother and Rebekah. “A ship is on the horizon,” he shouted. “It is coming nearer and will soon anchor in the harbor!”

“Is it the Mayflower?” Rebekah asked.

Will shook his head. “This looks like a much smaller ship. Mother, Rebekah, do you think any of our friends from Leiden will be aboard?” His brown eyes sparkled at the idea.

A little worry frown creased Mother’s forehead. “Perhaps. I do hope the ship’s hold is filled with food supplies. Even by going on half rations, we barely have enough for those already here.”

When the Fortune anchored and its passengers came ashore, every person in New Plymouth eagerly awaited them. Fourteen long months had passed since the Pilgrims had left England. Now, new, strong people had come to help settle the colony. Supplies from the ship would give strength to continue with the task.

But joy over greeting friends from Leiden soon changed to dismay. Although young and strong, the newcomers were terribly unprepared. They didn’t have any food—not even biscuits. They also didn’t bring bedding and pots and pans, and most of them had very few clothes. Many of them had sold their coats and cloaks at Plymouth in order to get money for the voyage from England.

“It’s not fair,” Rebekah complained. “They should have brought supplies. Everyone here is tired. Now we have to take these people in and care for them!”

“Didn’t God send Samoset, Squanto, and Massasoit to help us?” Father asked. “We will share what we have.”

Will said, “Those on the Fortune felt the same way we did when we first saw Cape Cod. They were afraid we had all been killed in an Indian massacre or died of hunger. The captain said he had just enough food to take the crew on to Virginia. No provisions were sent for the settlers.”

Rebekah watched her brother’s face flush with anger. “Will Weston sent a letter bawling us out for not sending cargo back to England on the Mayflower. He said the Adventurers are furious and would never have lent us money if they’d known they wouldn’t start getting some back soon.” Will scowled. “More than half of us died, and all they can think of is their precious money. And Will Weston dared to sign himself our very loving friend!”

“I hope Governor Bradford sends a message back telling those people all we have gone through,” Rebekah indignantly added.

“I am sure he will reply in a manner suited to a godly man,” Father quietly told his family. “Just because others are ill-mannered and judge us unfairly does not mean we are to answer in anger.”

Rebekah hung her head. Would she ever be as patient and good as Father?

By mid-December the Fortune was ready to sail back to England. It was loaded with cargo, including many beaver and otter skins that would begin paying off the money that the Pilgrims owed. Robert Cushman also traveled on the Fortune, carrying a contract signed by the Pilgrims. Although the terms were harsh, the colonists had their charter and for the first time were legal owners of New Plymouth.

Will and Rebekah watched the ship until it disappeared over the horizon. “So much has happened, I wonder what is ahead,” Rebekah mused.

Will gently tugged on one of her dark braids. “Whatever it is, we know God loves us and will take care of us.” He proudly raised his head. “Governor Bradford says, ‘As one small candle may light a thousand, so the light here kindled has shone unto many, yes, in some sense to our whole nation.’ “

“As long as the world lasts,” Rebekah mused, “do you think people will learn about the Pilgrims and how we came to a land where we could worship God in the way we believed right? Even more of our people will come, but I’m glad we were the first.”

Will nodded. “I love the New World, don’t you, Rebekah?”

Rebekah thought hard before she answered. Did she feel it had all been worth it? All the hardship and misery, sickness and death, starvation, and fear of attack? She glanced at the dark,

ever-mysterious forest and shivered. She turned toward the sea. Sometimes it danced and sparkled, but it often roared with wind and storm. Last of all, she looked at her brother. He had grown up so much in the past months. She knew the day was coming when she would no longer feel so responsible for him, when she could trust him to make wise decisions for himself.

“Well?” She could see on his face that he was hoping with all his heart that in spite of everything, Rebekah shared his love for their new home.

A smile tipped her lips up and a happy laugh rang out in the cold December air. “I love our new home, too,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else in the whole wide world.” Her words hung in the cold December air, and mischief came into her face. “Race you home!” She took off in a whirl of skirts, happy laughter floating back over her cloaked shoulder.

Thank You, God, she prayed while she ran. Thank You for keeping us safe. Thank You for blessing us here in our new home.
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A NOTE TO READERS

In 1744 and 1745, the Great Awakening, a revival that swept through the American Colonies, was at its peak, led by the Reverend Jonathan Edwards. While many of the first English settlers in New England had left their homes either because of a desire for religious freedom or because they wanted to tell Native Americans about Jesus, many of their descendants over one hundred years later did not know what it meant to have a personal relationship with Jesus. Going to church was simply something “good people” were supposed to do. Jonathan Edwards and other leaders of that time were used by God to “awaken” the people to a personal love for Jesus.

Maggie’s Dare also reminds us that slavery was common in the Northern colonies, as well as in the South. Although there were always some people who fought against the evil of slavery, it took two hundred years and the Civil War before slavery was outlawed in the United States.
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