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THE KANSAS EMIGRANTS

(To the tune of “Auld Lang Syne”)

We cross the prairie, as of old

Our fathers crossed the sea;

To make the West as they the East

The Homestead of the Free.

—John Greenleaf Whittier
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“Charlie. Charlie Keller. What are you doing? Papa’s waiting!”

Charlie looked up. His sister was racing toward him, her hair flying. She looked small against the wide, empty sky. 

“I’m coming, Ida Jane!” Charlie ran to meet her. But the wind snatched his words away. The wind in Kansas never stops, he thought.

Charlie held out a strand of grass for Ida Jane to see. “I was picking prairie grass to send home to Grandpa.”

Charlie took out his letter, slipped the grass into it, and put it carefully in his pocket.

“If you want to mail that today, you’d better come. Papa’s ready to go to town now.” Ida Jane pulled at his sleeve. 

“Wait. I’ve got to call Lion.” Charlie stopped. “I can’t leave without him.”

Charlie tried to whistle, but the wind tore at his lips. He cupped his hands and hollered, “Lion. Lion!” 

Deep in the tall grass, a golden brown dog lifted his head. He barked once, then bounded toward them, his mouth open. 

“Lion looks like he’s smiling,” said Charlie, laughing. 

But Ida Jane hopped from one foot to the other and frowned. “You need to train Lion to stay close, Charlie. He could wander off in Lawrence and get lost.”

“I’ll watch him,” Charlie promised. Charlie didn’t want to lose his young dog. Finding Lion was the best thing that had happened to him since moving to Kansas last spring. 

“Now, Charlie, make sure you and Papa get all the supplies on Momma’s list,” Ida Jane ordered. “Momma’s afraid Papa will spend so much time talking to the other free-soil settlers he’ll forget the cornmeal!”

“Papa does like to catch up on the news,” said Charlie. “He cares so much about making Kansas a free state, sometimes that’s all he can think about.” 

Ida Jane sighed. “I know. It’s just that . . . I don’t want Momma to get upset. Things are hard for her right now.” 

Charlie fell silent. With a new baby on the way, Momma moved more slowly these days. Not only that, but she had seemed extra quiet lately. Sad even. Charlie couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard her sing.

Lion ran up and barked twice. His tongue lolled out, and he smiled his happy dog smile. Then he raced ahead toward their small cabin.

Ida Jane pulled her shawl close. “When the baby comes, you’ll have to help more. You’re nine now, Charlie. You have to pay attention. You can’t spend all your time dreaming and roaming the prairie with Lion. I don’t know what you look at this time of year anyway,” she added. “It’s not like you can collect bugs and flowers now. Everything is brown and dead.”

It didn’t look brown and dead to Charlie, though. Especially not when the prairie grass sparkled like dark gold in the frosty morning sun. 

“I’m getting used to Kansas,” Charlie had written in his letter to Grandpa. “I still miss you and old Danny and everything about Massachusetts. But I’m glad I have Lion. And just like you said, Grandpa, these prairie skies are big. So big I sometimes feel I could leap into the air and glide like a red-tailed hawk.”

They were almost to the cabin when Charlie grabbed Ida Jane’s sleeve. “Ida Jane, is—is Momma going to be all right?”
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Even though Ida Jane was only eleven, she usually had an answer for everything. This time, though, she didn’t seem to know what to say. Instead she grabbed Charlie’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. 

“I hope she’ll be all right, Charlie,” said Ida Jane. “I hope so with all my heart.”
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Papa had hitched the oxen to the wagon. Momma and Sadie came out of the cabin to wave good-bye.
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