arly Marriage

Conrad Richter :

She remembered the long miles they
would have in the wagon, the camps
at lonely places, the ugly shadow
ever hovering over . . . this frontier

country.

—HOa two days the leathery face of Asa Putman
had been a document in cipher to anyone who
could read the code. Since Saturday but one
traveler had passed his solitary post,' a speck of
adobe and picket corrals lost on the vast, sandy
stretch of the Santa Ana” plain. Far as the eye
could see from his doorway, the rutted El Paso
trail, unfenced, gutterless, innocent of grading,
gravel, culverts, or telephone poles, imprinted
only by iron tires, the hoofs of horses and oxen,
sheep and cattle, and the paw of the loping lobo
wolf, lay with dust unraised.

Ordinarily, there were freighters with crack-
ing whips and trailers rumbling on behind. Army
trains to and from the forts set up their tents for
the night beyond the springs. The private
coaches of Santa Fe and Colorado merchants,
of cattle kings and Government officials,
stopped long enough for the Putman children to
admire the ladies, the magnificent woodwork,
and the luxurious cushions inside. Trail herds of
gaunt red steers bawled for the water in the
earthen tank, and pairs and companies of horse-
men rode up and down.

But since Saturday not even a solitary buck-
board from the far settlements in the Cedar
country had called for supplies or letters. Only
a girl from the Blue Mesa had ridden in for her

and her neighbors’ mail. She had eaten dinner
with the Putmans, refused to stay overnight, g
and started her long ride home.

A stranger from the East would have spoken
about the stillness, the deadly waiting, and
asked uneasily why Uncle Gideon hadn’t come
as promised. But in the Putman household it
was not mentioned.

Asa deliberately busied himself about the
post, filling the bin beneath the counter with
navy beans and green coffee, leafing through the
packet of letters in the drawer, and making a
long rite out of feeding the occupants of the
picket corrals—four horses of which were fresh
for the next stage.

Rife, just turned fifteen, carried water and
gathered cow chips in an old hide dragged by a
rope to his saddle horn. Ignacita,’ the Mexican
housekeeper, spat sharply on her heavy irons in

1. post, one of a series of fixed stations that furnished relays of ”
horses, drivers, and riders for the carrying of letters and the |
transportation of travelers.

2. Santa Ana Plain, a plain southwest of Santa Fe and north of

Albuquerque, New Mexico.

3. Ignacita (g nd mm;wv.
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the torrid kitchen and kept glancing over her
shoulder and out of the open door and win-
dows,

And Nancy Belle, going on seventeen,
packed and repacked the high, iron-bound trunk
that her father had bought for her at Santa Fe
and sang softly to herself in the way that women
sang fifty and sixty years ago.

Saturday she was being married at Gun-
stock, two hundred miles away—five days’ jour-
ney in a wagon, four in a saddle or buckboard.

For six months she had thought of little else.
The almanac fell apart at June as naturally as
her mother’s Bible did at the Twenty-third
Psalm. So often had she run her finger down the
page that anyone might tell from the worn line
of type the very day she and Stephen Dewee
would be man and wife. The Dewees lived four
hundred miles west across the territory in the
Beaverhead country. She and Stephen were tak-
ing a mountain ranch near his people, and for
the wedding they had compromised on Gun-
stock, nearly equidistant from both families and
convenient to friends scattered up and down the
Rio Grande.

She had lighted a candle in the dusk, when a
figure appeared reluctantly in her doorway. Asa
Putman had never been at ease in his daughter’s
bedroom. A tall, rawhide man in an unbuttoned,
sagging vest, he was visibly embarrassed by any
furnishings that suggested refinement. Invari-
ably he kept his hat on in the house. He had it
on now, a flat top and a flat brim, not so much
like the Western hats you see now. Nancy Belle
knew that her mother’s people had never for-
given him for bringing his young wife and their
two small children to this lonely post, at the
mercy of outlaws and the worse Apaches.

Tonight she could see that something both-
ered him. He gave her a sidewise glance, so
sharp and characteristic.

“I don’t expect, Nancy Belle, you could put
off your weddin’?”’

The girl stood quietly gazing at him with a
face like the tintype of her mother. But under
her sedate gray dress, with tight waist and full

skirts to the instep, she had frozen. She looked
much older than her years. Her air of gentlefolk
and her wide-apart gray eyes came from her
mother. But the chin, tipped up with resolute
fearlessness, was her father's.

“No, papa!” Her two clear words held all
the steady insistence of the desert.

“I figured how you’d feel,”” he nodded.
avoiding her eyes. “‘I just wanted to put it up to
you. I'd ’a’ covered the jornada on foot to be
on time at my own weddin’, but I didn’t have to
count on Gideon to hold me up.”

“"Are you telling me, papa, that you can’t 20
to Gunstock tomorrow?”’ Her voice remained
quiet, but a coldness had seized her. Of all the
people she had visualized at her wedding, the
one next to Stephen she could least spare was
the tall, grave figure of her father.

““I reckon I kind of can’t, Nancy Belle,”” he
said soberly. “Rife could tend to the stage all
right and do the feedin’. But they’s men come
to this post no boy can handle.”” He shifted his
position. ‘T figured once on closin’ up the post
till I got back. But the stage is comin’ and the
mail. And the freighters count on me for feed
and grub. Then I got to protect my own prop-
erty and the mail and freight for the Cedar coun-
try that’s in the storage room.’”

“I know,”” Nancy Belle said steadily. ‘I can
get to Gunstock all right.”’

Far back in her father’s assaying eyes, she
fancied she saw a glint of pride.

“You're pretty nigh a woman now, Nancy
Belle. And Rife’s a good slice of a man. It's a
straight trail to the Rio Grande, once you turn
at the old post. Both you and Rife’s been over
it before. Of course, I'd like to be at the wed-
din’, but the boy can tell me about it.”” He went
to the window. ‘‘Rife!”” he called.

Nancy Belle’s brother came in presently. A
slight boy, with his father’s blue eyes, he sel-
dom made a fuss over anything, even when he
shot a stray duck on the tank or when they
braked down the last cedar hill into Santa Fe
with all the open doors of the plaza shops in
sight. And when his father told him now, he
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showed neither enthusiasm nor regret—merely
straightened.

“Sure. I can take you, Nancy Belle.”” he
said.

Something pulled under his sister’s tight bas-
que.* She remembered the long miles they
would have in the wagon, the camps at lonely
places, the ugly shadow ever hovering over the
outposts of this frontier country, and the blight
that, since Saturday, seemed to have fallen on
the trail. Her eyes swam. Now, at the last min-
ute, she yielded.

“If you’ll let me ride, papa, I'll wait another
day for Uncle Gideon,”’ she promised.

Her father’s eyes moved to the ruffled red
calico curtains at the shadeless windows.

“I don’t hardly count on Gideon comin’ any
more, Nancy Belle. Besides, it’s too long in the
saddle to Gunstock—especially for a girl to get
married. You’d be plumb wore out, and you
wouldn’t have your trunk. You couldn’t get
dressed for yvour weddin’.”

He turned thoughtfully and went out, Rife
close behind. Nancy Belle could hear her fa-
ther’s tones, slow and grave, coming from near
one of the picket corrals.

It was too far to catch the words; but when
they came in, she saw that her brother’s fea-
tures looked a little pale under the tan.

“You better get some sleep. Nancy Belle,”
her father said. ““You and Rife are startin’ before
daylight. If Gideon comes. I'll ride after.”

They had scarcely gone from the room when
Ignacita came in from the kitchen, her black
eves glittering over a pile of freshly starched
white in her arms.

“Nancy Belle, chinita she whispered,
plucking at the girl’s sleeve. ““You don’t say to
your papacito® 1 talk to you! I have promise I
don’t scare you. But I can’t see you go so far in
the wildness alone, pobrecita!” Sometimes peo-
ple go safe from one place to the other, oh, si/
But sometimes, chinita, they don’t come back!
You have not the oldness like Ignacita. Ay, I
tell vou these old eyes have seen men and
women quartered from a tree like sheep or

1225
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maybe tied over a stove like I don’t have the
words to say to you.”

Nancy Belle did not answer except to lay,
one by one, the ironed pieces in her trunk—a
bride’s muslin underwear trimmed with red and
blue feather stitching; long petticoats stiffly
flounced with ruffles, and nightgowns long in the
sleeve and high in the neck, with ruffles at wrist
and throat. The Mexican woman went on
hoarsely. The girl folded away her winter’s
cashmere dress, buttoned up the front and with
a white fichu. She unwrapped and wrapped
again in crumpled white tissue the red slippers
the old gentleman on the stage had sent her as a
wedding present from Philadelphia.

When Ignacita had left, she opened her
keepsake box covered with colored shells. The
mirror on the inside lid turned back a face as
calm as the little golden clouds that hung of an
evening over the east to catch the desert sunset.
But after she had undressed and put on her
nightdress, for a long time she was aware of the
soft pound of her heart faintly swaying the bed
on its rawhide springs.

At the first sound of Ignacita’s hand on the
kitchen stove, Nancy Belle sprang out of bed.
She dressed on the brown pool of burro skin,
the only carpet on her adobe floor. Through the
west window she could see the morning star
burning like a brilliant candle. It hung, she told
herself, over Gunstock and the Beaverhead,
where Stephen, at this moment, in their new log
ranch house, lay thinking about her.

They ate in the kitchen by lamplight. She
had never been so conscious of every detail—
the great white cups and saucers, the familiar
steel knives, the homey smell of the scorched
paper lamp shade, the unreadable eyes of her
father, Rife, and Ignacita.

Asa Putman himself carried out the trunk.
There was already hay in the wagon, a gunny

4. basque (bask), the tight-fitting bodice of a dress.

5. chinita (ché am;mv. a term of endearment used when talking
to a little girl.

6. papacito (pa pa c&’to), an affectionate term for father.

7. pobrecita (po bre c&’ta), poor little girl.




sack of oats, food in g canned-tomato box and
utensils in another, a water keg, bedroll tied in a
wagon sheet, an ax, a bridle, and her own side-
saddle, made to order over a man’s tree. Her
eyes caught the gleam of a rifle leaning up
against the seat in the lantern light. Tethered to
the rear of the wagon stood her saddle mare,
Fancy, with pricked-up ears. She was going
along to their new ranch home. Nancy Belle felt
that she was still among intimate things, but out-
side the little circle of light lay darkness and the
unknown.

When she said good-by to her father, he
kissed her—something he had not done for
years.

“You haven’t changed your mind, Nancy
Belle?”” he asked.

She climbed quickly up over the wheel to the
spring seat of the wagon before he might see
that she was crying. Rife swung up like a mon-
key on the other side and pushed the rifle into
the crevice behind the seat cushion. The lines
tautened and the wagons lurched.

“Dios® go with you safe to your husband,
Nancy Belle!”” she heard Ignacita cry after her.

The morning star had set. They moved into
a world of silent blackness. Nancy Belle could
not see how the horses remained on the trail.
When she looked back, the only light in all these
square miles of black, unfriendly earth was the
vellow window of her father’s post.

It was almost a vision, golden and far away,
like all beautiful things. She didn’t trust herself
to look again.

Two hours later the wagon was a lonely
speck of boat rocking in an illimitable sage-
green sea beneath the sun. The canvas wagon
sheet fastened over the bows was a kind of sail,
and eastward the sandy water did not stop roll-
ing till it washed up at the foot of the faintly
blue ramparts of the distant Espiritu Range.

Just before they turned west on the cross
trail to the Rio Grande, a heavy wagon with a
voke of oxen in front and a cow behind toiled
round the crumbling adobe walls of the old,
abandoned post house. A bearded man and a

thin woman with a white face sat on the seat.
She held a baby in her arms, and three black-
eyed children peered from under the wagon
sheet.

The bearded man saluted and stopped his
willing team. Rife did likewise. The woman
spoke first. Her tongue was swift and slightly
acid.

“You better turn around and follow us if you
want to save your hair!’’ she called. “Yesterday
a sheep-herder told us he saw &

A sharp word from the bearded man caused
her to relapse into sullen silence. He asked Rife
where he might be going, then climbed down to
the trail and said he wanted to talk to him a lit-
tle. The boy followed reluctantly behind his
wagon. Nancy Belle could hear the bearded
man’s tones coming slow and grave like her fa-
ther’s, while the woman made silent and horri-
bly expressive lip language.

Rife came back, walking stiffly. The bearded
man climbed up beside the woman.

“They got to go on,”” he told her in a low
tone, then saluted with his whip. “*‘Good luck,
boy! And you, miss!"’

Rife raised his whip in stiff acknowledgment.
The wagons creaked apart. Nancy Belle saw in
front of her the trail to the Rio Grande, little
more than a pair of wheel tracks, that lost itself
on the lonely plain. Rife seemed relieved that
she did not ask what the bearded man had said.
But it was enough for her not to be able to for-
get the woman’s fearful signs and mouthings
and the horror in the curious cyes of the staring
children.

Sister and brother talked very little, Nancy
Belle saw her brother’s eyes keep sweeping the
country, scanning the horizons. Bunches of bear
grass that might have been feathers pinioned his
blue gaze, and clumps of cane cactus that
seemed to hold pointing gun barrels. At arroyos
thick with chamiso and Apache plume she could
see his feet tighten on the foothoard. Once he
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8. Dios (d&os), God.
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pulled out the rifle, but it was only a herd of
antelopes moving across the desert page.

They camped for the night when the sun was
still high. Nancy Belle asked no questions as the
boy drove far off the trail into a grassy cafada.
She sang softly to herself as she fried the salt
side bacon and put the black coffeepot to boil.

Rife hobbled Anton Chico and the Bar X
horse and staked out Fancy close to the wagon.

She pretended not to notice when, before
dark, he poured earth on the fire till not a spark
or wisp of smoke remained. Out of one eye she
watched him climb the side of the cariada and
stand long minutes sweeping the country from
the ridge, a slight, tense figure against the sullen
glow of the sunset.

“It’s all right,”” he said when he came down.
“You can go to bed.”

“What’s all right?”’ she asked him.

“The horses,” he said, turning away, and
Nancy Belle felt a stab of pain that so soon this
boy must bear a man’s responsibilities and tell a
man’s lies.

She prayed silently on her blankets spread
on the hay in the wagon box. and lay down with
Yer head on the side-saddle, her unread Testa-
ment in her hand. She heard Rife unroll his
camp bed on the ground beneath the wagon. It
was all very strange and hushed without her fa-
ther. Just to feel the Testament in her hand
helped to calm her and to remember the day at
the post when she had first met Stephen.

Her father had never let her come in contact
with the men of the trail. Always, at the first
sign of dust cloud on the horizon, he would tell
both children to heap up the chip box, fill the
water buckets and carry saddles and bridles into
the house. But this day Asa Putman and Rife
had gone to Fort Sumner. And to Nancy Belle,
Uncle Gideon could seldom say no.

It had been a very hot day. She had been
sitting in the shade of the earthen bank of the
tank, moving her bare feet in the cool water,
watching the ripples in the hot south wind. The
leaves of the cottonwoods clashed overhead,
and she heard nothing until she looked up, and
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there was a young man on a blue-gray horse,
with dust clinging to his hat brim and mustache.
His eyes were direct as an eagle’s. Firm lines
modeled his lean face. But what she noticed
most at the time was the little bow tie on his
dark shirt.

Instantly she had tucked her bare, wet legs
under her red dress. Her face burned with
shame, but the young stranger talked to her
about her father coolly, as if she, a girl of fif-
teen, had not been caught barefooted. Then he
did what in her mind was a noble thing. When
Uncle Gideon came out, he magnificently turned
his back for her to run into the house and pull
on shoes and stockings.

She thought of Stephen constantly next day
and the next. She had grown a little used to the
journey without her father now—the still, uncer-
tain nights under the wagon sheet, sitting, lying,
listening, waiting; the less uncertain days with
the sun on the endless spaces; her never-quiet
perch on the high spring seat under the slanted
bow; the bumps, creaks, and lumberings of the
wagon; the sand sifting softly over the red turn-
ing wheels; all afternoon the sun in their faces;
ahead the far haze and heat waves in which
were still lost Gunstock and the Rio Grande. Al-
most she had forgotten the bearded man with
the oxen and the curious, detached horror in the
eyes of his children.

Since morning of the third day their ﬁwomammm
had been slower. The trail seemed level, except
for the heavy breathing of the horses. But when
Nancy Belle glanced back she could see the
steady grade they had been climbing. Abruptly,
in mid-afternoon, she found that the long, blue
Espiritu Range had disappeared, vanished be-
hind a high pine-clad hill which was its south-
ernmost beginning. It was like the lizard that
swallowed itself, a very real lizard. At this mo-
ment they were climbing over the lizard’s tail.

““Cedars!”’ Rife said briefly, pointing with the
whip to dark sprawling growths ahead.

““You breathe deep up here!”” Nancy Belle
drank in the light air.

Rife took a sniff, but his blue eyes never




ceased to scan the high, black-thatched hill un-
der whose frowning cliff they must pass.

““Soon we can see the Gunstock Mountains, ™
Nancy Belle said.

“And Martin Cross’s cabin,”” Rife nodded.
“It’s the last water to the Rio Grande.’’

““He’s a nice old man,”” Nancy Bell ventured
casually. ““It would be nice to camp by his cabin
tonight and talk.”

The boy inclined his head. After a few mo-
ments he started to whistle softly. At the first
cedar Nancy Belle leaped off the moving wagon
and climbed back with an evergreen branch.
The twig, crushed in her hand, smelled like
some store in Santa Fe.

They gained the summit. A breeze was
sweeping here from the southwest, and the
horses freshened. But Rife had suddenly
stopped whistling and Nancy Belle’s sprig of ce-
dar lay on her lap. The frowning cliff of the
pine-clad hill was still there. But Martin Cross’s
cabin had turned to a desolate mound of ashes,
As they stared, a gust of wind sent wisps of
smoke scurrying from the mound, and a red eye
opened to watch them from the embers. Nancy
Belle felt an uncontrollable twitching in the hair
roots at the base of her scalp.

Where Martin Cross’s eastbound wheel
tracks met the trail, Rife reluctantly halted the
horses and wet his air-dried lips.

““The water keg’s dry, and the horses. If
papa was here, he’d drive over.”

“I'm the cldest.” Nancy Belle found her
voice steady. “I’ll ride over. There might be
something we can do.”’

The boy rose quickly. His eyes seemed to
remember something his father had said.

““You can drive the wagon over if [ wave.”

He had thrown her the lines and slipped
back through the canvas-covered tunnel of wag-
on box, picking up Fancy’s bridle and the rifle.
Barebacked he rode toward the smoldering
ashes at the foot of that frowning hill. The
chestnut mare’s tail and mane streamed like
something gold in the wind.

When she looked back to the trail, her eyes

were pinioned by a light object in the wheel
track ahead of the Bar X horse. It was a long
gray feather. Instantly she told herself that it
had come from some wild turkey Martin Cross
had shot, and yet never had air anywhere be-
come so suddenly horrible and choking as in
this canyon.

Rife did not signal her to drive over. She saw
him come riding back at full speed. The mare
was snorting. As he stopped her at the wagon,
her chestnut head kept turning back toward
what had once been a cabin. Rife slipped the
lead rope about her neck and climbed into the
seat with the rifle in his hands.

““The water—you wouldn’t want it!”" he said
thickly. His cheeks, she noticed, were the color
of yeso.’

“Rife”’—Nancy Belle touched his arm when
she had driven down the canyon—*‘*what did
you see at the cabin?”’

The boy sat deaf and rigid beside her, eyes
staring straight ahead. She saw that his young
hands were still tortured around the barrel of his
rifle.

Far down on the pitch-dark mesa she
stopped the horses in the trail and listened.
There were no stars, not a sound but the flap-
ping of the wagon sheet in the wind and the
clank of coffeepot and water bucket under the
wagon. Half standing on the footboard, she
guided the team off the trail in the intense black-
ness. Her swift hands helped the trembling boy
stake out the mare and hobble the team. They
did not light a lantern. Rife declined to eat.
Nancy Belle chewed a few dry mouthfuls.

The wind came drawing out of the blackness
with a great shaft. It hissed through the grass,
sucked and tore at the wagon sheet, and whis-
tled through the spokes and brake rigging. Rife
did not take his bed roll under the wagon to-
night. He drew the ends of the wagon sheet to-
gether and lay down in the wagon box near his
sister. For a long time they were silent. When

9. color of yeso (ye'sa), chalky color of plaster or gypsum.
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she heard his heavy breathing, she lifted the rifle
from his chest.

The storm grew. Sand began pelting against
the canvas and sifted into the wagon box. An
invisible cloud of choking dust found its way
into eyes, mouth, ears, and lungs. Nancy Belle
laid down the rifle a moment to pull a blanket
over the face of the boy. He tossed and mut-
tered pitifully, but he slept on.

Magically the rain, when it came, stopped
the sand and dust. The girl drank in the clean-
washed air. At daylight she slipped out to
the ground. The mesa, stretching away in the
early light, touched here and there with feath-
ers of mist, would have been beautiful except
for a sharp new loneliness. The horses were
gone!

At her exclamation, Rife appeared from the
wagon box. His shame at having slept through
the night was quickly overshadowed by their
misfortune.

Together they found where Fancy’s stake
had been pulled out and dragged. Yards farther
on they could tell by Anton Chico’s tracks that
his hobbles had parted.

Nancy Belle made her brother come back to
the wagon and stuff his pockets with cold bis-
cuits and antelope jerky. She said she would
have a hot breakfast ready when he returned.
The horses, perhaps, were just down in some
draw where they had drifted from the wind.

When he had gone with the rifle, she filled
the coffeepot from a clearing waterhole in the
nearest arroyo. She fried potatoes and onions in
the long-handled skillet. And when he did not
come, she set fresh biscuits in the Dutch oven.
Each biscuit held a square of salt side bacon in
its top, and as it baked, the fat oozed down and
incased it in a kind of glazed tastiness.

At noon she thought she heard a shot. No-
where could she see him on the endless sweep
of mesa. By late afternoon she was still alone.
She read her Testament and wondered how
many women over the world had read it in
hours like this. Sitting in the shadow of the wag-
on, facing the direction in which he had gone,
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she looked up every few minutes. But all her
eves could find were cloud shadows racing
across the lonely face of the mesa. All she could
hear were the desolate cries from the unseen
lark sparrows.

Darkness, stillness settled down on the
empty land. She climbed back into the wagon
and sat on the chuck-box, hands rigid on her
knees. Again and again she convinced herself
that the horses could not have been driven off
or she would have seen the drivers’ tracks.
When wild, sharp barks shattered the stillness
and set wires jerking in her limbs, she talked to
herself steadily, but a little meaninglessly, of the
post—on and on as the darkness was filled with
the ringing and counter-ringing of shrill, cracked
yappings—not long tones like a dog’s, but
incredibly short syllables rising, rising in a mad
eternal scale and discord.

] wish papa had given me two of the
chairs,”’ she repeated. ‘“Mamma said they were
post oak from Texas. She said they had got
white from scrubbing. I liked the laced rawhide
seats with the hair left on. It made them soft to
sit on. The seats in the parlor were black. And
the ones in the kitchen were red. But I liked the
brockle one in my room best.”’

The insane din around the wagon had be-
come terrific. There were only two or three of
the animals, Nancy Belle guessed, but they
threw their voices and echoes together to make
a score.

“When I was little I liked to go in the storage
room,”’ her voice went on, scarcely intelligible
to her own ears. ‘It was dark and cool, and
smelled of burlap and kerosene and whisky, and
sweetish with brown sugar. I can see the fat
sacks of green coffee. And the round tins of ker-
osene had boards on the side. The flour sacks
were printed: ‘Rough and Ready’ in red letters.
Mamma once used to make our underwear out
of the sacking. I can smell the salt side bacon in
the gunny sacks.”

She could tell from the sounds that one of
the animals was running insanely back and forth
near the wagon tongue. She had never noticed




before that they yelped both when breathing in
and out. Suddenly came silence. It warned her,
Instinctively she felt for the ax.

“Nancy Belle!”” a boy’s far, anxious voice
called from the darkness. ;

She hallooed and leaned out over the tail-
board. Three shadowy forms were coming
across the mesa in the starlight. Never had
horses looked so good.

“Were you scared?’’ Rife greeted. **Anything
bother you?”’

“Nothing,”” Nancy Belle said. “Just coy-
otes.”’

“I had to give Fancy her head after it got
dark.” He slid wearily to the ground. ‘‘She
brought us straight back to the wagon.”’

Nancy Belle had wanted to put her arms
around her brother. Now she hugged the mare
instead. Rife ate fresh biscuits and a tin plate of
cold potatoes. He drank several tin cups of cof-
fee. Nancy Belle had slipped the oats-laden
gunny-sack morrals over the horses’ heads.

“I had to walk halfway to the mountain,”’
Rife said.

“Just mn_v hitch up; then you can sleep all
night,” she promised.

It rained again heavily toward midnight.
Flashes of lightning lit the drenched plain. For
minutes at a time, quivering fingers of blue
phosphorescence stood on the ears of the toiling
horses. At dawn Nancy Belle still held the reins
as the mud-splashed wagon crawled through a
world bathed in early purple splendor.

Four days they had been crossing a hundred
and seventy miles of desolate plain. Now the
end waited in sight. To the west lay a land bro-
ken and tumbled by a mighty hand. Hill shoul-
dered hill and range peered over range, all in-
describably violet except where peaks tipped by
the unseen sun were far-off flaming towers of
copper.

It was a new land, her promised land, Ste-
phen’s land, Nancy Belle told herself, where no-
Sody burned cow chips, but snapping cedar and
pine, where cold water ran in the wooded can-
vons, and the eye, weary of one flat circle the

horizon round, had endless geometric designs to
refresh the retina.

She sang softly as the wagon lumbered to the
edge of a long, shallow valley, brown and unin-
habited, running north and south, and desolate
except for a winding ribbon that was white with
sky and narrowly bordered with green.

“Rife!”” Nancy Belle cried. ““The Rio
Grande!”

An hour afterwards they pulled out of the
sun into the shade of the long cottonwood bos-
que. Nancy Belle wasn’t singing now. Where
she remembered wide sandbars glistening with
sky and tracked by waterfowl, a chocolate-red
flood rolled. Where had been the island, tops of
tule and scrub willow swung to and fro with the
current.

Anton Chico and the Bar X horse stopped of
their own accord in the trail, ears pricked for-
ward at the swirling brown wash. While Rife
turned the three horses loose to graze, Nancy
Belle silently fried bacon and made coffee.
When she had washed skillet and tin dishes in
the river, the boy had wired the wagon box to
the brake rigging. Now he was tying securely
one end of his rope to the center of the coupling
pole under the wagon. The other end she knew
he would fasten to the inadequate upper horn of
the side-saddle.

“I wouldn’t mind the river if I just had my
own saddle,”” he mourned.

They hitched up the team silently. Rife
cinched the side-saddle on Fancy and straddled
it, the single stirrup useless to a man. Nancy
Belle climbed into the wagon and picked up the
lines. The other bank looked as far away as the
Espiritu Range from the post. She wanted to say
something to her brother—some last word, in
case they didn’t make it. But all she did was
cluck her tongue to the horses.

Gingerly, one slow foot at a time, the team
moved down the trail into the water.

"“Give 'em their heads!” Rife called from the
right rear.

Nancy Bell held a rein in each hand. The red
channel water came to the wagon tongue, cov-
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ered it, reached the horses’ bellies. The team
wanted to stop. Nancy Belle swung her whip, a
stick tipped with a long rawhide lash. The wag-
on went on. The collars of both horses kept dip-
ping, but never entirely out of sight. Still barely
wading, the slow team reached the firmer foot-
ing of the island.

Two-thirds of the river still rolled in front of
the wagon. The west bank did not seem to have
grown much closer, but the east bank behind
them had moved far away. The team had to be
whipped into the violent current. The water
churned white through the wagon wheels. Sud-
denly both horses appeared to stumble and drop
out of sight. Their heads came up wildly, spray
blowing from their nostrils. The muddy water
hid their legs, but by their bobbing motions
Nancy Belle knew that they were swimming.

“Keep 'em pointed up the river!” Rife
shouted.

Already she felt the wagon floating. It swung
downstream with the current; then Rife’s rope
from Fancy’s saddle snubbed it. The team was
snorting with every breath. The Bar X horse
swam high in the water, his withers and part of
his back out of the chocolate current. But all
she could see of Anton Chico were his nose and
ears.

Down between her ankles she saw water in
the wagon box. She thought of the hemstitched
sheets at the bottom of her trunk, the towels
and pillowcases crocheted with shell lace. Her
blue velvet corduroy dress was probably wet al-
ready, and all the cunning print aprons with dust
caps to match. River water couldn’t hurt the lit-
tle yellow creamer, sugar bowl, and covered
butter dish that had been her mother’s. And the
gingham dresses could be washed. What wor-
ried her were her wedding dress and the keep-
sake box, especially the tintypes, one of which
was Rife in a child’s suit edged with black braid,
his brand-new hat on his knee.

An older Rife was shouting something behind
her now. She couldn’t catch the words. Then
she found what it was. The neck and withers of
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Anton Chico raised suddenly out of the water
and both horses were scrambling up the steep
bank below the ford. Only quick work with the
lines saved the wagon from turning over. Safe
and blowing on the high bank, the dripping
horses shook themselves like puppies.

Nancy Belle couldn’t go on until she had
opened the trunk and appraised the damage.
Rife unsaddled Fancy and drove on with the re-
freshed team. Behind his slight back in the wag-
on box, the girl changed to her blue velvet cor-
duroy, which was hardly wet at all. Then she
combed her hair and rolled into a cranny of her
trunk the old felt hat that had been too large for
her father.

A half-dozen riders met the wagon some
miles down the Gunstock Canyon. All of them,
Nancy Belle noticed, carried guns. Stephen
wore a new white shirt and a gray hat with
curled brim she had not seen before. He stood
in his stirrups and swung her down in front of
him on the saddle, where he kissed her. She had
never felt his lips press into such a straight line.

“Papa couldn’t come,” she said. ““So Rife
brought me.’’

She felt Stephen’s rigid arm around her.

*“We just got in from the Beaverhead our-
selves.”

*“He means they never get any news out in
the Beaverhead or he’d ’a’ come further east to
meet you!”” Uncle Billy Williams put in. He had
a lovable, squeaky voice. ‘“The Apaches been
breakin’ loose again. Funny you didn’t hear
anything over in your country.”

Nancy Belle gave him an inscrutable look
with her gray eyes. Uncle Billy pulled out his
bandanna and blew his nose.

“They got my old friend Judge Hower and
his wife and kid in a buggy on the Upper Espir-
itu. The man that found what they did to ’em,
they say, cried like a baby.”’

“That’s all right, Uncle Billy,”* Stephen said
in a gentle voice.

Nancy Belle glanced at Rife. Her brother’s
face looked gray, the eyes staring as when he




had ridden in the late afternoon sunlight from
the smoking ashes of Martin Cross’s cabin.

Nearly fifty people, gathered in the big par-
lor upstairs at the hotel, greeted Nancy Belle.
An old man whose young black eyes twinkled
out of a bearded face said he was glad to see
that she had her “‘hair on straight.”’ Rife stopped
with the trunk before driving to the livery. and
Stephen’s mother showed Nancy Belle to a
room to dress.

The guests stopped talking when she came
into the parlor in her white wedding dress. Her
basque came to a point in the front and back. It
fitted like a glove. The silk underskirt came to
her instep, and the ruffled overskirt to her
knees. She had parted her hair from side to side
and brushed the bangs down on her forehead.
She felt very light-headed. The wagon still
seemed to be jerking under her.

She glimpsed Rife gazing at her, a rapt

expression in his reticent blue eves. She was
glad to see that he had brushed his hair. The
brass swinging lamp had been lighted and the
dark woodwork of the parlor festooned with ev-
ergreen branches. White streamers from the
wall met in a papier-maché bell in one corner.
She noticed two children peering eagerly from
the dark hall.

Stephen came to her, very straight in a long
coat and stand-up collar with a black tie. He led
her up beneath the papier-maché bell. In a sibi-
lant, church-like whisper, the Gunstock
preacher made sure of her full name. Then he
coughed and began the ceremony. He had a
deep voice. but Nancy Belle didn't hear all of
the service. Her mind kept going back to a tall,
grave man in a lonely adobe post on the wide
Santa Ana plain. And after she had said: “*I do.”
her lips moved, but she was not praying for Ste-
phen, her husband.

Ummncmmmo:

1. For whom is Nancy Belle praying at the
end of the story? Why?

2. (a) For what event is Nancy Belle prepar-
ing at the beginning of the story? (b) Why was
Gunstock chosen as the site for the ceremony?
(c) What reasons does Nancy Belle’s father
give for not joining her? (d) Do you consider
Mr. Putman'’s reasons to be sound? Explain.

3. (a) Describe Nancy Belle's and Rife’s en-
counter with the bearded man and his family.
(b) What precautions does Rife then take to try
to ensure his and Nancy Belle’s safety when
they camp? (c) Why was Martin Cross's cabin
an important goal? (d) Describe the condition
of the cabin when Rife and Nancy Belle come
upon it. (e) What inferences can you draw
about what has happened to Martin Cross and
to his homestead?

‘ e

4. Describe two crises on the journey that in-
volve Nancy Belle's and Rife's horses.

5. Even after the wedding party has assem-
bled at Gunstock, the mood does not lighten.
What events and images does the author use
to sustain the mood through the end of the

story?
6. Conrad Richter's daughter, Harvena, said
of her father's stories, *“. . . more often it is the

women who dominate the stories, who are
stronger than the men who seek them.”” Might
the statement apply to the characters in “Early
Marriage? Explain.

<oom_u=_m-.<
Antonyms

Antonyms are words that are opposite in
meaning. Each sentence that follows contains
an italicized word. On your paper, rewrite each
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