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To Gram whose tales of her childhood in Wisconsin gave a lonely little girl many happy hours



Author’s Note


Twelve miles south of Menomonie, Wisconsin, there is a pretty wayside park named in honor of Caddie Woodlawn. In it you may picnic or rest or enter a small gray house and see exactly where Caddie and Tom and Warren once lived. You may follow a trail out to Chimney Bluffs or go to the river where the Little Steamer used to dock in the days when the river was higher and when Dunnville was a promising town. Now the town has almost disappeared. While Caddie and Tom and Warren were living there, they would have been much surprised to learn that a hundred years later thousands of visitors from thirty-seven states and six foreign countries would sign the guest book in the Caddie Woodlawn house in one year. They would not have believed a word of it.

Caddie Woodlawn was my grandmother. Her real name was Caddie Woodhouse. All of the names in the book, except one, are changed a little bit. The names are partly true, partly made up, just as the facts of the book are mainly true but have sometimes been slightly changed to make them fit better into the story. The one name that remains unchanged is that of Robert Ireton. I liked the name and I thought that, since hired men often moved from place to place for seasonal work, no one was likely to remember him. But even Robert is remembered today in this part of Wisconsin, and you may go to visit his grave.

There was a strong bond of love between my grandmother and me. As soon as I could walk I used to run away to see her. She was fun to be with and she always had something interesting to tell me. By the time I was eight I had lost both of my parents, and I went to live with my grandmother and an unmarried aunt. I had no brothers or sisters. Gram and Aunt and I were the family, and we lived in northern Idaho in an old-fashioned house on a big town lot. It was almost like a tiny farm with a barn for my pony and room for dogs, cats, chickens and canary birds. There were many different kinds of fruit trees, and in cherry season I used to climb up to a comfortable branch and sit reading a book and eating cherries. I was happy, but I was often lonely and I learned to amuse myself by reading, drawing, writing, and telling myself long, continued stories. The storytelling came naturally, because Gram and Aunt had told me so many stories that I thought I knew just how the best ones ought to go. I particularly loved to hear about Gram’s pioneer childhood in Wisconsin. Being an only child made me want especially to hear about her many brothers and sisters who lived together in such good nature and love. The only one of them that I ever saw was Hetty. I knew her as Great-aunt Ett, and I used to look forward to her visits with us. Then the stories flew thick and fast, and I sat spellbound, listening, listening!

It was many years later that I remembered these stories of Caddie’s childhood, and I said to myself, “If I loved them so much, perhaps other children would like them, too.” Caddie was still alive while I was writing, and I sent many letters to her, asking about the details that I did not remember clearly. She was pleased when the book was done. “There is only one thing that I do not understand,” she said. “You never knew my mother and father and my brothers—how could you write about them exactly as they were?”

“But, Gram,” I said, “you told me.”

	After the book was published, schoolchildren used to come to see her on her birthday and sing for her or give her little presents. This pleased her very much. She lived to be almost eighty-six years of age. Like a true pioneer she had come all across the country from Boston to Wisconsin to Idaho to the Pacific Ocean. She had many troubles in her life, but she always looked out cheerfully at the world and found it a good place. She noticed people and the interesting things that happened to them, and she found these things worth retelling.

For myself and two younger cousins, Gram represented kindness and good sense, justice tempered by humor, and love and security. After her death we had a line from the Bible carved on her gravestone: “Her candle goeth not out by night.”

CAROL RYRIE BRINK

February 6, 1973
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1. Three Adventurers

In 1864 Caddie Woodlawn was eleven, and as wild a little tomboy as ever ran the woods of western Wisconsin. She was the despair of her mother and of her elder sister, Clara. But her father watched her with a little shine of pride in his eyes, and her brothers accepted her as one of themselves without a question. Indeed, Tom, who was two years older, and Warren, who was two years younger than Caddie, needed Caddie to link them together into an inseparable trio. Together they got in and out of more scrapes and adventures than any one of them could have imagined alone. And in those pioneer days, Wisconsin offered plenty of opportunities for adventure to three wide-eyed, red-headed youngsters.

On a bright Saturday afternoon in the early fall, Tom and Caddie and Warren Woodlawn sat on a bank of the Menomonie River, or Red Cedar as they call it now, taking off their clothes. Their red heads shone in the sunlight. Tom’s hair was the darkest, Caddie’s the nearest golden, and nine-year-old Warren’s was plain carrot color. Not one of the three knew how to swim, but they were going across the river nevertheless. A thin thread of smoke beyond the bend on the other side of the river told them that the Indians were at work on a birch-bark canoe.

“Do you think the Indians around here would ever get mad and massacre folks like they did up north?” wondered Warren, tying his shirt up in a little bundle.

“No, sir,” said Tom, “not these Indians!”

“Not Indian John, anyhow,” said Caddie. She had just unfastened the many troublesome little buttons on the back of her tight-waisted dress, and, before taking it off, she paused a moment to see if she could balance a fresh-water clam shell on her big toe. She found that she could.

“No, not Indian John!” she repeated decidedly, having got the matter of the clam shell off her mind. “Even if he does have a scalp belt,” she added. The thought of the scalp belt always made her hair prickle delightfully up where her scalp lock grew.

“Naw,” said Tom, “the fellows who spread those massacree stories are just big-mouthed scared-cats who don’t know the Indians, I guess.”

“Big-mouthed scared cats,” repeated Warren, admiring Tom’s command of language.

“Big-mouthed scared-cats,” echoed a piping voice from the bank above. Seven-year-old Hetty, who fluttered wistfully on the outer edge of their adventures, filed away Tom’s remark in her active brain. It would be useful to tell to Mother, some time when Mother was complaining about Tom’s language. The three below her paid no attention to Hetty’s intrusion. Their red heads, shining in the sunlight, did not even turn in her direction. Hetty’s hair was red, too, like Father’s, but somehow, in spite of her hair, she belonged on the dark-haired side of the family where Mother and Clara and all the safe and tidy virtues were. She poised irresolutely on the bank above the three adventurous ones. If they had only turned around and looked at her! But they were enough in themselves. She could not make up her mind what to do. She wanted to go with them, and yet she wanted just as much to run home and tell Mother and Clara what they were about to do. Hetty was the self-appointed newsbearer of the family. Wild horses could not prevent her from being the first to tell, whatever it was that happened.

Tom and Caddie and Warren finished undressing, tied their clothes into tight bundles, and stepped out into the river. The water was low after a long, hot summer, but still it looked cold and deep. Hetty shuddered. She had started to undo one shoe, but now she quickly tied it up again. She had made up her mind. She turned around and flew across the fields to tell Mother.

Tom knew from experience that he could just keep his chin above water and touch bottom with his toes across the deep part of the river. It would have been over Caddie’s and Warren’s heads, but, if they held onto Tom and kept their feet paddling, they could just keep their heads above water. They had done it before. Tom went first with his bundle of clothes balanced on his head. Caddie came next, clutching Tom’s shoulder with one hand and holding her bundle of clothes on top of her head with the other. Warren clung to Caddie’s shoulder in the same manner, balancing his own clothes with his free hand. They moved slowly and carefully. If Tom lost his footing or fell, they would all go down together and be swept away by the current toward the village below. But the other two had every confidence in Tom, and Tom had not the slightest reason to doubt himself. They looked like three beavers, moving silently across the current—three heads with three bundles and a little wake of ripples trailing out behind them. Last of all came Nero, the farm dog, paddling faithfully behind them. But Hetty was already out of sight.

Presently there was solid riverbed beneath their feet again. The three children scrambled out on the other side, shook themselves as Nero did, and pulled on their dry, wrinkled clothing.

“Hurry up, Caddie,” called Tom. “You’re always the last to dress.”

“So would you be, too, Tom, if you had so many buttons!” protested Caddie. She came out of the bushes struggling with the back of her blue denim dress. Relenting, Tom turned his superior intelligence to the mean task of buttoning her up the back.

“I wish Mother’d let me wear boys’ clothes,” she complained.

“Huh!” said Warren. “She thinks you’re tomboy enough already.”

“But they’re so much quicker,” said Caddie regretfully.

Now that they were dressed, they sped along the river bank in the direction of the smoke. Several Indian canoes were drawn up on shore in the shelter of a little cove and beyond them in a clearing the Indians moved to and fro about a fire. Propped on two logs was the crude framework of a canoe which was already partly covered with birch bark. The smell of birch smoke and hot pitch filled the air. Caddie lifted her head and sniffed. It was perfume to her, as sweet as the perfume of the clover fields. Nero sniffed, too, and growled low in his throat.

The three children stopped at the edge of the clearing and watched. Even friendly Indians commanded fear and respect in those days. A lean dog, with a wolfish look, came forward barking.

He and Nero circled about each other, little ridges of bristling hair along their spines, their tails wagging suspiciously. Suddenly the Indian dog left Nero and came toward Caddie.

“Look!” said Caddie. “It’s Indian John’s dog.” The dog’s tail began to wag in a friendlier manner, and Caddie reached out and patted his head.

By this time the Indians had noticed the children. They spoke among themselves and pointed. Some of them left their work and came forward.

In all the seven years since the Woodlawns had come from Boston to live in the big house on the prairie, the Indians had never got used to seeing them. White men and their children they had seen often enough, but never such as these, who wore, above their pale faces, hair the color of flame and sunset. During the first year the children spent in Wisconsin, the Indians had come from all the country around to look at them. They had come in groups, crowding into Mrs. Woodlawn’s kitchen in their silent moccasins, touching the children’s hair and staring. Poor Mrs. Woodlawn, frightened nearly out of her wits, had fed them bread or beans or whatever she had on hand, and they had gone away satisfied.

“Johnny, my dear,” Mrs. Woodlawn had complained to her husband, “those frightful savages will eat us out of house and home.”

“Patience, Harriet,” said her husband, “we have enough and to spare.”

“But, Johnny, the way they look at the children’s hair frightens me. They might want a red scalp to hang to their belts.”

Caddie remembered very vividly the day, three years before, when she had gone unsuspecting into the store in the village. As she went in the door, a big Indian had seized her and held her up in the air while he took a leisurely look at her hair. She had been so frightened that she had not even cried out, but hung there, wriggling in the Indian’s firm grasp, and gazing desperately about the store for help.

The storekeeper had laughed at her, saying in a
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reassuring voice: “You needn’t be afraid, Caddie. He’s a good Indian. It’s Indian John.”

That was the strange beginning of a friendship, for a kind of friendship it was, that had grown up between Caddie and Indian John. The boys liked Indian John, too, but it was at Caddie and her red-gold curls that the big Indian looked when he came to the farm, and it was for Caddie that he left bits of oddly carved wood and once a doll—such a funny doll with a tiny head made of a pebble covered with calico, black horsehair braids, calico arms and legs, and a buckskin dress! John’s dog knew his master’s friends. Caddie had been kind to him and he accepted her as a friend.

He rubbed his head against her now as she patted his rough hair. Indian John left his work on the canoe and came forward.

“You like him dog?” he said, grinning. He was flattered when anyone patted his dog.

“Yes,” said Caddie, “he’s a good dog.”

“Will you let us see how you put the canoe together?” asked Tom eagerly.

“You come look,” said the Indian.

They followed him to the half-finished canoe. Grunting and grinning, the Indians took up their work. They fastened the pliable sheaths of birch bark into place on the light framework, first sewing them together with buckskin thongs, then cementing them with the hot pitch. The children were fascinated. Their own canoe on the lake was an Indian canoe. But it had been hollowed out of a single log. They had seen the birch-bark canoes on the river, but had never been so close to the making of one. They were so intent on every detail that time slipped by unheeded. Even the squaws, who came up behind them to examine their hair, did not take their attention from the building of the canoe. Caddie shook her head impatiently, flicking her curls out of their curious fingers, and went on watching.

But after a while Warren said: “Golly! I’m hungry.” Perhaps it was the odor of jerked venison, simmering over the fire, which had begun to mingle with the odors of birch and pitch, that made Warren remember he was hungry.

“You’re always hungry,” said Tom, the lofty one, in a tone of disgust.

“Well, I am, too,” said Caddie positively, and that settled it. The sun was beginning to swing low in the sky, and, once they had made up their minds, they were off at once. As quickly as they had come, they returned along the river bank to their crossing place. The Indians stared after them. They did not understand these curious red and white children of the white man, nor how they went and came.

Soon three bundles, three dirty faces, and three fiery heads, shining in the red autumn sun, crossed the river with a little trail of ripples behind them. Safe on the other bank, the three hastily pulled on their clothes and started to take a short cut through the woods, Nero trotting at their heels.

“Hetty probably told Mother, and Mother may be mad at us for going across the river without asking her,” said Tom, beginning to turn his thoughts toward home.

“She never said we couldn’t,” protested Warren.

“Well, maybe she hadn’t thought of such a good way of getting across,” said Tom, doubtfully.

“Look!” said Caddie. She had stopped beside some hazel brush and was gazing at it with clasped hands. “Nuts! They’re ready to pick.”

“They’re green,” said Warren.

“No, they’re just right to pick now, if we spread them on the woodshed roof to dry,” said Tom judicially. “But we haven’t much time.” He began to fill his pockets. The others followed his example—only Caddie, who had no pockets, caught up the edges of her skirt and made a bag of that. The boys’ pockets were soon filled.

“Come on,” said Tom, “we’ve got enough.” But Caddie’s skirt was not half filled, and she didn’t want to go. Warren was thinking of supper and Tom was remembering that he was the eldest of the three, and that the longer they were gone, the more time his mother would have in which to get angry.

“All right for you,” he said, “I’m going home and you’d better come, too.” Crackling and rustling through the dry leaves and underbrush, the boys went home. Tom whistled to Nero, but Nero pretended not to hear, for Caddie was his favorite.

Caddie picked furiously, filling her skirt. It was not often that she got more nuts than Tom. Today she would have more than anybody. An evening stillness crept through the golden woods. Suddenly Caddie knew that she had better go or supper would be begun. To be late for a meal was one of the unpardonable sins in the Woodlawn family. Clutching the edges of her heavy skirt, she began to run. A thorn reached out and tore her sleeve, twigs caught in her tangled hair, her face was dirty and streaked with perspiration, but she didn’t stop running until she reached the farmhouse. In fact, she didn’t stop even then, for the deserted look of the yard told her that they were all at supper. She rushed on, red and disheveled, and flung open the dining-room door.

There she stopped for the first time, frozen with astonishment and dismay. It wasn’t an ordinary supper. It was a company supper! Everybody was calm and clean and sedate, and at one end of the table sat the circuit rider! Paralyzed with horror, Caddie’s fingers let go her shirt, and a flood of green hazelnuts rolled all over the floor. In a terrible lull in the conversation they could be heard bumping and rattling to the farthest corners of the room.


[image: images]

2. The Circuit Rider

“How do you do, Caroline Augusta?” said the circuit rider in his deep voice—that voice which filled the schoolhouse with the fervor of his praying. The circuit rider was the only person who bothered to remember that Caddie was really Caroline Augusta and that Hetty was Henrietta. He turned his dark, deep-set eyes on Mrs. Woodlawn, who sat beside him at the end of the long table.

“When are you going to begin making a young lady out of this wild Indian, Mrs. Woodlawn?” he inquired.

The cameo brooch, which she wore only on Sundays or special occasions, rose and fell on Mrs. Woodlawn’s bosom. The cameo earrings trembled in her ears, but she answered in as calm a voice as she could muster.

“You must ask my husband that question, Mr. Tanner.”

“Caddie!” said Mr. Woodlawn abruptly. “Don’t stand there staring, my child. Get washed and to table.” Caddie disappeared in an instant. But, as she went, she heard her father saying: “Yes, Mr. Tanner, it is my fault that Caddie is running wild instead of making samplers and dipping candles. I will tell you why.”

Caddie heard no more, but she knew what Father had to say. She loved to hear him say it in his deep, quiet voice. He would be telling how frail she and little Mary had been when they came to Wisconsin from Boston, and how, after little Mary had died, he had begged his wife to let him try an experiment with Caddie. “Harriet,” he had said, “I want you to let Caddie run wild with the boys. Don’t keep her in the house learning to be a lady. I would rather see her learn to plow than make samplers, if she can get her health by doing so. I believe it is worth trying. Bring the other girls up as you like, but let me have Caddie.”

So, for seven years, Caddie had run the woods with Tom and Warren. She was no longer pale or delicate. She was brown and strong, and, if Tom climbed a tree, Caddie climbed a taller one. If Warren caught a snake, Caddie went after a longer one. Her mother and sisters looked at her and sighed, but Father smiled and knew that he had been a good doctor.

As these things went through her mind, Caddie ran a comb through her tangled curls and splashed water over her red, dusty face. A few moments later, when she slipped silently into her place between Tom and Warren, the grownups were talking of something else and no one paid any attention to her.

Tom and Warren, still a little untidy and flushed from the afternoon’s escapade, glanced at her mischievously. They had come through the barn and seen the circuit rider’s horse munching oats in the extra stall. Hastily they had cleaned themselves at the pump and got to the supper table in the very nick of time. Across the table Clara, Hetty, and little Minnie, in white aprons and neat braids, sat up straight and clean with their eyes fixed piously on the circuit rider’s face. Even baby Joe, in his high chair, trying his new tooth on a silver spoon, was in spotless white. Mrs. Conroy, the hired girl, moved about the table with fresh supplies of food. Her eyes rested on Caddie in silent amusement. Caddie was her favorite among the Woodlawn children, largely because of the amusing scrapes the child got herself into. Mr. Woodlawn sent a heaping plate of beans and brown bread down to his second daughter, and Caddie ate obediently. But she was smarting with disgrace. Beneath the table, she could still feel some of her hazelnuts rolling about under her feet. And the circuit rider had asked Mother when she intended making a young lady out of her! A young lady, indeed! Who wanted to be a young lady? Certainly not Caddie! But still there were times when it was uncomfortable not to be one, even with Father’s loyal support.

They were talking about the Indian massacres now, and, forgetting herself, Caddie began to listen. Nowadays everyone talked of the Civil War, which seemed far away from Wisconsin, and of the Indian massacres which seemed uncomfortably near.

“It’s those Southerners who come North and incite the Indians to rebellion, just to make more trouble for the North,” said Mrs. Woodlawn decidedly.

“Yes,” said Mr. Tanner, “I fear that we cannot trust the Indians, even when they seem to be friendly.”

“I don’t believe we’ll have massacres here, Mr. Tanner,” said Father. “I do trust these Indians.”

“It’s true enough that they ought to be loyal to us,” cried Mrs. Woodlawn, smiling at her husband. “Goodness knows, I’ve fed them enough victuals, and, of course, you know how my husband has treated them?”

“Someone told me that you had remodeled the guns of the whole tribe, Woodlawn. Is that possible?” asked the circuit rider.

Mr. Woodlawn laughed. “Well,” he said, “that’s about the size of it, although that wasn’t my intention when I started it. As a compliment to the chief of the tribe, when I came here to install the mill, I replaced the old flintlock on his gun with a spring lock. The old fellow was delighted. I thought that that was the end of the affair, but the next day when I went to the mill, there was the chief waiting for me with his whole tribe. And every man of them had brought his flintlock gun to have a spring lock put on it. It kept me busy for a week, but the mill company was glad to pay for the locks to insure the Indians’ friendship. We’ve never regretted it, and I don’t think we shall have cause to later.”

The children loved this familiar story and were sorry when the conversation drifted on to other things. But, when Mr. Tanner began to recount his travels and adventures since the last night he had spent under their roof, they were once more enthralled.

In those days the circuit riders, or traveling ministers, served large territories, riding from place to place and holding services in cabins or schoolhouses. Mr. Tanner was one of these. Weathered by sun and rain and snow, he rode from day to day over a parish which covered most of western Wisconsin. Weddings and christenings were put off until his arrival, and sometimes he found new-made graves awaiting his benediction. The settlers always opened their homes to him, and it was a great occasion when they could entertain the circuit rider. Everyone stood in awe of him. He was not only a man of God who could wrestle in spiritual battle with angels and spirits of evil, but it was said that there was not a man on his circuit who could show a strength of muscle equal to his. When, in his deep voice, he spoke of punishment for sinners, the little schoolhouse seemed to be filled with the crackling roar of the fires of hell.

But, when he sat with the Woodlawns at their table, all his sternness fell away. It was perhaps the only place on his circuit where he felt entirely at home. Their home, the largest in the neighborhood, was the one expected to offer him hospitality. But there was another reason why he always stayed there. Mr. Tanner was from Boston, too. He loved the beans and brown bread on Saturday night and the familiar talk of home. For him, as for Mrs. Woodlawn, the real beauty and meaning of life centered in the churches, the bookshops, the lecture rooms of Boston. They shared their bits of news and gossip and recalled old scenes and events as homesick people love to do. Mr. Woodlawn heard them with quiet amusement. He was entirely happy on the outskirts of civilization. Here he could breathe freely as he had never done in the narrow streets of Boston. His own home had been in England, but he did not speak of the past. The children, all except Clara, who remembered and loved Boston, listened with wide eyes of astonishment. For how could anyone prefer Boston to this enchanting place of adventure, of lake and river, prairie and forest?

When the meal was finished, the circuit rider rose and went to his saddlebags which he had left on the back porch. He dusted them carelessly and opened one. He took out first his well-worn Bible for the family prayers which were never forgotten when Mr. Tanner spent the night. Then he took out something else which suddenly made Caddie’s eyes sparkle with interest. She forgot her embarrassment and came to stand beside him. It was a small clock.

“Woodlawn,” said the minister, “I’ve brought you something to repair for me. There is not a soul on the circuit who knows how to tinker a clock as you do.”

Mr. Woodlawn smiled. His workshop was already full of clocks which people had brought to him from miles around. When there was time from his farm and his duties as master mechanic at the mill, he took the neighbors’ clocks apart and oiled, mended, or refitted parts to them. He was the only man in that part of the country who could do it, and, although he liked the work well enough, it was sometimes irksome to have so much of it to do. But Caddie never tired of seeing new clocks come in. She liked to see them wag their pendulums and hear their busy ticking. Her eager fingers itched to help her father take them apart and set them in motion once again.

“What’s wrong with it?” she asked.

The circuit rider hesitated. He knew all about horses and ways of predicting the weather; he could quote you almost any passage in the Bible and make clear the book of Revelations. But anything with wheels or cogs or springs was an unfathomable mystery to him.

“Well,” he said, “I don’t rightly know. I was winding it up one night, when suddenly it gave a little gasp and a long sigh, like a soul departing from the body; and it wouldn’t go after that. Sometimes, from force of habit, I take it out at night and start to wind it. Then I miss its genial tick, and I feel as if I am looking at the face of a dead friend.”

A dead friend! The phrase sank into Caddie’s mind. Perhaps that was why she always hated to see an unwound clock standing idle.

Mrs. Woodlawn had come to join the group. “Jacob
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 Allen, Tremont St., Boston,” she read from the back of the clock. “Think of that! How many times I have been in and out of Jacob Allen’s shop! Dear! Dear!”

“Yes,” said Mr. Tanner, “it is a friend from home.”

“I’ll mend it for you tonight,” said Mr. Woodlawn.

“No! No!” cried Mr. Tanner hastily. “Saturday’s sun has gone down. I like to think that the Sabbath has begun. No, I would rather talk with you tonight, my friend. I’ll leave my clock until I come back again. It may be two or three months this time. I’m going back into the interior to a new settlement where no one has yet brought the word of God.”

Caddie slipped away to join Tom and Warren on the back step. They sat together, and Nero lay close to their feet. Out by the barn, Robert Ireton was strumming his banjo and singing softly. Of the three hired men, he was the one the children all loved best. It was Robert Ireton who had taught them most of the songs they knew. They knew the song he was singing now. It tickled their ears but did not lure them farther than the step. Behind the barn there were northern lights, long white fingers shooting up in the blackness of the sky; and the three adventurers were overcome by that delicious weariness which suddenly overtakes one at the end of an outdoor day.

“Golly! Tomorrow—no, Monday,” said Tom, “I’m going to make a canoe like that one the Indians were making—a little one, with birch bark and pitch.” But Caddie and Warren did not bother to answer.

Presently their mother came to the door and called them in to family prayers. They were a little stiff and unaccustomed to their knees, for they were used to saying their prayers in bed. Everyone was there. Even Robert Ireton came in, too, looking uneasy and strange with neither a pitchfork nor a banjo in his hands. The yellow lamplight slanted across the bowed heads. Only half listening to the words, Caddie felt herself being lifted and borne along by the circuit rider’s voice. It was a kind of music—different from the twanging of the banjo or the birds at dawn, more like the falling of water over the mill wheel or the chanting of the Indians. It aroused and stirred her. There was a silence after the deep “Amen.” And then the silence was broken by a gentle snore. Warren had gone to sleep with his head bent devoutly on the back of a chair. Caddie shook him hastily and the children trooped up to bed.
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