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Sweat soaked Charlie's faded work shirt and spotted his bib overalls.
His back muscles ached and his wrists were scratched and rescratched from
the wheat beards that worked their way into the cuffs of his gloves. Pausing,
standing up straight to ease his back, he shook out his gloves and theh
untied the red bandanna that protected his neck, pushing up his worn straw
hat to mop his brow. It was a hot day and hot work, fine hard work for a
man. This was where a man ought to be, out in the élean air, under a sky
the color of Sheila Monroe's eyes.

He retied the bandanna, breathing in the scent of fresh cut wheat with
pleasure. Then he fell in behind the pushers again, the string of twelve
horses that walked in a line behind the header, straining their heavy muscles
to work the great blade forward through the expanse of green-gold wheat. The
blade glittered long and sharp, slicing through row on row, wave on wave of
the near-ripe wheat heads, its curve forcing the new cuttings onto the wooden
table behind, which the twelve pushers shouldered. With the pleasurable ache
of working the first day of harvest, Charlie moved rthythmically in the line
of men. He bent his back over the header table, legs moving with the
movement of the horses, scooping with his long arms because, unlike Cousin
Jap and some of the others, he didn't like to use the wood-tined pitchforks.
Then, long legs folded under him, he stacked the heads quickly, expertly on
the ground, joining his bundle of green-gold with those of other men, all of
them keeping the center of the stack tight and peaked in case it rained while
the wheat was on the ground drying, sweating, ripening for the threshing

machine.



As he straightened again, Charlie could see Rafferty, Cousin Jap's head
man, a few yards ahead, looking shorter and stockief than usual because he
walked behind the twelve great work horses, talking to them, cajoling them.
Bony young Donovan, only seventeen, a year younger even than Charlie, flanked
the lead horse, putting out a hand when there was need. It was hard to work
twelve in one double harness. The third horse was balky, Charlie noticed,
and the eighth kept nipping at his fellows, making them buck, so that
Rafferty and Donovan cursed sometimes and had to stop the header and untwist
the clumsy reins. Charlie watched the two hands carefully whenever he had a
minute, knowing that he would take Donovan's place tomorrow and maybe
Rafferty's by next week. Cousin Jap knew Charlie had a way with horses.

But would he be able to handle twelve all in a line like that? Then he was
busy again, stacking wheat heads beside Skelly and Scanlan. Charlie would
miss them when it wés time to go home, and he'd miss gome others even more.

This place was a fine big farm, and as Charlie worked he thought of how
it'd felt to live here all these weeks, to come this long way from home and
get to know Cousin Jap and Cousin Annie. He smiled to himself, scooping up
a new bundle, winking at Donovan, sidestepping away from the next hand in
line. A ticklish bead of sweat bothered his temple and he tried to shake it
off so that the men who stacked with him chuckled and called him "tall for a
mutt dog.”" When was it that the proper Mrs. Quinlan had invited him, an
overgrown eighteen year old, to call her Cousin Annie? It'd been a proud
moment. Was it really just the day before yesterday? It already seemed so
long ago. Bend, scoop, squat, stack. A different thythm, a better one, than
on last Saturday night. It was fine to work for such a cne as Cousin Annie.

Yessir, he decided as he thought back on it, it really had been just two

days ago! And here he was feeling so old, feeling like he'd been a man for



years and years. And just two days ago he'd been a boy, still just a green
overtall boy with his head full of wild dreams. He'd changed in two days,
changed more than he could quite take in. Here he was, sweating in this
field and knowing it for what it was, good honest labor, fit for the best man
alive. It felt good to sweat out here, right somehow, better than the sweat
he'd been working up on Saturday nights. Not that it wouldn't be nice to get
rich and own a big farm. But it seemed that was all Cousin Jap had. And
Charlie wanted more.

He'd known it ever since he walked out of that lantern-lit barn on
Saturday night to walk the eleven miles home. What he wanted was the feeling
behind that look in Cousin Annie's eyes, that feeling that was serene and
true even with all her troubles and grief. He wanted . . L well, he thought
humorously as he stacked, wrists chafing at the sticky beards, he wanted a
lot of different things now than he'd wanted two days ago, a lot of different
things than he'd thought he wanted just four weeks ago when he came to Pratt
and saw it for the first time. Yessir, he'd been a green boy then, green as
May wheat.

A breeze flickered against his drenched shirt and cooled some of the
fire of the Western Kansas sun. The rich smell of new harvested wheat filled
him until he could hardly sort out the other scents--of working horses and
working men and rich black earth. The sky was as blue as it must've been on
the first morning of the world and the gold sun beat down from it. Gold and
blue: the picture of Sheila Monroe returned. He hadn't even known Sheila
before he came to Pratt, nor Cousin Jap and Cousin Annie, nor any of them.
Yet now, he felt as if he'd known them as long as Ma and Pa and Fred back

home. He'd done a lot of learning since he got on that train. It hadn't



been quite so hot that day four weeks ago, but it's been bright and sunny,

the middle of May. And he'd felt fine.

When the conductor called out, '"Next stop, Pratt," Charlie McGuire stood
awkwardly in the aisle, clutching the carpet bag that contained both his
extra work clothes and his Sunday suit in one hand, holding the back of a
seat with the other. The car's ceiling was low so that he had to duck his
head, but then he was used to ducking. It came with being tall.

As the wheels ground and squealed on the tracks, Charlie bent his knees
for balance and clenched his calloused hand harder on the seat. He was here!
Over two hundred miles from home, halfway across the state from Ozawkie,
population forty-eight. Charlie McGuire, man of the world, world traveler,
country boy turned railrider! The fancy so caught him up that without
thinking he tried to straighten his shouldérs but couldn't with the ceiling
pressing down on his head. He smiled at himself, brought back to earth by
 sheer discomfort. Who was he trying to fox, anyway? Dreaming himself a man
of the world, him, a boy who'd never been anywhere in his life. Only now he
was somewhere. He was in Pratt.

He moved forward as soon as the train was full-stopped, fighting his
impatience at the almighty slow pace of the passengers in front of him,
keeping his eyes carefully away from the windows that lined the car. He
didn't want even to glimpse Pratt until he was off the train, when he could
savor every bit of the sight. Would it look just like Ma'd described? He
wiped sweaty palms on the faded denim of his bib overalls, sighed as the
matron before him stopped to wave out the door at someone, and then, after
another long minute, plunged down the two steps and out into the open, moving

forward a bit, out of the way, before he stopped to get an eyeful.



Pratt, Kansas. My, didn't it look fine! The station house was as big
as Ma'd said. Charlie marveled at the sprawl of it, at the murmur of voices
that was near as dense as before a Methodist rally back home, at the
respectable looking piles of goods waiting to be loaded onto the train. Why,
two or three wagon loads was the most Ozawkie ever put together!

There were more goods on the low station platform. And some distance
away Charlie could see men in dusty workclothes and peculiar dark hats who
called to one another in strange sounding English as they unloaded wagons
laden with early produce. Charlie guessed they must be some of the Polish
immigrants that had settled Praft. Ma'd warned him about them and their
foreign ways. She'd said he'd best to mind his p's and q's around their
daughters. Quick to anger, she called them.

Opposite him, beyond the platform, two dozen saddle horses stood tied
at ldng hitchiﬁg posts before the station house. The only place he'd ever
seen that many horses was at one of his own Pa's horse sales. Pratt must be
fair-sized indeed to use up so much hitching room at the depot.

The sight of the horses filled him with nostalgia for home and he moved
toward them, hardly realizing he did so, drawn by the snorts and champing
that came to him through the other sounds. What were the folks back home
doing right now? Probably out at the Thompsons', trying to help, to salvage
whatever could be saved. Eyes dreamy, Charlie stubbed a booted toe against
the platform steps, stopped, and found his attention diverted from the
saddled beasts to the sound of clear male voices shouting, up on the platform
itself, in an accent familiar to his ears. There, men were tossing parcels
and bundles in a line toward an open boxcar, and they wore none of those
peculiar soft hats the Poles did. Charlie climbed the three steps, carpet

bag dangling from one hand, drawn to the cheerful, "Get your behind movin',



Colin!" and the equally cheerful retort, "I'll have me beer sconer if you
move your own lazy arms, Stephen Baird!' Here were some of the Irish of
Pratt, Ma's people!

He'd no doubt find Cousin Jap among these men. But his progress toward
them was slow. He found himself hanging back shyly. And sometimes he had
to stop and touch his straw hat, saying, ''Beg pardon, sir," or "Beg pardon,
ma'am." He noted that most of the folks, excepting the workmen both Irish
and Pole, were dressed up as fine as Sunday for all it was a Monday after-
noon. He'd have to write Fred about that! He also noted the pleasant mix
of odors--warm horseflesh, spring growth, milling people, steam from the
train. The combination of smells was different from home, from the aroma of
fresh bread that flavored the snug farmhouse he shared with Ma and Pa and
Fred, different from the warm breath of cows and horses in the barns, and
from the rich, earthy scent of their acreage below the farmfard. Thinking
of home stopped his shy progress toward the Irish workmen. What did he know
of the world and its ways? What would he say to these men? He sought the
flat, treeless horizon with his eyes, looking beyond Pratt where miles of
‘young wheat seemed to stretch out forever, wheat he'd come west to harvest.
It looked mighty green yet for cutting if anyone was to ask him. And it'd
sure be different from the corn harvests back home.

The thought of corn smote him and he remembered guiltily that this trip
was no boy's adventure. His mouth grimmed, remembering. They were counting
on him, all of then. ?ratt's harvest would have to save them because the
corn was gone, wiped out. All those hours of work that him and Fred and Pa'd
put in with the hired man, Raggedy Tom. All those days and nights of plowing
in the new way the ag experts had recommended, deep plowing that turned over

eight inches of soil behind steaming horses. And then planting for more



long weeks of bone-aching weariness. All for nothing. Charlie wiped his
palms on his overalls again. Nineteen and eleven'd go down in history as

the year of the big flood, the year the Delaware stripped the land of
thousands of acres of crops and topsoil. He sidestepped out of the way of
two Irishmen loading flats of wild berries and hoped he could make encugh on
this harvest. Him and Fred and Pa'd given their word to Raggedy Tom that
he'd have work through corn harvest in October, and so they owed him a dollar
a day, harvest or no. A man was only as good as his word.

"Charlie! Charlie McGuire!" The big voice that shook Charlie out of
his thoughts was deep and a little hoarse sounding. ''Speak up, boy, ain't
that you?"

Charlie's eyes searched among the workmen for the speaker but it wasn't
till he saw a husky, deep-chested man mounting the platform steps on the
other end th?t he remembered Ma's description of her cousin, Jap Quinlan.

'He always wears black,'" Ma'd said, stilling her usual quick movements aﬁd
scrunching down her brows to help herself remember, "and he's big, though
not tall like your Pa. You'll notice right off that he don't dress like most
farmers, but then he married into a big farm, Jap did, and he likes to look
fine."

Charlie noted with pride of kinship that every Irishman on the platform
stopped his work to look as the man, all in black broadcloth like a preacher,
with a black felt hat and hair graying below it at the temples, moved toward
him. Cousin Jap had the same proud, shouldérs-back walk as Ma.

"How'd you do?" the boy said, pulling at the brim of his worn straw
politely, wondering shyly if there were other farmers in the depot crowd who

looked so little like a farmer.



Cousin Jap peered up at him with a grin that folded his sun-dark skin
into pleasant weathered lines beneath heavy brows. 'My, my. My, oh my, oh
my. Let me look at you, boy!'" As if at a signal, the Irish workmen gathered
round the blackclad man and the bqy, staring in their turn, silent mouths
grinning. Charlie felt peculiar as all those pairs of eyes traveled over him
from the tips of his big, booted feet to the top of his old straw. Did every
stranger get looked over so? Ma hadn't said that.

"Aren't you something now, boy?'" Cousin Jap sighed at last. Charlie
sﬁifted his feet uncomfortably, clutching his carpet bag tighter.

"I'm overtall,'" he confessed haltingly, because the gathered men seemed
to expect him to answer Cousin Jap, and Ma'd always said that his being so
tall was really something.

The group of workmen chuckled delightedly, as if he'd said something
clever. Some of them even moved up faﬂslap him on the back. '"Tall you are,
boy," some of them agreed. "A fine lad," others echoed. And then they
slapped Cousin Jap's back too. Charlie began to relax. These were mighty
friendly folks. And they seemed to think the world of Cousin Jap.

When the men moved away, back to work, and Charlie followed Cousin Jap
to the end of the platform, the older man put his hand on the boy's back and
talked to him happily, immune to the frowning silence of the Polish workmen
as they walked past the Poles' line of wagons. ''Your Ma wrote you took after
your Pa's side of the house," the man said with hearty satisfaction, nodding
this way and that at the Poles. Not one of them nodded back nor, Charlie was
sure, even so much as blinked. And the way they did stare at him, a
stranger! Like he was the devil himself instead of just a farmhand come to

work the harvest.



"And you do take after your Pa," his cousin went on, his big voice
falling heavy on the silence. "Such a fine, big, strapping lad!"

"I'm big enough for a good day's work," Charlie said modestly, grateful
when they stepped out from amidst those stiff-limbed Poles. "I'm six foot
four in my stocking feet."

"Six foot four!" Cousin Jap echoed. '"And strong too, by the look of
you! Why you look a regular young horse, you do, boy--a little skinny
maybe, but look at them arms on you! I never seen such a reach.'" The man's
relish astonished the boy. Was Cousin Jap always so pleased when he got a
new hand? Thoughtfully, Charlie shifted the weight of the carpet bag uﬁ
under his arm.

"Tell me about your Pa," Cousin Jap demanded, leading Charlie past the
station house and up a dusty path toward the town proper, '"Is he brought
down bad by the flood? Me and the Missus Wave bsen mighty worried about you
folks."

Charlie, grateful for the sympathy, nodded. '‘Pa's some brought down,"
he said truthfully, "but he's been farming too many years to let a flood
break him."

Cousin Jap nodded sadly. 'That's right,'" he said, "that's right." They
passed a tired looking row of houses that faced a whitewashed schoolhouse and
went on, across a wide, dusty street, past a livery stable and a corral.

From somewhere nearby, Charlie could hear the heavy clank, clank of a smithy.

"A fine man, your Pa,'" Cousin Jap said then. '"Still trading horses, is
he?"

"Yes sir," Charlie said. 'He leaves as much of the farming as he can to
Fred and me and trades for miles around.' With interest he stared across the

street at a barber shop, a large dry goods and a bankhouse built of red
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brick. Pratt was quite some bigger thanrczawkie, all right. He and Cousin
Jap stepped up onto a boardwalk, tipping their hats and standing aside as
two young matrons and a line of very small children issued from the general
store, their shoes thumping and clicking on the wood.

"I remember coming down Ozawkie way years ago," Cousin Jap reminisced,
"for one of your Pa's horse sales. Must have been twelve years ago--you was
a little cuss, anyhow."

"I'd have been six then," Charlie admitted, squinting in at the dark-
seeming window of the wheel-wright's, boots thudding on the boardwalk,
echoing the boots of a knot of men that walked a little ahead in those same
peculiar hats Charlie'd seen at the depot.

"I'11 never forget the entertainment over lunch,'" Cousin Jap went on.
"No sir, I won't ever forget that. Boxin' you was, you and your brother."

"That'd be Fred and me.'"

""Fred, that's right," Cousin Jap nodded, "older'n you but built lower
to the ground like the Quinlans." Charlie appreciated the memory of home.
Ozawkie didn't seem so far away in the company of Cousin Jap.

"What are those men up there stopping for?'" he asked uneasily, staring
ahead as the knot of Poles stopped and leaned up against a storefront,
beneath a hanging sign--'"Borski's Inn." The Poles stared back at him in
unfriendly silence.

"That saloon's their gatherin' place, that's all," Cousin Jap said, as
if it was nothing. Indeed, he even nodded to the men before he left the
boardwalk and led Charlie across the wide street. Fine gray dust rose in
little puffs about their feet and then they were back on a walk again,
opposite the silent, staring Poles. Charlie wondered uneasily what a

gunsmith's was doing right next door to a saloon.
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"Ah, here we are," Cousin Jap said cheerfully, taking Charlie's elbow
just after they'd passed an imposing looking hotel. Charlie glimpsed the
sign overhead with its overfull mug of foam, and then ducked through a low
doorway, pulling off his hat as he went inside.

It was hard to see after the bright May sun for the saloon was dimly lit
and smoke hung in the air below the low-beamed ceiling, dark with years of
smoke. Charlie's nostrils itched at the heavy scent and he looked back into
the long, narrow room with interest. Then, abruptly, he realized he was
gaping like a green boy and that men were staring at him. He felt a flush
begin at his neck and spread upward. The men, most of them in workclothes,
sat at small tables or leaned against a long wooden bar.

In the quiet of the dingy room, Cousin Jap's deep hoarse voice seemed
unnecessarily loud beside him. "Yessir, boy, I respect your Pa. Took his
boys in hand when they was young'uns and taught them.to spar like gentlemen.
You and Fred still spar much, do you?"

Charlie moved forward under the pressure of his cousin's big hand, boots
sliding a little on the sawdust covered floor, reaching the bar and feeling
uncomfortable so that he fumbled with his hat. '"A little,'" he admitted in a
low voice, wishing Cousin Jap'd keep his voice down.

"A little,'" Cousin Jap repeated loudly, looking around the room
expansively. '"That's right, that's right." Charlie looked at him
suspiciously because somehow, Cousin Jap's voice had taken on that tone Pa's
voice got when he was ready to swap for a real fine horse.

"Give him a drink, Bill," his cousin told the barkeep. Bill looked
Charlie over out of deepset eyes, set in a head that seemed caught between
squared, narrow shoulders. '"This's Cousin Emma's boy. You remember Emma,

I guess.”
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The barkeep nodded once, moving his chin even lower into his chest.

"A fine woman, your Ma,'" he said without changing his watchful expression.
"What'll you have?"

Charlie's eyes played over the mirrored rows of bottles behind Bill in
a kind of slow wonder. What would they taste like, these spirits that Pa
and Ma so abhorred, that Reverend Duncan held forth against as devil's brew?
And then he noticed all the eyes reflected in the mirror. Quickly he turned
back to the barkeep. ''Lemonade'd be fine for a hot day,'" he sald softly.

"Lemonade !'" Cousin Jap objected, his big voice again breaking the hush
that held the room. "Better get him a beer, Bill."

Bill ignored the man, passing Charlie the lemonade. ''You want whiskey?"
he inquired, seemingly of the air. Cousin Jap looked quizzical for a moment.
Then he grinned, that friendly griﬁ that had so warmed Charlie at the
station,

"You'll do, boy," he said. Then he turned on the barkeep. ''You ever
seen me drink anything but whiskey, Bill Sheridan?' The barkeep snorted and
passed the man both-glass and bottle. Charlie followed Cousin Jap to a
table, looking at the bottle with fascination. The whiskey was the warm,
red-brown color of a Hereford cow--not at all what he'd imagined from
Reverend Duncan's description. Then he forgot the whiskey in facing the
three men that shared the table Cousin Jap led him to. Why were they looking
at him so? Did they all know Ma and guess what she'd say if she knew he was
in a saloon? The thought made the hair on the back of his neck ﬁrickle.
She'd be fit to stew.

"This's Charlie McGuire,'" Cousin Jap said heartily, his voice as deep
and hoarse as ever. He, at any rate, was not bothered by the stillness of

the place. 'Good sized, ain't he? And these are some of my friends--here's
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Mal Keegan," he nodded toward a red haired, round-faced man., "That skinny
fella's Shade Michaels,'" he nodded to a sad-eyed man with a deeply lined
face, "and that short one's Gust Katsbulas--Gust's a Greek, but we claim him
for all that, don't we Gust?"' Cousin Jap slapped the dark little man on the
back. The Greek's dark eyes stared into Charlie's:; they seemed almost
liquid and they were distinctly foreign for all their cheerful friendliness.

"How'd you do?'" Charlie said politely, sitting down and putting his hat
and his glass on the table. He was thirsty but too ill at ease to know how
to get his lemonade up to his mouth. He felt too warm all over. The three
beers that sat before his new companions seemed to mock his plain lemonade.

"Nice to know you,'" Mal Keegan murmured, quickly shifting his nervous
eyes away from Charlie, as if to watch the shot of whiskey disappear down
Cousin Jap's throat.

‘"Hear you're gonna work the harvest,'" Shade Michaelé said slowly, his
teeth showing against his sunken cheeks as he spoke. -

"Yes sir. And I was wondering,' Charlie began hesitantly, 'about why
the wheat's still so gr-"

"An ath-a-lete born!" Gust Katsbulas cut him off, his accent rich and
strangely musical. Charlie blinked in surprise. "Even in a saloon, he
avoids the temptation of common man.'" At that the Greek's liquid eyes slid
sideways to Cousin Jap who was emptying his second shot glass, and Mal
giggled so that his whole body shook. Even Shade Michaels pulled a sad
smilef The little Greek leaned across the table, face split by a grin of
fine whiteness. He clasped Charlie's hand.

The boy sat up straighter. For some reason this small foreigner approvéd
his lemonade, and Mal and Shade seemed to approve too. Suddenly he felt more

comfortable in this strange place. He was able to 1lift his glass and drink.
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The tartness of the taste cut through the smoke and the eyes that had seemed
to stare before, looked friendlier.

Cousin Jap poured a third shot of whiskey and seemed almost to throw it
back into his throat. "A born athlete! Yes, you said it, Gust, you got
eyes. I seen this boy box once, just a little sparrin’ with his brother.
But he was good and he was trained young!"

Charlie eyed Cousin Jap, waiting, sipping at his lemonade. What was
the man up to?

"He was born for it, born for it," Cousin Jap insisted.

Across from Charlie, Gust rolled his liquid eyes heavenward, dreamy, as
if he could see beyond the beamed ceiling. '"Ah, if only I could see such as
that. There's nothing to make a poor Greek, far from his home, feel better
than watching an ath-a-lete in the ring." He looked hopefully at Charlie.
"Perhaps one day . . . "

Charlie frowned at his lemonade, listening to the clink of the whiskey
bottle against Cousin Jap's glass--his fourth drink. "I'm here to work, vou
know. The harvest."

"Ah, the harvest!" Gust nodded quickly, enthusiastically. "But perhaps
your cousin would give you some time? . "

Cousin Jap smiled expansively, leaning back in his chair and glancing
around the table. '"Well . . . ," he seemed to consider. Charlie, suspicious
and more than a little curious, noticed that even the dour Shade Michaels
seemed to wait for the man's decision, seemed to lean forward a little in his
chair. And why not? In spite of himself, the boy felt his own heart begin
to beat a little faster. Maybe there would be time. ''I guess it wouldn't
hurt to have a little fun of a Saturday evenin', Gust,'" his cousin said at

last.
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Gust, Mal, and Shade all nodded as if in answer and then Charlie nodded
too because it seemed the thing to do. Everyone at the table looked at one
another in a comradely way.

"We'll drink to it then," Cousin Jap said, lifting his shot glass. Gust,
Mal, and Shade lifted their beer mugs and Charlie, in the excitement of the
moment, lifted his lemonade glass. 'We'll have a match, that's what we'll
do," Cousin Jap said exuberantly so that his deep voice vibrated through the
room above the clink of the glasses, "and we'll see what Charlie's good for!"

Charlie swallowed hard even before he tasted the lemonade. A match?
"Maybe just a little sparring,' he began. Then his doubts were drowned out
because suddenly the whole room erupted in cheers, led by Gust Katsbulas who
stood on his chair and waved his short arms toward the ceiling.

"A match!" the little Greek was crying. "A match on Saturday night!"
Charlie's eyes swept the baf in consternation. Why were they all so
excited about a little sparring? What had he got himself into? Surely these

men knew Cousin Jap was drumk.

"Come on, boy," Cousin Jap's deep voice interrupted his thoughts. ''Mrs,
Quinlan'll be getting anxious. And Sheila Monroe's been askin' after you
these two days. She helps the Missus out, Sheila does."

""Ah, she's a pretty one,'" Gust winked from atop his chair, grinning
widely as he climbed down.

"And sure to smack anyone that gets fresh,'" Shade Michaels put in dryly,
his long face sad again after the brief excitement. Cousin Jap tossed down
one last whiskey before he scraped his chair back from the table.

Charlie grinned at the men in spite of his unease about the boxing,
knowing when he was being teased. Folks always liked to tease a young fellow

about girls. Then he stood up, and grabbed his hat from the table and his
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bag from the sawdusted floor. He ducked through the door after Cousin Jap,
glad to be out of the dim place with its smoky air that made him feel almost
bewildered. Gratefully he filled his lungs with the clear Kansas air. And
on the way to the train depot where the buggy was hitched he marvelled that

Cousin Jap was so steady on his feet, almost like he was sober.

All the way to Cousin Jap's farm, the older man talked, an endless
stream of talk that wouldn't be interrupted, a stream of past and of present
that rolled out on the deep voice in a slow rhythm that kept time with the
walking pace of the matched bays pulling the buggy. At first, Charlie was
impatient with the talk. He tried to interrupt, to ask Cousin Jap why he
sent for him so soon when the wheat that stretched out on either side of the
buggy road was too green to harvest. But the older man wouldn't be
interrupted. And soon, Charlie found himself interested so that he forgot
the wheat and the harvest and even the boxing.

""There wasn't nothing here but blowin' grass and willow trees that grew
up along the creeks,'" Cousin Jap said. '"And then some folks moving west
stopped here, first a few English and Germans and Swedes, then some Irish
and Poles. People was content and lived like neighbors, they say, and then
twenty, maybe thirty years ago, troubles started back in Europe . . . "

Charlie listened with polite interest as Cousin Jap recounted the
history and then with quickening interest when the man mentioned the Irish
and the Poles.

"The Irish here in Pratt began takin' in their kin, of course, that came
over from the old country, and the Poles did the same, for they're as fond of
their kin as any--maybe more clannish than some. There was a few Greeks too,

like the Katsbulases who come no more'n twenty years ago, and even a few
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I-talian. But most all the immigrants that've come since I was born've been
Irish or Pole. Yessir, Irish or Pole."

Charlie nodded, thinking of all the workmen he'd seen today.

Then Cousin Jap went on. '"The Irish took up land South and East of
town, the Poles North and West and they was two different kinds of folks.

Did things different. That's why the trouble started. At school the Pole
kids couldn't understand the teacher and the Irish young'uns laughed and
teased as young'uns will. And then there was trouble on Saturday nights.
They used to have barn dances for the whole town, but some didn't want their -
girls dancin' with foreigners so there was hard words and then hard blows.'"
Cousin Jap shook his head grimly at the memory, rubbing at his chin. "Now
there ain't hardly no friendship a'tall between Pole and Irish, won't even
speak, most of them. O0' course me and your M§'§ folks was here a time Befbre
the others come, come during the War Between the Statgs, our people did. And
so did Mrs. Quinlan's people; they was Swedes on her Pa's side . "

Charlie frowned, wishing Cousin Jap'd go on more about the Poles and
the Irish. But drink seemed to make him ramble some.

'""She had a fine dowry, Mrs. Quinlan did. I never expected more. And
then her only brother was throwed from a horse and him not married yet.
That's how the biggest part of the farm come to us. It made me a rich man
and me without no young'uns of my own to pass it to.'" Cousin Jap paused
again and then seemed to recall himself. 'Of course Mrs. Quinlan and me get
by with talking to the old Pole families, the ones that got here early like
our people did and helped build up Pratt. But most folks'd cross the street
before they'd come near a Pole--if they was Irish, that is."

"Ma told me there was trouble here between Irish and Poles,'" Charlie
murmured, finally daring to put in a word. 'But it don't seem right somehow,

having the town divided. It ain't like Ozawkie."
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"No, it ain't right! And we're uneasy a lot of the time, waitin' for
trouble. That's why we're so glad to have you, boy." At that, Cousin Jap
became hearty again, slapping Charlie on the back with a loud 'thwack' that
made the two horses prick up their ears.

"Me?" Charlie gasped, his wind knocked out.

"Yessir. You got it in you to avert a lot of trouble. Why, when you
get in that boxin' ring Saturday night, there'll be a lot of men watching and
cheeriﬂg you on. They'll be feelin' like they're right in that ring with you
and every time you hit that Pole, they'll be hittin' a Pole too. And every
time that Pole hits you--if he hits you with a reach like you got--the Poles
awatchin' will be hitting an Irish. There's nothing like a good boxing match
to settle tempers!"

"Pole?" Charlie blinked in amazement. '"Pole?" He frowned, trying to
take in what Cousin Jap was saying. ''You ﬁean to say you're gonna match me
up against a Pole?"

Cousin-Jap nodded happily, holding the reins in one hand so he could
clasp Charlie's arm. 'That's right, boy; you're the new Irish Champion of
Pratt, Kansas. And you'll be a friend to the Sheriff. He's a Swede and one
who knows boxing'll keep down trouble."

Charlie's stomach sank so that even the jouncing of the buggy wheels on
the hard-packed road couldn't raise it. Irish Champion! What would Ma say?
Helplessly he looked out across the endless wheatfield, wondering if it was
Christian to fight like what Cousin Jap was saying. A little fun with Fred
was one thing. But this sounded more like fighting, more like punching and
hurting and maybe even anger. 'Pa says temper's got no place in a sparring

match,”" he said hesitantly. '"He says it's a gentleman's sport, not a fight."
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"A fine man, your Pa," Cousin Jap said easily. "And he's right, you
know. You and the Pole Champion won't get mad."

"Pole Champion?'' Charlie echoed weakly. He thought back to the saloon
and his own lifted glass, clinking with the others in the toast, giving his
word. Lord, Lord, what had he got himself into?

""You'll have the time of your life," Cousin Jap promised, turning into
a narrow lane that split an alfalfa field in two. Ahead, beyond the rich
green, Charlie could see a whitewashed board fence, a large farmyard with
numerous whitewashed buildings, and three big red barns. Swallowing hard,
straightening his shoulders, he tried to compose himself. He was about to
meet womenfolks!

Away from the barnyard, he could see the house, a neat two-storey square
with green shutters and window boxes planted to flowers. Ma'd like window
boxes like that. He'd have a look at them and see how. they were built so he
could make her some when he got home. What in heaven would Ma say to him if
she knew he was going to fight some champion in the boxing ring? What would
Pa say?

"There's Mrs. Quinlan,'" Cousin Jap said, driving in at the white gate
and trotting the pair of horses up the lane to the house. 'She can't wait
to see you. It's a shame that woman never had no young'uns of her own.
She'd have been a fine mother, a fine mother."

Charlie nodded, removing his hat even before the buggy stopped. Mrs.
Quinlan was an angular, narrow-faced woman whose faded brown hair was pulled
back tight in a bun. A mighty plain woman. Ma'd spoken well of her, her
girlhood friend Annie, but she sure did look older than Mal

Stepping down from the buggy beside Cousin Jap, he stood before the

woman, feeling awkward in his patched overalls before her immaculate brown



