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Chapter 1: Meredith Fayett Makes a Proposal

Chapter 1

Meredith Fayett Makes a Proposal

The trouble began with a mortgage, which shouldn’t be taken lightly any more than a marriage. And if any of you think marriage should be taken lightly—well, you’ll find out, that’s all. That’s the whole moral of the story right there, really, but since people generally prefer the story to the moral, I suppose I’d better let you have the whole thing.

I wasn’t the principal player in it, but if it hadn’t of been for me none of it would have happened, which is saying something. There’s lots of fellows whose names don’t get into the history books, but if they hadn’t been there at the other fellow’s elbow at the right moment, the world would have—well, either have missed out on something sensational or been spared a lot of grief, I don’t know which. I’ll leave it to you to decide what I contributed.

There had to be a woman in the case, of course. Search for a female, as the French say. Meredith Fayett didn’t even look grown-up enough to be called a woman the first time I saw her. That was in—oh, ninety-seven or ninety-eight, a few years before the story really begins. Before the Maine blew up. She was just a bit of a girl with red-gold hair and a pretty smile who used to come down from St. Louis with her aunt for a few weeks in the summer. The old lady owned the Fayett ranch, which didn’t fit her too well—it let in too much fresh air at the seams—but that wasn’t her fault because it had come to her from a late older brother she didn’t get along with. But her niece liked the outdoors and she liked her niece, so she endured the outdoors. The ranch was a nice little place—small, I’ll grant, but it had a white frame house with creeping vines all over the front porch, and grew good crops of imported cattle and native alfalfa. Not a showpiece, but the barns didn’t leak and the house had been brought up to date with an icebox and screen doors and such.

Well, when the old lady died of a surplus of years the ranch came to Meredith Fayett. She came to the ranch about a month later, since she had always preferred it to St. Louis, and set right in learning how to manage the place. She learned quick and didn’t pester the lives out of us with foolish questions, neither. There was half a dozen of us working there, and during the old lady’s time we’d been mostly left to our own devices, though since the last foreman left Chance Stevens had been more or less in charge. We all thought for a lady boss, Meredith Fayett was all right—before long there wasn’t a one of us who wouldn’t have stood on his head if he thought it would do her some good.

She ended up asking for something a little more difficult.

One day when she’d been at the ranch for a couple of months, the banker in Culver’s Corners asked her to drop by his office. When she got there she found it wasn’t to take afternoon tea but to hear some startling financial facts. It seems a city lawyer had had the job of juggling her aunt’s investments and shares and salaries by long distance, and neither he nor Aunt had bothered much with the ranch. The brother beforehand had left the place mortgaged to the neck, and the Aunt preferred to spend as little of her income as possible on paying it off. So Banker Ross explained to Meredith Fayett that if she couldn’t put a lump sum on those back-payments right off, she’d lose the place in about a week.

I could tell she had something bothering her when she got back from town. She’d really come to love that place, and the idea of it going at auction wasn’t a pleasant one. She’d ridden to town and back, and she gave her horse to one of the boys to take care of and walked over to the house, twisting her quirt in her hands and wearing a little frown that was almost as pretty as her smile. She went up on the front porch, which ran along the front of the house and round the corner, and walked along it slowly till she came abreast of where Chance Stevens and I were unsaddling our horses near the yard pump on the other side of the railing. It’s something to think, you know, that if we’d unsaddled in the barn that day I might not be telling this story at all. Just goes to show you it’s the little things that count after all.

She wasn’t looking at us to begin with; we were just there; but then her eyes widened a little like she’d got an idea, and it was Chance her eyes were on. I don’t know why she picked him. All the boys were pretty decent upstanding fellows. I suppose it was because he was young and fairly good-looking, while the rest of us were over thirty and there wasn’t any artist who was going to ask to paint our pictures.

I could tell that whatever idea had come to her, it was the kind that scares you a little at first, because it’s so big you wonder how you could be the one to think of it. Then her face changed so I could see she was getting used to it, getting to the point where you begin to think it might actually work. It’s right about then that some people just blurt it out, before they’ve had a chance to think it over a second time and have second thoughts. That’s what Meredith did.

She put her hands on the railing and leaned over it. “Chance, could you do me a favor?”

He looked up quick and smiled at her. “Sure, Miss Meredith. What’s the trouble?”

“Would you—could you marry me?”

Chance was just bending down on the other side of his horse as she spoke, and he popped up and gave her a look across the saddle to make sure he’d heard what he thought he did. “What?”

“Well, not really. I mean, yes, really. But it wouldn’t be—I mean, you wouldn’t have to—” She turned about as pink as a June rose and stuck for a minute.

“Miss Meredith, are you—are you feeling all right?” said Chance, looking at her kind of concerned, and you couldn’t blame him.

“Oh, yes, I’m all right,” she said, smiling and looking a little embarrassed. “But I’ve got to be married before next Friday or I’m going to lose the ranch.”

That didn’t sound any saner to me. But Meredith Fayett was dead in earnest. She got up on the porch rail and sat there with her back to the post and explained it all, and Chance leaned his folded arms over his saddle and listened to her. She made an awfully pretty picture perched up there with the greenery hanging down behind her, swinging one little riding-boot back and forth as she talked. She looked like a sweet innocent little girl, and let me tell you, there had to be a fair amount of little girl left in any woman who could make a proposal like this and make it seriously.

“I never knew this property was mortgaged until recently. My father left me some money in trust that would help pay it off, but I can’t touch the capital until I come of age or marry. The interest isn’t enough to pay what’s due on the mortgage—and I won’t be twenty-one for six months. So I thought—if I could find someone to marry me—only on paper, you understand. I only thought I’d ask you, but of course you needn’t do it if you’d rather not. I just thought…”

She stopped, and sighed. I suppose she thought it was really too ridiculous and the ranch was as good as gone—and I agreed with her. The story of the pretty girl who’s going to lose the ranch is as old as barbed wire, but this adaptation was a new one on me and not likely to catch on with the public.

Chance pushed his hat back on his forehead. He was the sort who grasps things much too quickly—you know, the ones who can blurt out the answer to the arithmetic problem before you’ve got through reading it—which had frustrated me many a time before. But when he spoke I inwardly blessed my comparative slow-wittedness. Better slow than sorry, as the saying goes.

He said, “Well, no—I understand. I’d like to help you if I can…”

“It would only be for a few months,” said Meredith hopefully, “and it wouldn’t really mean anything. Unless—unless there’s another girl, or something of that sort—”

“No—no,” said Chance, looking almost as embarrassed as she did.

“And you needn’t worry about losing your job here. I suppose you can come back and work here just the same after you’ve abandoned me.”

“Hold up. When did I do that?” said Chance.

“That’s what’s required in order to get an annulment, afterwards,” said Meredith. “It’s a legal term,” she added, the way people do when they’re not quite sure what something means themselves.

She added hesitantly, “I could make it worth your while—if you’d like a raise in your pay, or—”

That did it. Chance was the high-spirited, sensitive kind that get offended when you mention money within a day’s march of something personal, and marriage is nothing if not personal. He stiffened up right away, frowning. “The last time I did somebody a favor I didn’t ask to get paid for it,” he said shortly. “I don’t want any money. I’ll do it. I’m glad to help you out.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said, breaking into that smile of hers, and you could tell that even though she’d been too shy to push a delicate question like proposing marriage to a fellow, she really wanted to keep that ranch. Chance brightened up like a mirror when you smile into it, and I couldn’t blame him for that, either. Meredith’s smile was more worth seeing than whatever most people meet there.

“When do you want to do it?” he asked.

She gave it a second’s thought. “Well, would tomorrow do? I want to take care of those payments as soon as I can. Tomorrow afternoon?”

“All right by me. Any time you say.”

All this time I’d been close by, watching like I was at a performance, and not entirely sure it wasn’t an opera of some kind by how improbable it was. Once Meredith Fayett had gone into the house I got out of the audience and let Chance Stevens have it good.

“I’ve witnessed some colossal pieces of impulse in my time,” said I, “but this one takes the cake. And I had you figured for a smart kid. I’ll bet you didn’t know that,” I added, which was probably true. I don’t believe in flattery.

Chance looked at me blankly, like he’d forgotten I was there, which he probably had. That happened sometimes when Meredith and I were both in the vicinity. Then he gave me a funny patronizing smile, like a man does whenever he’s mixed up with a woman and feels like he knows more about her than you ever could, and shrugged. “Aw, it’s nothing much.”

“You’re the first man I ever heard describe marriage as ‘nothing much’.”

Chance only laughed at me. “But Marty, it isn’t really marriage,” he said. “Didn’t you hear anything she said? It’s just on paper.”

“I’ve got ears, and I’ve got eyes, and I’m reasonably sure I’ve got brains,” said I. “I admit no bachelor can be rightly regarded as an expert on matrimony, even if he’s a minister, because his expertness doesn’t even extend as far as the honeymoon, which is a poor example in itself. But—”

“What are you talking about?” demanded Chance, who had been left even further behind than the marriage license, judging from the look on his face. I wondered how I could ever have appraised anyone who could look that foolish as a ‘smart kid.’

“Suffering sassafras!” said I, out of patience. “Listen here, Chance. I come from a large family, with plenty of women in it. Nine aunts and uncles—I mean nine pairs of them—besides my own folks, not to mention girl cousins and so on. I’m not against the married state, but I can say from secondhand experience it’s nothing to go into with your eyes shut and your hands tied behind your back.”

Chance didn’t seem to care. He just laughed again as he loosened the cinch and slid the saddle off his horse. “I told you, it’s not really marriage, the way we’re doing it.”

I shook my head. “Marriage is marriage, no matter how many times you two keep saying ‘not really’ like it’s some kind of hocus-pocus.”

“Oh, shut up,” said Chance good-naturedly. “I’m doing a lady a favor, that’s all; I’m not going to get in trouble. She’s square; she’ll do like she said and it’ll all be over in a few months.”

“It’s too good to be true,” I said gloomily, as I pulled the headstall over my horse’s ears. “I’m no legal or matrimonial expert, but you mark my words, sonny boy, there’s going to be a catch in it somewhere.”

Which there was, of course, though it wasn’t at all what I expected it to be.
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Chapter 2

Clinching the Deal

Having seen the first act, I made sure I was on the spot when the curtain went up on the second one. You see, at this point I still thought it was free admission…but I’m getting ahead of myself.

Anyway, it wasn’t hard for me to tag along when Chance Stevens and Meredith Fayett rode into Culver’s Corners together the next afternoon. We didn’t look much like a wedding party. She had on her riding togs with the middy blouse and tie and the wide-brimmed hat she always wore outdoors, and Chance the same old blue shirt he wore every day—and me, I never was one for formal attire even on special occasions.

We reined up in front of the Justice of the Peace’s little office. “You’d better come in, Marty; we might need you for a witness,” said Chance as we dismounted.

“I’m not prepared to stand the damages if the deal falls through,” said I, “but I’ll come along and lend moral support. You’ll need it.”

“Oh, shut up,” he said, friendly as ever.

The Justice of the Peace was a fat bald little man with cheeks like apples and fingers like sausages. Taken altogether he’d have kept a whole tribe of cannibals happy for a week. He was a cheerful kind of creature too; he greeted Meredith like a long-lost daughter. She explained that she’d come to be married.

“Oh, then you’ve found one!” said the Justice of the Peace.

It seems the Justice of the Peace had foregathered with Banker Ross shortly after the man of money delivered his broadside to Meredith, and Ross had told him how Meredith needed to take a matrimonial partner into the firm by Friday or go bust—to prepare him for a visit at Thursday midnight if the search went down to the wire, I suppose. The Justice, who you might say had both a friendly and a professional interest in the case, was happy to find she’d succeeded.

“Well, shall we get down to business?” he said, rubbing his fat hands together and looking at Chance and me. “Which one of them is it?”

I withdrew myself from the running and retreated to a chair by the wall that offered a good view; in the dress-circle, you might say. The J. of the P. gets out a paper and busies himself with officialness. “Your full names, please.”

“Chance Alexander Stevens,” says the aforementioned a little stiffly.

(“Alexander!” says I to myself with a chuckle.)

“Meredith Clarice Fayett,” said she, quiet and cool. She’d begun to look a little pale and starry-eyed, just as if it was the real thing. To a woman a wedding is a wedding, with or without the trimmings.

The J. of the P. arranged himself behind the desk with his little book in both hands while they stood side by side opposite, and he sort of threw back his head and puffed out his chest and commenced reading in a pompous voice, enjoying every second of it. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony. You may now kiss the bride.”

Chance and the girl both kind of jumped and threw a scared look at each other. The J. of the P. gave a foolish giggle. “Oh, excuse me. I skipped a page.”

Both of them looked a sigh of relief, although you couldn’t hear anything, and settled down again. But Chance tugged uneasily at his neckerchief. He was starting to sweat a little.

The J. of the P. had wound himself up again and was rolling on. “Do you, Chance, take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife, to love and to cher—to, er—hmmm…let’s see…”

He frowned at the book. The discrepancy between the ceremony and the circumstances was holding him up a little.

He tried again. “Let’s put it this way: Do you, Chance, promise to adhere to whatever agreement you two have settled between yourselves, for as long as ye both shall deem it necessary?”

He had imagination, that little judge.

“Sure,” said Chance. He didn’t.

“Do you, Meredith, take this man to be your lawful wedded husband, promising to comply with the terms and conditions of said agreement, for better or worse?”

By this time I think he’d forgotten whether he was assisting at a marriage or conspiring at a mortgage.

“I do,” said Meredith, quiet like before. She hadn’t.

“And now the ring!” said the J. of the P. brightly.

“Oh,” said Meredith, looking distressed. She looked up at Chance and over at the Justice. “We forgot about that. Do we need to have one?”

“Well, it isn’t—so far as I know—required by law,” said the J., “but I always recommend it. It adds a certain stamp of—shall we say respectability?—to the proceedings.” The Justice was evidently a fellow who took some pride in his work. He wasn’t one for doing things halfway.

That was when I had my brilliant inspiration.

“Hey!” I said. I sprang up from the witness-chair and began digging in my pockets as I made my way up to the altar. “I’ve got something here that might work.”

I held it out to Meredith. It was no slouch of a ring, either. It was real gold, I think, though a little tarnished, and the green stone in the middle still sparkled nice after quite a while down in my pocket. It looked a lot better out where the light could get to it. Meredith gave a kind of “ohhhh” and took it pretty near reverently. “It’s beautiful, Marty,” she said. “It looks old, too. It must be an heirloom.”

“It was my grandmother’s,” I said with satisfaction.

That touched her even more. “Are you sure you want to give it away? No, you ought to keep it,” she said, trying to hand it back to me.

“No, no, you go ahead and use it. I’ve been carrying that around a long time—always figured I’d find the right girl to give it to someday,” I said, chuckling at my own joke.

The Justice of the Peace shook his fat cheeks a little, like he was trying to clear a muddled head. “I really am getting too old for this sort of thing,” said he to himself.

I didn’t catch on until Chance elbowed me, and then I realized I was breaking up the J.’s field of vision, right there between the bride and groom. I sidestepped and came up on Chance’s right. Meredith had already slipped the ring on her finger and was sort of brooding over it. The J. of the P. perked up again and rolled out the concluding paragraph: “So, by the powers vested in me by the State of Missouri, I pronounce you man and wife, to all legal intents and purposes. And here we are on page twenty-seven again,” he added, with another giggle.
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