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CHAPTER ONE

Rich Pickings!

IN THE Conestoga, Miranda was hidden from prying eyes by the great canvas tarp. She sat on a stack of newsprint with her dress hiked up over her knees and the churn between her feet. She was pumping the dasher of the churn vigorously, but absent-mindedly, a faint smile on her lips. Her thoughts were on the men.

There were literally dozen of men just outside, working noisily at various chores around the wagon encampment. She could hear their brassy masculine voices. She could see some of the men through the oval-shaped opening of her own vehicle. Busily shoeing horses, shrinking tires to big wooden wheels, loading wagons, repairing harness, cooking before open camp-fires, Big men and little ones, bearded and clean-shaven, old and young, fat and skinny. Miranda grinned and gave the dasher an exuberant, extra little flip.

She was happy enough to bust. For tomorrow the wagon train would push off through the muddy forests of the Indian Nations, bound for California. They’d be three months on the trail. Three months with some two hundred men and only about fifty women, and most of the women were married.

If I can’t hook one this summer, Miranda thought, I’d better change the bait. 

The butter came, then, and she hummed an she poured the buttermilk into a big crock and covered it with a towel. She put the butter into a smaller crock and squeezed past the printing press and her dad’s old mahogany dresser to the front of the cramped wagon. She stepped down off the tongue of the wagon onto grassy turf, and there was Bridget, gazing at Miranda placidly out of big brown eyes.

“Hello, Bridget,” Miranda said, and she held out her crock of butter. ‘See here. Out of just two milkings. Thanks, old girl.”

Bridget gravely began to chew her cud. Bridget was Jersey on her mother’s side and Guernsey on her pa’s. She was six years old, just one third Miranda’s own age. But Bridged was much more sensible, Miranda thought, because nothing ever excited her.

“I bought some corn chop,” Miranda. said. “I’ll give you a bait tonight, Bridget.” 

Bridget just kept on chewing her cud. Miranda laughed and moved off toward the spring, threading through the scattered groups of working, sweating, shouting men. She was conscious of a subdued whistle or two. One man, jacking up a wagon in his undershirt, sat down on his haunches to stare at her. Another shouted, “Hey, honey, want me to work your butter for you ?”

Miranda felt a warm, pleased flush on her cheeks. She lifted her head a little and moved on, smiling, her slim-legged stride covering the ground rapidly. At the clear bubbling spring she plunged her crock into the cool water, filling it, then began to work the last of the buttermilk out of the butter pith a wooden paddle. She did it rapidly, skillfully, her bare forearms rippling with firm young muscle. 

She began to sing softly to herself as she worked, taking satisfaction in the bright yellow cleanliness of  the butter. It was the same satisfaction she took out of any honest work, out of setting a line of type, out of keeping her father’s house spetlessly shining, whenever her father had a house.

She poured the milky water off the butter and filled the crock afresh. ‘Hi, Kitten,” her dad said behind her. 

Miranda turned and grinned at her dad standing there. He was a skinny, gray-headed figure in inky clothes. He had his old straw hat cocked to one side, and his gold-rimmed spectacles were pushed down on his nose so he could look at her over the tops of them. Despite the spectacles, he seemed youngish and carefree, standing silhouetted as he was against the scattered backdrop of the wagon encampment,

“Hi, Pop,” she said. “Where you been?” 

“Investigating the laws,” her dad said. “Miranda, it’s astounding!”

“You mean you’ve spent all day looking up some old laws?”

“Yes,” her dad said. “It’s tyranny ! I’m going to write an editorial about it.” 

“You could have been checking the wagon,” Miranda said severely. “One of. the tires is loose, and there’s a crack in the coupling pole.”

“Miranda,” he said. “Did you know they’ve forbidden spirituous liquors in the Indian Nations ? It’s a clear violation of the Bill of Rights.”

Miranda sighed. She looked at her dad with weary affection.  She opened her mouth to bawl him out, then closed it because she knew a bawling out wouldn’t do any good. She shook her head.

“It’s all right, Pop. I hired a blacksmith to fix the tire and put on a new coupling pole.”

“Why, of course.” He looked at her in surprise. “I knew I could count on you to attend to those trifling details, Miranda.” 

“Yes,” Miranda said bitterly. “I guess you did.” She dumped the water off her butter and threw salt in it and began to work the paddle. Her dad peered at her shrewdly a moment, then hunkered down beside her. Miranda heard his knee creak. 

“You better straighten outs Pop,” she said. “You’ll get the rheumatism again.” 

“I reckon.” Her dad grunted and stretched out his legs and sat on the ground. 

“Don’t get your breeches dirty,” Miranda said.

“Hang it, Kitten,” her dad grumbled. “What ails you ?”

Miranda grinned. She regarded her dad speculatively a moment, wondering whether to confide in him. She always had before, but this was different. Still, she thought, he was her dad, and he had a right to know.

“Pop,” she said. “I’m eighteen now. That’s a grown-up woman. Old enough to—to do anything I want.” She flushed a little and paid stricter attention to the butter than was necessary. “There’s a plenty of men on this wagon train. I sort of thought I’d pick me out one and—and marry him.”

###

FOR just a moment, Miranda imagined she saw deep grooves come into her father’s gaunt face. The grooves seemed to run from his eyes down to the corners of his mouth, making him look strangely old. Then her dad put a forefinger to the nose-piece of his gold-rimmed spectacles, pushed them back, blinked, and the lines went away and he grinned. Miranda decided it had been her imagination.

“Congratulations, Kitten,” her dad said. “I reckon it is about time for you to pair off, at that. But who’s the lucky man?” 

“I don’t know,” Miranda said. “I haven’t looked the crop over. But you do think it’s all right?”

“All right ! I think it’s wonderful.” Her dad beamed at her expansively. “I’ll even help you. I’m an expert judge of human nature, you know. I’ll bring some of the boys around.”

“Oh, no !” Miranda said. “Not that!”

Her dad looked pained. “You mean you don’t trust my judgment ?”

“Pop,” Miranda said. “Remember that banker’s son, back in Alabama? He was all set to propose to me when you got in an argument with the banker about the tariff. The banker got mad and called in your loan, and we had to leave that town.” 

Her dad snorted. “The man was a fool. He couldn’t understand that the primary function of the tariff is—”

“Don’t tell me,” Miranda said. “I’m not interested in the tariff. But I was interested in the banker’s son.”

“That whelp !” Her dad peered at her searchingly. “Kitten, were you interested in the boy, or his money?”

Miranda felt her cheeks grow warm. “All right. What if I was? Money never hurt anything. And he was a nice boy. The protective type.”

“The protective type!” Her dad made a sour face. It reminded Miranda of the time he had been sick with ague and the doctor perscribed quinine. She’d had to hold his nose and pour the quinine down his throat. “There ain’t no such thing as the protective type, Kitten. All men are selfish. Some will admit it and some wont; that’s the only difference.” 

“Maybe,” Miranda said. “And maybe not. Anyhow, I want to pick my own man, Pop. Promise me you won’t interfere.” 

“Bring your butter,” her dad said. “Let’s get back to the wagon. I got to write that editorial.”

Sighing, Miranda stood up and helped her dad to his feet. His knee creaked again as he put his weight on it. He grunted in annoyance.

“Drat it,” he said. “I’rn getting old.” 

“You didn’t promise,” Miranda reminded him.

“I ain’t going to promise,” her dad said. “It won’t do no harm, Kitten, if I bring a nice young man around some evening. Will it?”

Back at the wagon, Miranda bustled around cooking supper. Her dad spread a blanket on the grass and began to compose an editorial with a stub pencil and a piece of copy paper.

Cooking on an open campfire, with all her utensils and materials in the cramped confines of the wagon, wasn’t an easy task. It was somewhat like living out of a suitcase. But Miranda had lived out of a suitcase often enough in her dad’s haphazard wanderings from town to town. She had cooked before under worse difficulties than this, and so she was humming cheerfully again when she set out the steak and potato salad before her dad. 

After supper, she gave Bridget her bait of corn and received in return a bucket of foamy milk. Miranda was straining up the milk in the front part of the darkened wagon when her dad came toward her from the rear. As he squeezed past the printing press, Miranda saw that he was carrying a lantern, his roll of copy paper, and a brown quart bottle.

“What’s in the bottle, Pop?”

Her dad set down the lantern, took a swig out of the bottle, and unrolled his copy paper.

“Finished my editorial. Only I don’t iImow if we’ve got enough e’s to set it up. How many e’s we got, Miranda ?”

Miranda sniffed. From the brown bottle she detected a prone-like, alcoholic odor. “Pop, What’s in the bottle?”

“Wait’ll we get to California,” her dad said.  “I’m going to buy me some new type and set up a real newspaper.” 

“Pop!” Miranda said.

“All right,” her dad said. “It’s only some prune extract. Good for the liver.” 

Miranda scowled. “There’s nothing wrong with your liver.”

“There is now,” her dad said. “Ever since I found out about that law. They may not let spiritous liquors into the Nations, but they can’t keep medicine out.” 

Miranda groaned in exasperation. “Dang you, Pop. You don’t give a hang about liquor, and you know it! You go for weeks without taking a drink! You’re just being ornery again !”

“They ain’t going to deprive one of my tight,” her dad said. “You ought to read the Constitution, Kitten. Or my editorial. Here.” He extended the copy paper. 

“I don’t want to read it. Dern it, Pop, if you get in trouble again—if you spoil this for me—” She stopped, hecause her lips were trembling.

Her dad looked at her curiously. His gaunt face was suddenly grave. “Why, Kitten,” he said, “You know your happiness is the most important thing on earth to me.”

“I know it,” Miranda said. “That’s what makes it tough.” She forced her lips to stop trembling and managed a smile. “I’m going to the dance tonight, Pop. I’ll read your editorial tomorrow. You get your pipe and relax and drink your danged liver extract.” 

“All right, Kiiten.” Her dad leaned forward and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Have a good time. And if you meet any prospects, bring
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