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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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When Charlie spied the bird’s nest in the branch of the tree, he just had to have it. Even if it meant walking across the thin ice on Polliwog Pond.

“Maybe it’s a kingbird’s nest, Danny,” Charlie told his old black dog. “Grandpa will know for sure.”

Charlie Keller loved to collect things—rocks, butterfly wings, pressed flowers, old snake skins, anything.

He especially liked bird’s nests. He had eight different kinds, and eight was exactly how old he was. His favorite was a robin’s nest, with bits of delicate blue shells still in it. He had a catbird’s nest too, and the tiny nest of a sparrow. But not one like this.

The branch with the nest hung far out over Polliwog Pond. Charlie decided he could reach up and grab it if he walked across the ice.

“Stay here, Danny. I’ll be right back.” Charlie patted Danny’s head. Danny opened his mouth in a big dog smile. His silky black ears twitched. Danny listened to everything Charlie said.

Danny grunted and flopped down in the snow. Lately Danny reminded Charlie of Grandpa. Both walked more slowly these days, and they both loved to take naps. Grandpa fell asleep in his rocker, while Danny liked to curl up on the kitchen rug.

The ice on the pond sparkled in the winter sun. Charlie touched it with his toe. He put one foot down. Then the other. He began to inch across the ice. So far, so good.

Charlie shuffled along, trying not to slip. He kept his dark brown eyes on the nest. Soon he would be close enough to grab it.

Crack! Charlie stopped. What was that?

He looked down. Was the ice about to break? Charlie held his breath. He wanted to run back to shore, but his legs felt like heavy logs.

Suddenly Danny started to bark. Charlie heard a voice calling him. “Charlie. Charlie Keller, where are you?”

Ida Jane. Usually Charlie didn’t bother to answer his bossy older sister. But now he yelled, “Over here!”
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Ida Jane crashed through the woods. Her bonnet tilted sideways on her head and her cheeks were bright pink from running.

When Ida Jane saw Charlie, she put both hands on her hips. “Charlie, get back here. That ice might not be safe.”

“I—I can’t move,” sputtered Charlie. “I’m afraid it’s going to crack. I’ll fall in.”

Ida Jane went into action. “Lie down. Spread your weight out,” she ordered.

Ida Jane grabbed a large branch from the ground. She threw herself on the snow. She pushed the branch out across the ice. Charlie had to admire that. Ida Jane didn’t worry about her skirts, like some girls.

“Wriggle over until you can grab it, Charlie,” she said. “I’ll pull you to shore.”

Carefully Charlie lowered himself flat on the ice. He began to wiggle like a snake. The ice felt wet and cold against his body.

“Come on, faster,” urged Ida Jane, reaching out as far as she could.

Suddenly Charlie heard that awful sound again.

Groan! Crack!

“It’s giving way!” Charlie cried.
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“No, you’re all right. Just keep coming; you can do it,” Ida Jane told him.

Charlie felt his heart pounding. He took a breath. He used his boot to push his body forward. He stretched out his fingers as far as he could.

Slowly, slowly, Charlie inched ahead. The ice held. Closer, closer—there!

Charlie grabbed the branch and shouted. “Got it!”

“Good. Now hold on. I’ll pull you.” Ida Jane tugged at the branch and Charlie felt himself slide across the ice. His chin scraped against a stone. His wrist hurt from holding on.

“Don’t let go,” warned Ida Jane. “Almost there!”

At last she reached out and grabbed his arms. Charlie crawled up the bank. They sank down in the wet snow, panting.
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Danny stuck his cold nose in Charlie’s face. Charlie hugged him tight.

“I think it was a kingbird’s nest,” he told Ida Jane. “I don’t have one.”
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