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‘Book One
ON LOVELY CREEK






laude Wheeler opened his eyes before the sun was up and - -
vigorously shook his younger brother, who lay in the
other half of the same bed.
“Ralph Ralph, get awake! Come down and help me Wash
the car.’
“What for?”’
“Why, aren’t we going to the circus today?”

“Car’s all right. Let me alone.” The boy turned over and o

pulled the sheet up to his face, to shut out the light which was
beginning to come through the curtainless windows. B

Claude rose and dressed,—a simple operation which. took . _

very little time. He crept down two flights of stairs, feeling.
his way in the dusk, his red hair standing up in peaks, like a
cock’s comb. He went through the kitchen into the adjoining
washroom, which held two porcelain stands with running
water. Everybody had washed before going to bed, appat-
ently, and the bowls were ringed with a dark sediment which .
the hard, alkaline water had not dissolved. Shutting the door °

on this disorder, he turned back to the kitchen, took Ma-

hailey’s tin basin, doused his face and head in cold water, and
began to plaster down his wet hair.

Old Mahailey herself came in from the yard, with her .5
apron full of corn-cobs to start a fire in the kitchen stove. She -
smiled at him in the foolish fond way she often had with him
when they were alone.

“What air you gittin’ up for a-ready, boy? You goin’ to the
circus before breakfast? Don’t make no noise, else you’ll have
’em all down here before I git my fire a-goin’.”

“All right, Mahailey.” Claude caught up his cap and ran’

out of doors, down the hillside toward the barn. The sun

popped up over the edge of the prairie like a'broad, smiling
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- One of Ours -

face; the light poured across the close-cropped August pas-
tures and the hilly, timbered windings of Lovely Creek,—a
clear little stream with a sand bottom, that curled and twisted
playfully about through the south. section of the big Wheeler
ranch. It was a fine day to go to the circus at Frankfort, a fine
day to do anything; the sort of day that must, somehow, turn
-out well.
Claude backed the little Ford car out of its shed, ran it up
_to the horse-tank, and began to throw water on the mud-
crusted wheels and windshield. While he was at work the two
hired men, Dan and Jerry, came shambling down the hill to
feed the stock. Jerry was grumbling and swearing about some-
thing, but Claude wrung out his wet rags and, beyond a nod,

" paid no attention to them. Somehow his father always man-

aged to have the roughest and dirtiest hired men in the coun-
try working for him. Claude had a grievance against Jerry
just now, because of his treatment of one of the horses.

: Molly was a faithful old mare, the mother of many colts;
* ~Claude and his younger brother had learned to ride on her.
" This man Jerry, taking her out to work one morning, let her
_step on a board with a nail sticking up in it. He pulled the
nail out of her foot, said nothing to anybody, and drove her
to the cultivator all day. Now she had been standing in her
- stall for weeks, patiently suffering, her body wretchedly thin,

" . and her leg swollen until it looked like an elephant’s. She

would have to stand there, the veterinary said, until her hoof
- came off and she grew a new one, and she would always be
stiff. Jerry had not been discharged, and he exhibited the poor

" -animal as if she were a credit to him.

Mahailey came out on the hilltop and rang the breakfast
bell. After the hired men went up to the house, Claude
slippéd into the barn to see that Molly had got her share of
oats. She was eating quietly, her head hanging, and her scaly,
dead-looking foot lifted just a little from the ground. When
he stroked her neck and talked to her she stopped grinding
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and gazed at him mournfully. She knew him, and wrinkled

her nose and drew her upper lip back from her worn teeth, to

show that she liked being petted. She let him touch her foot.
and examine her legs.

When Claude reached the kitchen, his mother was snttmg
at one end of the breakfast table, pouring weak coffee, his
brother and Danny and Jerry were in their chairs, and Ma-
hailey was baking griddle cakes at the stove. A moment later
Mr. Wheeler came down the enclosed stairway and walked .
the length of the table to his own place. He was a very large
man, taller and broader than any of his neighbours. He'seldom
wore a coat in summer, and his rampled shirt bulged out-
carelessly over the belt of his trousers. His florid face was’
clean shaven, likely to be a trifle tobacco-stained about the
mouth, and it was conspicuous both for good-nature and
coarse humour, and for an imperturbable physical composure.
Nobody in the county had ever seen Nat Wheeler flustered
about anything, and nobody had ever heard him $peak with
complete seriousness. He kept up his easy-going, jocular af-
fability even with his own family. .

As soon as he was seated, Mr. Wheeler reached for the
two-pint sugar bowl and began to pour sugar into his coffee.

Ralph asked him if he were going to the circus. Mr. Wheeler'

winked.

I shouldn’t wonder if I happened in town sometime be—
fore the elephants get away.” He spoke very deliberately, with-
a State-of-Maine drawl, and his voice was smooth and agree-’
able. “You boys better start in early, though You can take
the wagon' and the mules, and load in the cowhides. The
butcher has agreed to take them.”

Claude put down hxs knife. "Can’t we have the car> I've
washed it on purpose.’

“And what about Dan and Jerry? They want to see the
circus just as much as you do, and I want the hides should go
in; they’re bringing a good price now. I don’t mind about
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- One of Ours -

-your washing the car; mud preserves the paint, they say, but
it'll be all right this time, Claude.”

The hired men haw-hawed and Ralph giggled. Claude’s
freckled face got very red. The pancake grew stiff and heavy
in his mouth and was hard to swallow. His father knew he
. hated to drive the mules to town, and knew how he hated to

: . go anywhere with Dan and Jerry. As for the hides, they were
- the skins of four steers that had perished in the blizzard last

winter through the wanton carelessness of these same hired
men, and the price they would bring would not half pay for
the time his father had spent in stripping and curing them.
They had lain in a shed loft all summer, and the wagon had
been to town a dozen times. But today, when he wanted to go
to Frankfort clean and care-free, he must take these stinking
" hides and two coarse-mouthed men, and drive a pair of mules
that always brayed and balked and behaved ridiculously in a
crowd. Probably his father had looked out of the window and
seen him washing the car, and had put this up on him while

. "he dressed. It was like his father’s idea of a joke.

Mrs. Wheeler looked at Claude sympathetically, feeling
 that he was disappointed. Perhaps she, too, suspected a joke.

" She had learned that humour might wear almost any guise.

When Claude started for the barn after breakfast, she came
running down the path, calling to him faintly,—hurrying
‘always made her short of breath. Overtaking him, she looked
up with ‘solicitude, shading her eyes with her delicately
formed hand. “If you want I should do up your linen coat,
Claude, I can iron it while you're hitching,” she said wist-
fully.

Claude stood kicking at a bunch of mottled feathers that
had once been a young chicken. His shoulders were drawn
high, his mother saw, and his figure suggested energy and
determined self-control.

“You needn’t mind, mother.” He spoke rapidly, muttering
his words. “I'd better wear my old clothes if I have to take
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the hides. They're greasy, and in the sun they’ll smell worse
than fertilizer.”

“The men can handle the hides, I should think. Wouldn't .
you feel better in town to be dressed?” She was still blmklng ‘
up at him.

“Don'’t bother about it. Put me out a clean coloured shirt,”
if you want to. That’s all right.” -

He turned toward the barn, and his mother went slowly
back the path up to the house. She was so plucky and so
stooped his dear mother! He guessed if she could stand hav-
ing these men about, could cook and wash for them, he
could drive them to town!

Half an hour after the wagon left, Nat Wheeler put on an
alpaca coat and went off in the rattling buckboard in which,
though he kept two automobiles, he still drove about the
country. He said nothing to his wife; it was her business to
guess whether or not he would be home for dinner. She and .
Mabhailey could have a good time scrubbing and sweeping all
day, with no men around to bother them.

There were few days in the year when Wheeler did not
drive off somewhere; to an auction sale, or a political conven-
tion, or a meeting of the Farmers’ Telephone directors;—to
see how his neighbours were getting on with their work, if
there was nothing else to look after. He preferred his buck-
board to a car because it was light, went easily over heavy or’
rough roads, and was so rickety that he never felt he must
suggest his wife’s accompanying him. Besides he could see the
country better when he didn’t have to keep his mind on the
road. He had come to this part of Nebraska when the Indians
and the buffalo were still about, remembered the grasshopper
year and the big cyclone, had watched the farms emerge one
by one from the great rolling page where once only the wind
wrote its story. He had encouraged new settlers to take up
homesteads, urged on courttships, lent young fellows the
money to marry on, seen families grow and prosper; until he-
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felt a little as if all this were his own enterprise. The changes,
not only those the years made, but those the seasons made,
were interesting to him.
People recognized Nat Wheeler and his cart a mile away.
He sat massive and comfortable, weighing down one end of
the slanting seat, his driving hand lying on his knee. Even his
German neighbours, the Yoeders, who hated to stop work
for a quarter of an hour on any account, were glad to see him
coming. The merchants in the little towns about the county
missed him if he didn’t drop in once a week or so. He was ac-
tive in politics; never ran for an office himself, but often took
up the cause of a friend and conducted his campaign for him.
The French saying, “'Joy of the street, sorrow of the home,”
was exemplified in Mr. Wheeler, though not at all in the
- French way. His own affairs were of secondary importance
to him. In the early days he had homesteaded and bought and
- leased enough land to make him rich. Now he had only to
rent it out to good farmers who liked to work—he didn’t, and
of that he made no secret. When he was at home, he usually
sat upstairs in the living room, reading newspapers. He sub-

- scribed for a dozen or more—the list included a weekly de-
voted to scandal—and he was well informed about what was
going on in the world. He had magnificent health, and illness
in himself or in other people struck him as humorous. To be

~ sure, he never suffered from anything more perplexing than
© toothache or boils, or an occasional bilious attack.

Wheeler gave liberally to churches and charities, was al-
ways ready to lend money or machinery to a neighbour who
was short of anything. He liked to tease and shock diffident
people, and had an inexhaustible supply of funny stories.
Everybody marvelled that he got on so well with his oldest
son, Bayliss Wheeler. Not that Bayliss was exactly diffident,

" but he was a narrow-gauge fellow, the sort of prudent young
" man one wouldn’t expect Nat Wheeler to like.
Bayliss had a farm implement business in Frankfort, and
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though he was still under thirty he had made a very consid-"

erable financial success. Perhaps Wheeler was proud of his o

son’s business acumen. At any rate, he drove to town to see
Bayliss several times a week, went to sales and stock ex-
hibits with him, and sat about his store for hours at a stretch,
joking with the farmers who came in. Wheeler had been a
heavy drinker in his day, and was still a heavy feeder. Bayliss
was thin and dyspeptic, and a virulent Prohibitionist; he
would have liked to regulate everybody’s diet by his own -
feeble constitution. Even Mrs. Wheeler, who took the men
God had apportioned her for granted, wondered how Bayliss
and his father could go off to conventions together and have
a good time, since their ideas of what made a good time were
so different.

Once every few years, Mr. Wheeler bought a new suit and

a dozen stiff shirts and went back to Maine to visit his :

brothers and sistets, who were very quiet, conventional peo-
ple. But he was always glad to get home to his old clothes,
his big farm, his buckboard, and Bayliss.

Mrs. Wheeler had come out from Vermont to be Pnnc:pal
of the High School, when Frankfort was a frontier town and
Nat Wheeler was a prosperous bachelor. He must have
fancied her for the same reason he liked his son_Bayliss,—
because she was so different. There was this to be said for
Nat Wheeler, that he liked every sort of human créature; he
liked good people and honest people, and he liked rascals and
hypocrites almost to the point of loving them. If he heard
that a neighbour had played a sharp trick or done something -
patticularly mean, he was sure to drive over to see the man
at once, as if he hadn’t hitherto appreciated him.

There was a large, loafing dignity about Claude’s father.
He liked to provoke others to uncouth laughter, but he never
laughed immoderately himself. In telling stories about him,
people often tried to imitate his smooth, senatorial voice, ro-
bust but never loud. Even when he was hllarlously delighted
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© . by anything,—as'when poot Mahailey, undressing in the dark
on a summer night, sat down on the sticky fly-paper,—he
was not boisterous. He was a jolly, easy-going father, indeed,
for a boy who was not thin-skinned.

II

laude and his mules rattled into Frankfort just as the
calliope went screaming down Main street at the head

of the circus parade. Getting rid of his disagreeable freight
and his uncongenial companions as soon as possible, he el-
bowed his way along the crowded sidewalk, looking for some
of the neighbour boys.- Mr. Wheeler was standing on the
Farmer's Bank corner, towering a head above the throng,
chaffing with a little hunchback who was setting up a shell-
-game. To avoid his father, Claude turned and went into his
brother’s store. The two big show windows were full of coun-
try children, their mothers standing behind them to watch the

~ parade. Bayliss was seated in the little glass cage where he did

" his writing and bookkeeping. He nodded at Claude from his
desk. .

, “Hello,” said Claude, bustling in as if he were in a great
hurry. “Have you seen Ernest Havel? I thought I might find
him in here.”

Bayliss swung round in his swivel chair to return a plough
catalogue to the shelf. “What would he be in here for? Better
look for him in the saloon.” Nobody could put meaner insin-
uations into a slow, dry remark than Bayliss.

Claude’s cheeks flamed with anger. As he turned away, he
‘noticed something unusual about his brother’s face, but he
wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of asking him how
. he had got a black eye. Ernest Havel was a Bohemian, and he
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usually drank a glass of beer when he came to town; but he
was sober and thoughtful beyond the wont of young men.

From Bayliss’ drawl one might have supposed that the boy -

was a drunken loafer.
At that very moment Claude saw his friend on the other
side of the street, following the wagon of trained dogs that

brought up the rear of the procession. He ran across, through -
a crowd of shouting youngsters, and caught Ernest by the -

arm.

“Hello, where are you off to?”

“I'm going to eat my lunch before show-time. I left my
wagon out by-the pumping station, on the creek. What about
you>

“I've got no program. Can I go along?”
Ernest smiled. "I expect. I've got enough lunch for two.”
“Yes, I know. You always have. I'll join you later.”

Claude would have liked to take Ernest to the hotel for -

dinner. He had more than enough money in his pockets; and

his father was a rich farmer. In the Wheeler family a new

thrasher or a new automobile was ordered without a question,
but it was considered extravagant to go to a hotel for dinner.
If his father or Bayliss heard that he had been there—and
Bayliss heard everything—they would say he was putting on
airs, and would get back at him. He tried to excuse his cowar-

dice to himself by saying that he was dirty and smelled of the
hides; but in his heart he knew that he did not ask Ernest to -

go to the hotel with him because he had been so brought up

that it would be difficult for him to do this simple thing. He .

made some purchases at the fruit stand and the cigar counter,
and then hurried out along the dusty road toward the pump-
ing station. Ernest’s wagon was standing under the shade of

some willow trees, on a little sandy bottom half enclosed by a

loop of the creek which curved like a horseshoe. Claude
threw himself on the sand beside the stream and wiped the

- 11
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dust from his hot face. He felt he had now closed the door
on his disagreeable morning.

Ernest produced his lunch basket.

“I got a couple bottles of beer cooling in the creek,” he
said. "'I knew you wouldn’t want to go in a saloon.”

“Oh, forget it!” Claude muttered, ripping the cover off a
jar of pickles. He was nineteen years old, and he was afraid
to go into a saloon, and his friend knew he was afraid.

After tunch, Claude took out a handful of good cigars he
had bought at the drugstore. Ernest, who couldn’t afford
cigars, was pleased. He lit one, and as he smoked he kept

_looking at it with an air of pride and turning it around be-
tween his fingers.

The horses stood with their heads over the wagon-box,
munching their oats. The stream trickled by under the willow

- roots with a cool, persuasive sound. Claude and Ernest lay in
the shade, their coats under their heads, talking very little.
Occasionally a motor dashed along the road toward town, and _
a cloud of dust and a smell of gasoline blew in over the creek
bottom; but for the most part the silence of the warm, lazy
summer noon was undisturbed. Claude could usually forget
his own vexations and chagrins when he was with Ernest. The
Bohemian boy was never uncertain, was not pulled in two or

- three ways at once. He was simple and direct. He had a num-
ber of impersonal preoccupations; was interested in politics
and history and in new inventions. Claude felt that his friend
lived in an atmosphere of mental liberty to which he him-
self could never hope to attain. After he had talked with
Ernest for awhile, the things that did not go right on the
_farm seemed less important.

Claude’s mother was almost as fond of Ernest as he was

“* himself. When the two boys were going to high school,

“Ernest often came over in the evening to study with Claude,

" and while they worked at the long kitchen table Mrs. Wheeler

" brought her darning and sat near them, helping them with
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their Latin and algebra. Even old Mahailey was enlightened
by their words of wisdom. B

Mirs. Wheeler said she would never forget the night Ernest -
arrived from the Old Country. His brother, Joe Havel, had
gone to Frankfort to meet him, and was to stop on the way
home and leave some groceries for the Wheelers. The train
from the east was late; it was ten o'clock that night when
Mrs. Wheeler, waiting in the kitchen, heard Havel’s wagon.
rumble across the little bridge over Lovely Creek. She opened
the outside door, and presently Joe came in with a bucket of
salt fish in one hand and a sack of flour on his shoulder.
While he took the fish down to the cellar for her, another
figure appeared in the doorway; a young boy, short, stoopéd,’ ;
with a flat cap on his head and a great oilcloth valise, such
as pedlars carry, strapped to his back. He had fallen asleep
in the wagon, and on waking and finding his brother gone, he
had supposed they were at home and scrambled for his pack.
He stood in the doorway, blinking his eyes at the light, look-
ing astonished but eager to do whatever was required of him. -
What if one of her own boys, Mrs. Wheeler thought. .-. . 4
She went up to him and put her arm around him, laughing a
little and saying in her quiet voice, just as if he could under-
stand her, ““Why, you're only a little boy after all, aren’t you?”

Ernest said afterwards that it was his first welcome to this
countty, though he had travelled so far, and had been pushed -
and hauled and shouted at for so many days, he had lost
count of them. That night he and Claude only shook hands
and looked at each other suspiciously, but ever since they
had been good friends.

After their picnic the two boys went to the circus in a
happy frame of mind. In the animal tent they met big;liq):g- )
ard Dawson, the oldest son of one of the Wheelers' near
neighbours, and the three sat together for the performance.- -

Leonard said he had come to town alone in his car; wouldn’t
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Claude ride out with him? Claude was glad enough to turn
the mules over to Ralph, who didn’t mind the hired men as
much as he did.

Leonard was a strapping brown fellow of twenty-five, with
'big hands and big feet, white teeth, and flashing eyes full of

. energy. He and his father and two brothers not only worked

their own big farm, but rented a quarter section from Nat
. Wheeler. They were master farmers. If there was a dry
. summer and a failure, Leonard only laughed and stretched his
© long arms, and put in a bigger crop next year. Claude was
always a little reserved with Leonard;. he felt that the young
man was rather contemptuous of the hap-hazard way in which
things were done on the Wheeler place, and thought his go-
ing to college a waste of money. Leonard had not even gone
through the Frankfort High School, and he was already a
more successful man than Claude was ever likely to be. Leon-
ard did think these things, but he was fond of Claude, all the
‘ same.

© At sunset the car was speeding over a fine stretch of smooth

" road across the level country that lay between Frankfort and

the rougher land along Lovely Creek. Leonard’s attention was
largely given up to admiring the faultless behaviour of his
~ engine. Presently he chuckled to himself and turned to
- Claude.
I wonder if you'd take it all right if I told you a joke on
Bayliss?”’
I expect I would.” Claude’s tone was not at all eager.

“You saw Bayliss today? Notice anything queer about him,
one eye a little off colour? Did he tell you how he got it?”

“No. I didn’t ask him.”

“Just as well. A lot of people did ask him, though, and
he said he was hunting around his place for something in the
dark and ran into a reaper. Well, I'm the reaper!”

" Claude looked interested. “You mean to say Bayliss was
" ina fight?”
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