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THE WEDDING GIFT

Thomas Raddal}

Nova Scotia, in 1794. Winter. Snow on the ground. Two feet of it in the
woods, less by the shore, except in drifts against Port Marriott’s barns and fences;
but enough to set sleigh bells ringing through the town, enough to require a
multitude of paths and burrows from doors to streets, to carpet the wharves and
the decks of the shipping, and to trim the ships’ yards with tippets of ermine.
Enough to require fires roaring in the town’s chimneys, and blue wood smoke
hanging low over the roof tops in the still December air. Enough to squeal
under foot in the trodden places and to muffle the step everywhere else. Enough
for the hunters, whose snowshoes now could overtake the floundering moose
and caribou. Even enough for the always-complaining loggers, whose ox sleds
now could haul their cut from every part of the woods. But not enough, not
nearly enough snow for Miss Kezia Barnes, who was going to Bristol Creek to
marry Mr. Hathaway. ¥

_ Kezia did not want to marry Mr. Hathaway. Indeed she had told Mr. and
Mus. Barclay in a tearful voice that she didn’t want to marry anybody. But
Mr. Barclay had taken snuff and said “Ha! Humph!” in the severe tone he used
when he was displeased; and Mis. Barclay had sniffed and said it was a very
good match for her, and revolved the cold blue eyes in her fat moon face, and
said Kezia must not be a little fool.

- There were two ways of going to Bristol Creek. One was by sea, in one of
the fishing sloops. But the preacher objected to that. He was a pallid young
man lately sent out from England by Lady Huntingdon’s Connexion, and seasick
five weeks on the way. He held M. Barclay in some awe, for Mr. Barclay had
the best pew in the meetinghouse and was the chief pillar of godliness in Port
Marriott. But young Mr. Mears was firm on this point. He would go by road, he
said, or not at all. Mr. Barclay had retorted “Hal Humph!” The road was
twenty miles of horse path through the woods, now deep in snow. Also the path
began at Harper's Farm on the far side of the harbour, and Harper had but one
hotse..

“I shall walk,” declared the preacher calmly, “and the young woman can
ride.”

Kezia had prayed for snow, storms of snow, o bury the trail and keep
anyone fromerossing the cape to Bristol Creek. But now they wéfe setting out
from Harpei’s Farm, with Harper's big brown horse, and all Kezia's prayers had
gone for naught. Like any anxious lover, busy Mr. Hathaway had sent Black
Sam overland on foot to find out what delayed his wedding, and now Sam’s day-
old tracks marked for Kezia the road to marriage. '

She was a meek little thing, .as became an orphan brought up as house-help
in the Barclay home; but now she looked at the preacher and saw how young
and helpless he looked so far from his native Yorkshire, and how ill-clad for this
bitter trans-Atlantic weather, and she spoke up. ‘
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“You d better take my shawl, sir. I clon t need it. F've got Miss Julia's old
riding cloak. And we'll go ride-and-tie.”

“Ride and what?' murmured Mr, Meais.

“El zide a mile or so, then I'll get ‘down and tie the horse to a tree and
walk on. When you come up to the horse, you mount and ride a mile or so,
passing me on the way, and you tie him and walk on. Like that. Rlde»and
tie, ride-and-tie. The horse gets a rest between.” |

Young Mr. Mears nodded and took the proffered shaw] absently It was a

- black thing that matched his sober broadcloth coat and smallclothes, his black
woollen stockings and his round black hat. At Mr. Barclay's suggestion he had
borrowed a pair of moose-hide moccasins for the journey. As he walked a prayer-

. book in his coat-skirts bumped the back of his legs.

At the top of the ridge above Harper 8 pasture wbere the narrow path led




off through gloomy hemlock woods, Kezia paused for a last look back across

the harbour. In the morning sunlight the white roofs of the little lonely town
resembled a ridal wave flung up by the sea and frozen as it broke against the
dark pine forest to the west. Kezia sighed, and young Mr. Mears was surprised to
see tears in her eyes.

She rode off ahead. The saddle was a man’s, of course, awkward to ride
modestly, woman-fashion. As soon as she was out of the preacher’s sight she
rucked her skirts and slid a leg over to the other stirrup. That was better. There
was a pleasant sensation of freedom about it, too. For a moment she forgot
that she was going to Bristol Creek, in finery second-hand from the Barclay girls,
in a new linen shift and drawers that she had sewn herself in the light of the
kitchen candles, in white cotton stockings and a bonnet and shoes from Mr.
Barclay’s store, to marry Mr. Hathaway. '




The Barclays had done well for her from the time when, a skinny weeping -
creature of fourteen, she was taken into the Barclay household and, as Mis.
Barclay so often said, “treated more like one of my own than a bond-gitl from
the poorhouse.” She had first choice of the clothing cast off by Miss Julia and
Miss Clara. She was permitted to sit in the same room, and learn what she
could, when the schoolmaster came to give private lessons to the Barclay girls.
She waited on table, of course, and helped in the kitchen, and made beds,
and dusted and scrubbed. But then she had been taught to spin and to sew and
to knit. And she was permitted, indeed encouraged, to sit with the Barclays
in the meetinghouse, at the convenient end of the pew, where she could worship
the Barclays' God and assist with the Batclay wraps at the beginning and end
of the service. And now, to complete her rewards, she had been granted the hand
of a rejected Barclay suitor. :

Mr. Hathaway was Barclay's agent at-Bristol Creek, where he sold rum and
gunpowder and corn meal and such things to the fishermen and hunters, and
hought split cod — fresh, pickled or dry — and ran a small sawmill, and cut and
shipped firewood by schooner to Port Marrlott and managed a farm, all for a
salary of fifty pounds, Halifax currency, per year. Hathaway was a most ‘capable
fellow, Mr. ‘Barclay often acknowledged. But when after fifteen capable years Coa
he came seeking a wife, and cast a sheep’s eye first at Miss Julia, and then at :
Miss Clara, Mrs, Barclay observed with a sniff that Hathaway was lookmg a

" bit high. ' _

So he was. The older daughter of Port Marriott’s most prosperous merchant
was even then receiving polite attentions from Mr. Gamage, the new collector _
of customs, and a connection of the Halifax Gamages, as Mrs. Barclay was fond o

“of pointing out.” And Miss Clara was going-to Halifax in the spring to learn ) '
the gentle art of playing the pianoforte, and incidentally to display her charms N
to the naval and military young gentlemen,who thronged the Halifax o
drawingrooms. The dear girls laughed behind their hands whenever long solemn
Mr. Hathaway came to town aboard one of the Barclay vessels and called at
the big house under the elms. Mrs. Barclay bridled at Hathaway’s presumption, -
but shrewd Mr. Barclay narrowed his-tittle black eyes and took snuff and said _
“Hai Humph'” . - . h
-+ It was plain to Mr. Barclay that an emergency had arisen. Hathaway wasa - o
good man — in his place, and Hathaway must be kept content there, to go
on making profit for Mr. Barclay at a cost of only £50 a year. "Twas =a pity
Hathaway couldn’t satisfy himself with one.of the fishermen’s girls at the Creek,
but there "twas. If Hathaway had set his mind on a town miss, then a town o
miss he must have; but she must be the right kind, the sort who would content - o
herself and Hathaway at Bristol Creek and not go nagging the man to remove
and try his capabilities elsewhere. At once Mr. Barclay thought of Kezia — dear
little Kezzie. A colourless little creature but qu1et and well-mannered and pious,
and only twenty-two.

M. Hathaway was nearly forty and far from handsome and he had-a rather
cold, seeking way about him — useful in business of course — that rubbed
women the wrong way. Privately Mr. Barclay thought Hathaway lucky to get SRR ¢

Kezia. But it was a nice match for the girl, better than anything she could have B

expected I—Ie xmpressed that upon her and introduced the suitor frorn Bristol




Creek. Mr. Hathaway spent two or three evenings courting Kezia in the
kitchen — Kezia in a quite good gown of Miss Clara’s, gazing out at the
November moon on the snow, murmuring now and again in the tones of
someone in a rather dismal trance, while the kitchen help listened behind one
door and the Barclay girls giggled behind another. -

The decision, reached mainly by the Barclays, was that Mr. Hathaway
should come to Port Marriott aboard the packet schooner on December twenty-
third, to be married in the Barclay parlour and then take his bride home for
Christmas. But an unforeseen circumstance had changed all this. The
circumstance was a ship, “from Mogador in Barbary” as Mr. Barclay wrote
afterwards in the salvage claim, driven off her course by gales and wrecked at the
very entrance to Bristol Creek. She was a valuable wreck, laden with such
queer things as goatskins in pickle, almonds, wormseed, pomegranate skins and
gum arabic, and capable Mr. Hathaway had lost no time in salvage for the
benefit of his employer.

As a result he could not come to Port Marriott for a wedding or anything
else. A storm might blow up at any time and demolish this fat prize. He
dispatched a note by Black Sam, urging Mr. Barclay to send Kezia and the
preacher by return. It was not the orthodox note of an impatient sweetheart, but
it said that he had moved into eimis new house by the Creek and found it

" “extream empty lackifig a woman,” and it suggested delicately that while his days
were full, the nights were dull.

Kezia was no judge of distance. She rode for what she considered a reasonable
time and then slid off and tied the brown horse to a maple tree beside'the path.
She had brought a couple of lamp wicks to tie about her shoes, to keep them
from coming off in the snow, and she set out afoot in the big splayed tracks of
Black Sam. The soft snow came almost to her knees in places and she lifted
her skirts high. The path was no wider than the span of a man’s arms, cut out
with axes years before. She stumbled over a concealed sturp from time to time,
and the huckleberry bushes dragged at her cloak, but the effort warmed her.

It had been cold, sitting on the horse with the wind blowing up her legs.

After a time the preacher overtook her, riding awkwardly and holding the
reins in a nervous grip. The stirrups were too short for his long black-stockinged
legs. He called out cheerfully as he passed, “Are you all right, Miss?” She
nodded, standing aside with her back to a tree. When he disappeared ahead,
with a last flutter of black shawl tassels in the wind, she picked up her skirts and
went on. The path climbed and dropped monotonously over a succession of
wooded ridges. Here and there in a hollow she heard water running, and the
- creak -of frosty poles underfoot, and knew she was crossing a small stream, and
once the trail ran across a wide swamp on half-rotten corduroy, wind-swept
and bare of snow.

She found the horse tethered clumsily not far ahead, and the tracks of the
preacher going on. She had to lead the hotse to a stump so she could mount,
and when she passed Mr. Mears again she called out, “Please, sir, next time leave
the horse by a stump or a rock so I can get on.” In his quaint old-country
accent he murmured, “I'm very sorry,” and gazed down at the snow. She forgot

she was riding astride until she-had passed him, and then she flushed, and
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' gave the indignant horsé a cut of the switch. Next time she remembered and

swung her right:leg back where i should be, and ‘tucked the skirts 'm_cfde‘st_l'y e
-about her ankles; but young Mr. Mears looked down at the snow anyway, and PO
after that she did not trouble to shift when she overtook hir. ' l )

The ridges became steeper, and the streams roared under the ice and snow
in the swales. They emerged upon the high tableland between Port Marriott
and Bristol Creek, a gusty wilderness of young hardwood scrub struggling up
amongst the gray snags of an old forest fire, and now that they were out of the
gloomy softwoods they could see a stretch of sky. It was blue-grey and forbidding,
and the wind whistling up from the invisible sea felt raw on.the cheek. At their
next meeting Kezia said, “It’s going to snow.” . | - R
She had no knowledge of the trail but she puessed that they were not much o
more than half way across the cape. On this high barren the track was no
lénger straight and clear, it meandered amongst the meagre hardwood, clumps
where the path-makers had not bothered. to cut, and only Black Sam’s footprints
really marked it for her unaccustomed eyes. The preacher nodded vaguely at -
her remark. The woods,  like everything else about his chosen mission field, were
new and very interesting, and he could not understand the alarm in her voice.
He looked confidently at Bfack Sam’s tracks. _ ' '
Kezia tied the horse farther on and began her spell of walking, Her shoes
were solid things, the kind of shoes Mr. Barclay invoiced as “a Common Strong
sort, for women; Five Shillings”; but the snow worked into them and melted
and saturated the leather. Her feet were. numb every time she slid down from the
horse and it took several minutes of sturbling through the snow to bring back
an.aching warmth. - Beneath her arm she clutched the small bundle which:
- contained all she had in the world — two flannel nightgowns, a shift of linen,
three pairs of stout wool stockings —- and of course M. Barclay’s wedding gift for
~Mr. Hathaway. ' S e
Now as she plunged along she felt the first sting of snow on her face and, : )
looking up, saw the stuff borne on the wind in small hard pellets that fell e
amongst the bare hardwoods and set up a whisper everywhere. When Mr. Mears
rode up to her the snow was thick in their faces, like flung salt. '
“It’s a nor-easter!” she cried up to him. She knew the meaning of snow -
from the sea. She had been born in a fishing village down the coast.
“Yes,"” mumbled the preacher,.and drew a fold of the shawl about his face.
He disappeared. She struggled on, gasping, and after what seemed a tremendous
journey came upon him standing alone and bewildered, looking off sornewhere
to the right. . :
“The horse!" he shouted. "] got off hirn, and before 1 could fasten the reins
- some snow fell off a branch — startled him, you know — and he ran off, over
that way.” He gestured with a mittened hand. “I must fetch him back,” he
added confusedly. ‘ : ' '
. “No!” Kezia cried. “Don't you try. You'd only get lost. So would 1. Oh,
dear! ‘This is awful. We'll have to go on, the best we can.” :
He was doubtful. The horse tracks looked very plain, But Kezia was looking
at Black Sam’s tracks, and tugging his arm. He gave in, and they struggled
along for half an hour or so. Then the last trace of the old footprints vanished.
“What shall we do now?” the preacher asked, astonished. -
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“I don’t know,” whispered Kezia, and leaned against a dead pine stub in an
attitude of weariness and indifference that dismayed him. '

“We must keep moving, my dear, mustn’t we? | mean, we can't stay here.”

“Can’t stay here,” she echoed. '

“Down there -— a holiow, I think. T see some hemlock trees, or are they
pines! — I'm never quite sure. Shelter, anyway.” '

“Shelter,” muttered Kezia.

He took her by the hand and like a pair of lost children they dragged their
steps into the deep snow of the hollow. The trees were tall spruces, a thick
bunch in a'ravine, where they had escaped the old fire, A stream thundered
-amongst them somewhere. There was no wind in this place, only the fine snow

~whitling thickly down between the trees like a sediment from the storm
“overhead.

“Look!” cried Mr. Mears. A hut loomed out of the white_ness before them,
a small structure of moss-chinked logs with a roof of poles and birch-bark. It

Instinctively Kezia went to the stone hearth. There were old ashes sodden with
rain down the chimney and now frozén to a cake.

“Have you got flint and steel?” she asked. She saw in his eyes something
dazed and forlorn. He shook his head, and she was filled with 1 sudden anger,
not so much at him as at Mr. Barclay and that — that Hathaway, and all the
rest of menkind. They ruled the world and made such a sorry mess of it. In
a small fury she began to rumnimage about the hut.

There was a crude bed of poles and brushwood by the fireplace ~-
brushwood so old that only a few brown needles clung to the twigs. A rough
bench whittled from a pine log, with round birch sticks for legs. A broken
earthenware pot in 4 corner. In another some ash-wood frames such as trappers
used for stretching skins. Nothing else. The single window was covered with
a stretched moose-bladder, cracked and dry-rotten, but it still let in some daylight
while keeping out the snow. : _

She scooped up the snow from the floor with her mittened hands, throwing
it outside, and closed the door carefully, dropping the bar into place, as if she
could shut out and bar the cold in such a fashion. The air inside was frigid.
Their breath hung visible in the dim light from the window. Young Mr. Mears

' dropped on his wet knees and began to pray in a loud voice. His face was pinched

with cold and his teeth rattled as he prayed. He was a pitiable object.

“Prayers won't keep you warm,” said Kezia crossly.

He looked up, amazed ac the change in her. She had seemed such g meek
lietle thing. Kezia was surprised at herself, and surprisingly she went on, “You'd
far better take off those wer mocceasing and stockings and shake the snow out
of your clothes.” She set the example, vigorously shaking out her skirts and Miss
Julia's cloak, and she turned her small back on him and took off her own shoes
and stockings, and pulled on dry stockings from her bundle. She threw him
a pair. '

“Put those on.”

“I'm afraid they wouldn't go on.”
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She tossed him one of her flannel nightgowns. “Then take off your stockings
and wrap your feet and legs in that.”

He obeyed, in an embarrassed silence. She rolled her eyes upward, for his
modesty's sake, and saw a bundle on one of the low rafters — the late owner’s
bedding, stowed away from mice. She stood on the bench and pulled down three
bearskins, marred with bullet holes. A rank and musty smel! arose in the cold.
She considered the find gravely. : :

“You take them,” Mr. Mears said gallantly. “I shall be quite all right.”

“You'll be dead by morning, and so shall 1,” she answered vigorously, “if
you don’t do what I say. We've got to roll up in these.” :
“Together?” he cried in horror.

“Of course! To keep each other warm. [¢’s the only way.”




She spread the skins on the floor, hair uppermost, one overlapping another,
~and dragged the flustered young man down beside her, clutching him in her
arms, and rolled with him, over, and over again, so that they became a single
shapeless heap in the comer farthest from the draft between door and chimney.

“Put your arms around me,” commanded the new Kezia, and he obeyed.

“Now,” she said, “you can pray. God helps those that help themselves.”

He prayed aloud for a long time, and privately called upon heaven to
witness the purity of his thoughts in this strange and shocking situation. He said
“Amen” at last; and “Amen,” echoed Kezia, piously.

They lay silent a long time, breathing on each other’s necks and hearing
their own hearts — poor Mr. Mears' fluttering in an agitated way, Kezia’s as
steady as a clock. A delicious warmth crept over them. They relaxed in each -
other’s arms. Qutside, the storm hissed in the spruce tops and set up an
occasional cold moan in the cracked clay chimney. The down-swirling snow
brushed softly against the bladder pane.

“I'm warm now,” murmured Kezia. “Are you?”

“Yes. How long must we stay here like this?” _

“Till the storm’s over, of course. Tomorrow, probably. Nor'easters usually.
blow themselves out in a day and a night, ’specially when they come up sharp,
like this one. Are you hungry?” :

“NO.” .

“Abigail - that’s the black cock at Barclay's — gave me bread and cheese
in a handkerchief. I've got it in my bundle. Mr. Barclay thought we ought to
reach Bristol Creek by supper time, but Nabby said I must have a bite to eat on
the road. She’s a good kind thing, old Nabby. Sure you're not hungry?”

“Quite. [ feel somewhat fatigued but not hungry.” :

“Then we'll eat the bread and cheese for breakfast. Have you got a watch?”

“No, I'm sorry. They cost such a lot of money. In Lady Huntingdon’s
Connexion we —" ]

“Oh well, it doesn’t matter. It must be about four o’clock — the light's
getting dim. Of course, the dark comes very quick in a snowstorm.”

“Dark,” echoed young Mr. Mears drowsily. Kezia’s hair, washed last night
for the wedding journey, smelled pleasant so close to his face. It reminded him of
something. He went to sleep dreaming of his mother, with his face snug in the
curve of Kezia’s neck and shoulder, and smiling, and muttering words that Kezia
could not catch. After a time she kissed his cheek. It seemed a very natural
thing to do. .

Soon she was dozing herself, and dreaming, too; but her dreams were full of _
forbidding faces - Mr. Barclay’s, Mrs. Barclay’s, Mr. Hathaway's; especially
Mr. Hathaway’s. Out of a confused darkness Mr. Hathaway’s hard acquisitive
gaze searched her shrinking flesh like a cold wind. Then she was shuddering
by the kitchen fire at Barclay’s, accepting Mr. Hathaway's courtship and wishing
she was dead. In the midst of that sickening wooing she wakened sharply.

- It was quite dark in the hut. Mr. Mears was breathing quietly against her
. throat. But there was a sound of heavy steps outside, muffled in the snow and
somehow felt rather than heard. She shook the young man and he wakened
with a start, clutching her convulsively.

O “Sh-h-h!” she warned. “Something’s moving outside.” She felt him stiffen.
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“Bears?” he whispered.

Silly! thought Kezia. People from the old country could think of nothmg but
bears in the woods. Besides, beats holed up in winter. A caribou, perhaps. More
likely a moose. Caribou moved inland before this, to the wide mossy bogs up
the river, away from the coastal storms. Again the sound.

“There!" hissed the preacher. Their hearts beat rapidly together.

“The door — you fastened it, didn’t you?”

“Yeg,"” she said. Suddenly she knew.

“Unroll, quick!” she cried . . . “No, not this way — your way.”

They unrolled, ludicrously, and the gitl scrambled up and ran across the
floor in her stockinged feet, and fumbled with the rotten door-bar. Mr. Mears
attempted to follow but he tripped over the nightgown still wound about his
feet, and fell with a crash. He was up again in a moment, catching up the clumsy
wooden bench for a weapon, his bare feet slapping on the icy floor. He tried
to shoulder her aside, crying “Stand back! Leave it to me!” and waving the bench
uncertainly in the darkness.

She laughed excitedly. “Silly!” she said. “It’s the horse.” She flung the
door open. In the queer ghostly murk of a night filled with snow they beheld a
large dark shape. The shape whinnied softly and thrust a long face into the .
doorway. Mr. Mears dropped the bench, astonished.

“He got over his fright and followed us here somehow,” Kezia said, and
laughed again. She put her arms about the snowy head and laid her face against
1k,
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“Good horse! Oh, good, good horse!”

“What are you going to do?” the preacher murmured over her shoulder.
After the warmth of their nest in the furs they were shivering in this icy
armosphere.

“Bring him in, of course. We can’t leave him out in the storm.” She caught
the bridle and urged the horse inside with expert clucking sounds. The animal
hesitated, but fear of the storm and a desire for shelter and company decided
him. In he came, tramping ponderously on the split-pole floor. The preacher 5
closed and barred the door. '

“And now?” he asked.

“Back to the furs. Quick! It’s awful cold.”

Rolled in the furs once more, their arms went about each other
instinctively, and the young man’s face found the comfortable nook against
Kezia’s soft throat. But sleep was difficult after that. The horse whinnied gently
from time to time, and stamped about the floor. The decayed poles crackled
dangerously under his hoofs whenever he moved, and Kezia trembled, thinking
he might break through and frighten himself, and flounder about till he tumbled
the crazy hut about their heads. She called out to him “Steady boy! Steady!”

It was a long night. The pole floor made its irregularities felt through the
thickness of fur; and because there seemed nowhere to put their arms but about
each other the flesh became cramped, and spread its protest along the bones.
They were stiff and sore when the first light of morning stained the window.
They unrolled and stood up thankfully, and tramped up and down the floor,
threshing their arms in an effort to fight off the gripping cold. Kezia undid her
bundle in a corner and brought forth Nabby's bread and cheese, and they ate it .
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sitting together on the edge of the brushwood bed with the skins about their
shoulders. Outside the snow had ceased.

“We must set off at once,” the preacher said. “Mr. Hathaway will be
anxious.”

Kezia was silent. She did not move, and he looked at her curiously. She
appeared very fresh, considering the hardships of the previous day and the nighe.
He passed a hand over his cheeks and thought how unclean he must appear in
her eyes, with this stubble on his pale face.

“Mr. Hathaway —" he began again.

“I'm not going to Mr. Hathaway,” Kezia said quietly.

“But — the wedding!”

There'll be no wedding. I don't want to marry Mr. Hathaway. "Twas Mr.
Hathaway's idea, and Mr. and Mrs. Barclay’s. They wanted me to marry him.”

“What will the Barclays say, my dear?”

She shrugged. “I've been their bond-girt ever since 1 was fourteen, but I'm
not a slave like poor black Nabby, to be handed over, body and soul, whenever
it suits.” -

- "Your soul belongs to God,” said Mr. Mears devoutly.

“And my body belongs to me.#

He was a little shocked at this outspokenness but he said gently, “Of course.
To give oneself in marriage without true affection would be an offence in the
sight of heaven. But what will Mr, Hathaway say?”

“Well, to begin with, he'll ask where I spent the night, and I'll have to tell
the truth. I'll have to say I bundled with you in a hut in the woods.”

“Bundled?” .

“A custom the people brought with them from Connécticut when they
came to settle in Nova Scotia. Poor folk still do it. Sweethearts, [ mean. It saves
fire and candles when you're courting on a winiter evening. It’s harmless —
they keep their clothes on, you see, like you and me - - but Mr. Barclay and the
other Methody people are terrible set against it. Mr. Barclay got old
Mt. Mings - he's the Methody preacher that died last year — (0 make a sermon
against it. Mr. Mings said bundling was an invention of the devil.”

“Then if you go back to Mr. Barclay ——"

“He'll ask me the same question and I'll have to give him the same answer.
[ couldn’t tell a lie, could 2" She turned a pair of round blue eyes and met his
embarrassed gaze. .

“No! No, you mustn’t lie. Whatever shall we do?” he murmured in a dazed
voice. Again she was silent, looking modestly down her small nose.

“It’s so very strange,” he floundered. “This country -— there are so many
things T don’t know, so many things to learn. You — I — we shall have to tell
the truth, of course. Doubtless I can find a place in the Lord's service somewhere
else, but what about you, poor girl?” '

“I heard say the people at Scrod Harbour want a preacher.”

“But ~— the tale would follow me, wouldn't it, my dear! This — er —
bundling with a young woman?”-

* "Twouldn't matter if the young woman was your wife.” L

“Eh?” His mouth fell open. He was like an astonished child, for all his
preacher’s clothes and the new beard on his jaws.

T
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“I'ma good girl,"” Kezia said, inspecting her foot. “I can read and wrlte,
~and know all the tunes in the psalter And - and you need someone to look
after you.”

He considered the truth of that. Then he murmured uncertainly, “We'd be
very poor, my dear. The Connexion gives some support, but of course —'

“I've always been poor,” Kezia said. She sat very still but her cold fingers
writhed in her lap.

- He did something then that made her want to cry. He took hold of her
hands and bowed his head and kissed them.

“It’s strange — I don’t even know your name, my dear.”

“It’s Kezia — &ezia Barnes.”

He said quietly, “You'ze a brave gil, Kezia Barnes, and I shall try to be a
good husband to you. Shall we go?”

“Hadn't you better kiss me, first!” Kezia said faintly.

He put his lips awkwardly to hers; and then, as if the taste of her clean
mouth itself provided strength and purpose, he kissed her again, and firmly. She
threw her arms about his neck.

“Oh, Mr. Mears!” _

How little he knew about everything! He hadn’t even known enough to
wear two or three pairs of stockings inside those roomy moccasins, nor to carry a
pair of dry ones. Yesterday’s wet stockings were lying like sticks on the frosty
floor. She showed him how to knead the hard-frozen moceasing into softness,
and while he worked at the stiff leather she tore up one of her wedding bed-
shirts and wound the flannel strips about his legs and feet. It looked very queer
when she had finished, and they both laughed.

They were chilled to the bone when they set off, Kezia on the horse and
the preacher walking ahead, holding the reins. When they regained the slope
where they had lost the path, Kezia said, “The sun rises somewhere between
east and southeast, this time of year. Keep it on your left shoulder for a while.
That will take us back towards Port Marriott.”

When they came to the green timber she told him to shift the sun to his
left eye.

“Have you changed your mind?" he asked cheerfully. The exercise had
warmed him.

“No, but the sun moves across the sky.”

“Ah! What a wise little head it is!”

They came over a ridge of mixed hemlock and hardwood and looked upon
a long swale full of bare hackmatacks.

“Look!” the girl cried. The white slot of the axe path showed clearly in the
trees at the foot of the swale, and again whete it entered the dark mass of the
pines beyond.

“Praise the Lord!” said Mr. Mears.

When at last they stood in the trail, Kezia slid down from the horse.

“No!” Mr. Mears protested.

“Ride-and-tie,” she said firmly. “That’s the way we came, and that’s the
way we'll go. Besides, I want to get warm.”

He climbed up clumsily and smiled down at her.

“What shall we do when we get to Port Marriott, my dear?”
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| D Speaking as Kezia Barnes, explain to your partners why the tinderbox lay on

“Get the New Light preacher to marry us, and catch the packet for Scrod
Harbour.” L

He nodded and gave a pull at his broad hat brim, She thought of
everything. A splendid helpmeet for the world’s wilderness. He saw it all very
humbly now as a dispensation of Providence,

Kezia watched him out of sight. Then, swiftly, she undid her bundie and
took out the thing that had lain there {and on her conscience) through the

“night — the tinderbox -— Mr, Barclay’s wedding gift to Mr. Hathaway. She flung

it into the woods and walked on, skirts lifted, in the track of the horse, humming
a psalm tune to the silent trees and the snow.

ABOUT THE LINES

4 Draw a map of the journey taken by Kezia Barnes and Mr. Mears, and label
the important places. In a legend underneath the map, indicate in point form
the events that occur at each, place.

® Imagine that you are Kezia Barnes and explain in a short letter to a friend the
steps you took to become Mr. Mears' wife.

3 Working with your partners, make a glossary of the words used in this story
that have either gone out of everyday use or have changed in meaning since
the time period in which “The Wedding Gift” is set. For each word, give
the old meaning and the present-day meaning, if there is one. Compare your
list with those of other groups, and together produce a combined glossary.

List the incidents that indicate that Mr. Mears is a naive newcomer to

Canada.

Pl

SRS

Z3 SRR
ETWEEN THE LINES

In one paragraph describe the relationship between Kezia Barnes and the
Barclay family. This opening sentence may help you to get started:
“Although the Barclays treated Kezia well, it was quite obvious that she was -
not one of the family.

T R 5

o

your conscience throughout that memorable night.

3_ Imagine that you are Mr. Mears and confide in your journal why you see your
upcoming marriage to Kezia Barmnes as a “dispensation of Providence”
(a great blessing).
: Coor
[magine that you are Kezia Barnes and confide in your journal your gratitude
for the sudden snowstorm. .
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