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I. JOHNNY ASSUMES A DEBT OF HONOR

SINCE Life is no more than a series of achievements and failures, this story is going to begin exactly where the teller of tales usually stops. It is going to begin with Johnny Jewel an accepted lover and with one of his dearest ambitions realized. It is going to begin there because Johnny himself was just beginning to climb, and the top of his desires was still a long way off, and the higher you go the harder is the climbing. Even love does not rest at peace with the slipping on of the engagement ring. I leave it to Life, the supreme judge, to bear me out in the statement that Love must straightway gird himself for a life struggle when he has passed the flowered gateway of a woman’s tremulous yes.

To Johnny Jewel the achievement of possessing himself of so coveted a piece of mechanism as an airplane, and of flying it with rapidly increasing skill, began to lose a little of its power to thrill. The getting had filled his thoughts waking and sleeping, had brought him some danger, many thrills, a good deal of reproach and much self-condemnation. Now he had it–that episode was diminishing rapidly in importance as it slid into the past, and Johnny was facing a problem quite as great, was harboring ambitions quite as dazzling, as when he rode a sweaty horse across the barren stretches of the Rolling R Ranch and dreamed the while of soaring far above the barrenness.

Well, he had soared high above many miles of barrenness. That dream could be dreamed no more, since its magic vapors had been dissipated in the bright sun of reality. He could no longer dream of flying, any more than he could build air castles over riding a horse. Neither could he rack his soul with thoughts of Mary V Selmer, wondering whether she would ever get to caring much for a fellow. Mary V had demonstrated with much frankness that she cared. He knew the feel of her arms around his neck, the look of her face close to his own, the sweet thrill of her warm young lips against his. He had bought her a modest little ring, and had watched the shine of it on the third finger of her tanned left hand when she left him–going gloveless that the ring might shine up at her.

The first episode of her life thus happily finished, Johnny was looking with round, boyish, troubled eyes upon the second.

“Long-distance call for you, Mr. Jewel,” the clerk announced, when Johnny strolled into the Argonaut hotel in Tucson for his mail. “Just came in. The girl at the switchboard will connect you with the party.”

Johnny glanced into his empty key box and went on to the telephone desk. It was Mary V, he guessed. He had promised to call her up, but there hadn’t been any news to tell, nothing but the flat monotony of inaction, which meant failure, and Johnny Jewel never liked talking of his failures, even to Mary V.

“Oh, Johnny, is that you? I’ve been waiting and waiting, and I just wondered if you had enlisted and gone off to war without even calling up to say good-by. I’ve been perfectly frantic. There’s something–”

“You needn’t worry about me enlisting,” Johnny broke in, his voice the essence of gloom. “They won’t have me.”

“Won’t have–why, Johnny Jewel! How can the United States Army be so stupid? Why, I should think they would be glad to get–”

“They don’t look at me from your point of view, Mary V.” Johnny’s lips softened into a smile. She was a great little girl, all right. If it were left to her, the world would get down on its marrow bones and worship Johnny Jewel. “Why? Well, they won’t take me and my airplane as a gift. Won’t have us around. They’ll take me on as a common buck trooper, and that’s all. And I can’t afford–”

“Well, but Johnny! Don’t they know what a perfectly wonderful flyer you are? Why, I should think–”

“They won’t have me in aviation at all, even without the plane,” said Johnny. “The papers came back to-day. I was turned down–flat on my face! Gol darn ‘em, they can do without me now!”

“Well, I should say so!” cried Mary V’s thin, indignant voice in his ear. “How perfectly idiotic! I didn’t want you to go, anyway. Now you’ll come back to the ranch, won’t you, Johnny?” The voice had turned wheedling. “We can have the duckiest times, flying around! Dad’ll give you a tremendously good–”

“You seem to forget I owe your dad three or four thousand dollars,” Johnny cut in. “I’ll come back to the ranch when that’s paid, and not before.”

“Well, but listen, Johnny! Dad doesn’t look at it that way at all. He knows you didn’t mean to let those horses be stolen. He doesn’t feel you owe him anything at all, Johnny. Now we’re engaged, he’ll give you a good–”

“You don’t get me, Mary V. I don’t care what your father thinks. It’s what I think that counts. This airplane of mine cost your dad a lot of good horses, and I’ve got to make that good to him. If I can’t sell the darned thing and pay him up, I’ll have to–”

“I suppose what I think doesn’t count anything at all! I say you don’t owe dad a cent. Now that you are going to marry me–”

“You talk as if you was an encumbrance your dad had to pay me to take off his hands,” blurted Johnny distractedly. “Our being engaged doesn’t make any difference–”

“Oh, doesn’t it? I’m tremendously glad to know you feel that way about it. Since it doesn’t make any difference whatever–”

“Aw, cut it out, Mary V! You know darn well what I meant.”

“Why, certainly. You mean that our being engaged doesn’t make a particle–”

“Say, listen a minute, will you! I’m going to pay your dad for those horses that were run off right under my nose while I was tinkering with this airplane. I don’t care what you think, or what old Sudden thinks, or what anybody on earth thinks! I know what I think, and that’s a plenty. I’m going to make good before I marry you, or come back to the ranch.

“Why, good golly! Do you think I’m going to be pointed out as a joke on the Rolling R? Do you think I’m going to walk around as a living curiosity, the only thing Sudden Selmer ever got stung on? Oh–h, no! Not little Johnny! They can’t say I got into the old man for a bunch of horses and the girl, and that old Sudden had to stand for it! I told your dad I’d pay him back, and I’m going to do it if it takes a lifetime.

“I’m calling that debt three thousand dollars–and I consider at that I’m giving him the worst of it. He’s out more than that, I guess–but I’m calling it three thousand. So,” he added with an extreme cheerfulness that proved how heavy was his load, “I guess I won’t be out to supper, Mary V. It’s going to take me a day or two to raise three thousand–unless I can sell the plane. I’m sticking here trying, but there ain’t much hope. About three or four a day kid me into giving ‘em a trial flight–and to-morrow I’m going to start charging ‘em five dollars a throw. I can’t burn gas giving away joy rides to fellows that haven’t any intention of buying me out. They’ll have to dig up the coin, after this–I can let it go on the purchase price if they do buy, you see. That’s fair enough–”

“Then you won’t even listen to dad’s proposition?” Mary V’s tone proved how she was clinging to the real issue. “It’s a perfectly wonderful one, Johnny, and really, for your own good–and not because we are engaged in the least–you should at least consider it. If you insist on owing him money, why, I suppose you could pay him back a little at a time out of the salary he’ll pay you. He will pay you a good enough salary so you can do it nicely–”

Johnny laughed impatiently. “Let your dad jump up my wages to a point where he can pay himself back, you mean,” he retorted. “Oh–h, no, Mary V. You can’t kid me out of this, so why keep on arguing? You don’t seem to take me seriously. You seem to think this is just a whim of mine. Why, good golly! I should think it would be plain enough to you that I’ve got to do it if I want to hold up my head and look men in the face. It’s–why, it’s an insult to my self-respect and my honesty to even hint that I could do anything but what I’m going to do. The very fact that your dad ain’t going to force the debt makes it all the more necessary that I should pay it.

“Why, good golly, Mary V! I’d feel better toward your father if he had me arrested for being an accomplice with those horse thieves, or slapped an attachment on the plane or something, than wave the whole thing off the way he’s doing. It’d show he looked on me as a man, anyway.

“I’ll be darned if I appreciate this way he’s got of treating it like a spoiled kid’s prank. I’m going to make him recognize the fact that I’m a man, by golly, and that I look at things like a man. He’s got to be proud to have me in the family, before I come into the family. He ain’t going to take me in as one more kid to look after. I’ll come in as his equal in honesty and business ability,–instead of just a new fad of Mary V’s–”

“Well, for gracious sake, Johnny! If you feel that way about it, why didn’t you say so? You don’t seem to care what I think, or how I feel about it. You don’t seem to care whether you ever get married or not. And I’m sure I wasn’t the one that did the proposing. Why, it will take years and years to square up with dad, if you insist on doing it in a regular business way–”

Johnny’s harsh laugh stopped her. “You see, you do know where I stand, after all. If I let it slide, the way you want me to, that’s exactly what you’d be thinking after awhile–that I never had squared up with your dad. You’d look down on me, and so would your father and your mother. They’d always be afraid I’d do some fool thing and sting your dad again for a few thousand.”

“Well, of all the crazy talk! And I’ve gone to the trouble of coaxing dad to give you a share in the Rolling R instead of putting it in his will for me. And dad’s going to do it–”

“Oh, no, he isn’t. I don’t want any share in the Rolling R. I’d go to jail before I’d take it.”

Mary V produced woman’s final argument. “If you cared anything at all for me, Johnny, when I ask you to come back and do what dad is willing to have you do, you’d do it. I don’t see how you can be stubborn enough to refuse such a perfectly wonderful offer. You wouldn’t, if you cared a snap about me. You act just as if you were sorry–”

“Aw, lay off that don’t-care stuff!” Johnny growled indignantly. “Caring for you has got nothing to do with it, I tell you. It’s just simply a question of what kinda mark I am. You know I care!”

“Well, then, if you do you’ll come right over here. If you start now you can be here by sundown, and it’s nice and quiet and no wind at all. You’ve absolutely no excuse, Johnny, and you know it. When dad’s willing to forget about those horses–”

“When I come, your dad won’t have anything to forget about,” Johnny reiterated obstinately. “I do wish you’d look at the thing right!”

Mary V changed her tactics, relying now upon intimidation. “I shall begin to look for you in about an hour,” she said sweetly. “I shall keep on looking till you come, or till it gets too dark. If you care anything about me, Johnny, you’ll be here. I’ll have dinner all ready, so you needn’t wait to eat.” Then she hung up.

Johnny rattled the hook impatiently, called hello with irritated insistence, and finally succeeded in raising Central’s impersonal: “Number, please?” Whereupon he flung himself angrily out of the booth.

“Do you want to pay at this end?” The girl at the desk looked up at him with a gleam of curiosity. Mentally Johnny accused her of “listening in.” He snapped an affirmative at her and waited until “long distance” told her the amount.

“Four dollars and eighty-five cents,” she announced, giving him a pert little smile. Johnny flipped a small gold piece to the desk and marched off, scorning his fifteen cents change with the air of a millionaire.

Johnny was angry, grieved, disappointed, worried–and would have been wholly miserable had not his anger so dominated his other emotions that he could continue mentally his argument against the attitude of Mary V and the Rolling R.

They refused to take him seriously, which hurt Johnny’s self-esteem terribly. Were he older, were he a property owner, Sudden Selmer would not so lightly wave aside that debt. He would pay Johnny the respect of fighting for his just rights. But no–just because he was barely of age, just because he was Johnny Jewel, they all acted as though–why, darn ‘em, they acted as though he was a kid offering to earn money to pay for a broken plate! And Mary V–

Well, Mary V was a great little girl, but she would have to learn some day that Johnny was master. He considered this as good a day as any for the lesson. Better, because he was really upholding his principles by not going to the ranch meekly submissive, because Mary V had announced that she would be looking for him. Johnny winced from the thought of Mary V, out on the porch, watching the sky toward Tucson for the black speck that would be his airplane; listening for the high, strident drone that would herald his coming. She would cry herself to sleep.

But she had deliberately sentenced herself to tears and disappointment, he told himself sternly. She must have known he was in earnest about not coming. She had no right to think she could kid him out of something big and vital to his honor. She ought to know him by this time.

Briefly he considered returning to the hotel and calling up the ranch, just to tell her not to look for him because he was not coming. But the small matter of paying the toll deterred him. It was humiliating to admit, even to himself, that he could not afford another long-distance conversation with Mary V, but he had come to the point in his finances where a two-bit piece looked large as a dollar. He would miss that small gold piece.

Since the government had refused to consider accepting his services and paying him a bonus for his plane, he would have to sell it–if he could.

There it sat, reared up on its two little wheels, its nose poked rakishly out of an old shed that had been remodelled to accommodate it, its tail sticking out at the other side so that it slightly resembled a turtle with its shell not quite covering its extremities. The Mexican boy whom Johnny had hired to watch the plane in his absence lay asleep under one wing. A faint odor of varnish testified to the heat of the day that was waning toward a sultry night.

Without disturbing the boy Johnny rolled a smoke and stood, as he had stood many and many a time, staring at his prize and wondering what to do with it. He had to have money. That was flat, final, admitting no argument. At a reasonable estimate, three thousand dollars were tied up in that machine. He could not afford to sell it for any less. Yet there did not seem to be a man in the country willing to pay three thousand dollars for it. It was a curiosity, a thing to come out and stare at, a thing to admire; but not to buy, even though Johnny had as an added inducement offered to teach the buyer to fly before the purchase price was taken from the bank.

The stalking shadow of a man moving slowly warned Johnny of an approaching visitor. He did not trouble to turn his head; he even moved farther into the shed, to tighten a turnbuckle that was letting a cable sag a little.

“Hello, old top–how they using yuh?” greeted a voice that had in it a familiar, whining note.

Johnny’s muscles stiffened. Hostility, suspicion, surprise surged confusingly through his brain. He turned as one who was bracing himself to meet an enemy, with a primitive prickling where the bristles used to rise on the necks of our cavemen ancestors.




II. AND THE CAT CAME BACK

“WHY, hello, Bland,” Johnny exclaimed after the first blank silence. “I thought you was tied up in a sack and throwed into the pond long ago!”

The visitor grinned with a sour droop to his mouth, a droop which Johnny knew of old. “But the cat came back,” he followed the simile, blinking at Johnny with his pale, opaque blue eyes. “What yuh doing here? Starting an aviation school?”

“Yeah. Free instruction. Want a lesson?” Johnny retorted, only half the sarcasm intended for Bland; the rest going to the town that had failed to disgorge a buyer for what he had to sell.

“Aw, I suppose you think you could give me lessons, now you’ve learned to do a little straightaway flying without landing on your tail,” Bland fleered, with the impatience of the seasoned flyer for the novice who thinks well of himself and his newly acquired skill. “Say, that was some bump you give yourself on the dome when we lit over there in that sand patch. I tried to tell yuh that sand looked loose–”

“Yes, you did–not! You was scared stiff. Your face looked like the inside of a raw bacon rind!”

“Sure, I was scared. So would you of been if you’d a known as much about it as I knew. I knew we was due to pile up, when you grabbed the control away from me. You’ll make a flyer, all right–and a good one, if yuh last long enough. But you can’t learn it all in a day, bo–take it from me. Anyway, I got no kick to make. It was you and the plane that got the bumps. All I done was bite my tongue half off!”

Boy that he was, Johnny laughed over this. The idea of Bland biting his tongue tickled him and served to blur his antagonism for the tricky aviator who had played so large a part in his salvaging of this very airplane.

“Uh course you’ll laugh–but you wasn’t laughing then. I’ll say you wasn’t. I thought you was croaked. Cost something to repair the plane, too. I’m saying it did. Had to have a new propeller, and a new crank-case for the motor–cost the old man at the ranch close to three hundred dollars before I turned her over to him, ready to take the air again. That’s including what he paid me, of course. But I guess you know what it cost, when he handed you the bill.”

This was news to Johnny, news that made his soul squirm. Lying there sick at the Rolling R ranch, he had not known what was taking place. He had found his airplane ready to fly, when he was at last able to walk out to the corrals, but no one seemed to know how much the repairing had cost. Certainly Sudden Selmer himself had suffered a lapse of memory on the subject. All the more reason then why Johnny should repay his debt.

“What I’m wondering about is why you aren’t in Los Angeles,” he evaded the unpleasant subject awkwardly. “Old Sudden gave you money to go, and dumped you at the depot, didn’t he? That’s what Mary V told me.”

“He did–and I missed my train. And while I was waiting for the next I must ‘a’ et something poison. I was awful sick. I guess it was ten days or so before I come to enough to know where I was. I’ve had hard luck, bo–I’ll say I have. I was robbed while I was sick, and only for a tambourine queen I got acquainted with, I guess I’d ‘a’ died. They’re treacherous as hell, though. Long as she thought I had money–oh, well, they’s no use expecting kindness in this world. Or gratitude. I’m always helpin’ folks out and gittin’ kicked and cussed for my pay. Lookit the way I lived with snakes and lizards–lived in a cave, like a coyote!–to help you git this plane in shape. You was to take me to Los for pay–but I ain’t there yet. I’m stuck here, sick and hungry–I ain’t et a mouthful since last night, and then I only had a dish of sour beans that damn’ Mex. hussy handed out to me through a window! Me, Bland Halliday, a flyer that has made his hundreds doing exhibition work; that has had his picture on the front page of big city papers, and folks followin’ him down the street just to get a look at him! Me–why, a yellow dawg has got the edge on me for luck! I might better be dead–” His loose lips quivered. Tears of self-pity welled up into his pale blue eyes. He turned away and stared across the barren calf lot that Johnny used for a flying field.

Johnny began to have premonitory qualms of a sympathy which he knew was undeserved. Bland Halliday had got a square deal–more than a square deal; for Sudden, Johnny knew, had paid him generously for repairing the plane while Johnny was sick. Bland had undoubtedly squandered the money in one long debauch, and there was no doubt in Johnny’s mind of Bland’s reason for missing his train. He was a bum by nature and he would double-cross his own mother, Johnny firmly believed. Yet, there was Johnny’s boyish sympathy that never failed sundry stray dogs and cats that came in his way. It impelled him now to befriend Bland Halliday.

“Well, since the cat’s come back, I suppose it must have its saucer of milk,” he grinned, by way of hiding the fact that the lip-quiver had touched him. “I haven’t taken any nourishment myself for quite some time. Come on and eat.”

He started back toward town, and Bland Halliday followed him like a lonesome pup.

On the way, Johnny took stock of Bland in little quick glances from the corner of his eyes. Bland had been shabby when Johnny discovered him one day on the depot platform of a tiny town farther down the line. He had been shabbier after three weeks in Johnny’s camp, working on the airplane in hope of a free trip to the Coast. But his shabbiness now surpassed anything Johnny had known, because Bland had evidently made pitiful attempts to hide it. That, Johnny guessed, was because of the hussy Bland had mentioned.

Bland’s shoes were worn through on the sides, and he had blackened his ragged socks to hide the holes. Somewhere he had got a blue serge coat, from which the lining sagged in frayed wrinkles. His pockets were torn down at the corners; buttons were gone, grease spots and beer stains patterned the cloth. Under the coat he wore a pink-and-white silk shirt, much soiled and with the neck frankly open, imitating sport style because of missing buttons. He looked what he was by nature; what he was by training,–a really skilful birdman,–did not show at all.

He begged a smoke from Johnny and slouched along, with an aimless garrulity talking of his hard luck, now curiously shot with hope. Which irritated Johnny vaguely, since instinct told him whence that hope had sprung. Still, sympathy made him kind to Bland just because Bland was so worthless and so miserable.

At a dingy, fly-infested place called “Red’s Quick Lunch” whither Johnny, mindful of his low finances, piloted him, Bland ordered largely and complained because his “T bone” was too rare, and afterwards because it was tough. Johnny dined on “coffee and sinkers” so that he could afford Bland’s steak and “French fried” and hot biscuits and pie and two cups of coffee. The cat, he told himself grimly, was not content with a saucer of milk. It was on the top shelf of the pantry, lapping all the cream off the pan!

Afterwards he took Bland to the hotel where his room was paid for until the end of the week, led him up there, produced an old suit of clothes that had not seemed to wear a sufficiently prosperous air for the owner of an airplane, and suggestively opened the door to the bathroom.

Bland took the clothes and went in, mumbling a fear that he would do himself mortal injury if he took a bath right after a meal.

“If you die, you’ll die clean, anyway,” Johnny told him grimly. So Bland took a bath and emerged looking almost respectable.

Johnny had brought his second-best shoes out, and Bland put them on, pursing his loose lips because the shoes were a size too small. But Johnny had thrown Bland’s shoes out of the window, so Bland had to bear the pinching.

Johnny sat on the edge of the dresser smoking and fanning the smoke away from his round, meditative eyes while he looked Bland over. Bland caught the look, and in spite of the shoes he grinned amiably.

“I take it back, bo, what I said about gratitude. You got it, after all.”

“Huh!” Johnny grunted. “Gratitude, huh?”


“I knowed you wouldn’t throw down a friend, old top. I was in the dumps. A feller’ll talk most any way when he’s feeling the after effects, and is hungry and broke. Now I’m my own man again. What next? Name it, bo–I’m game.”

“Next,” said Johnny, “is bed, I guess. You’re clean, now–you can sleep here.”

Bland showed that he could feel the sentiment called compunction.

“Much obliged, bo–but I don’t want to crowd you–”

“You won’t crowd me,” said Johnny drily, “I aim to sleep with the plane.” Bland may have read Johnny’s reason for sleeping with his airplane, but beyond one quick look he made no sign. “Still nuts over it–I’ll say you are,” he grunted. “You wait till you’ve been in the game long as I have, bo.”

With a blanket and pillow bought on his way through the town, Johnny disposed himself for the night under the nose of the plane with the wheels of the landing gear at his back. He was not by nature a suspicious young man, but he knew Bland Halliday; and to know Bland was to distrust him.

He felt that he was taking a necessary precaution, now that he knew Bland was in Tucson. With the landing gear behind him, no one could move the airplane in the night without first moving him.

Now that he thought of it, Bland had been left fifty miles farther down the line, to catch his train. Tucson was a perfectly illogical place for him to be in, even for the purpose of carousing. One would certainly expect him to hurry to the city of his desires and take his pleasure there. Johnny decided that Bland must still have an eye on the plane.

That he was secretly envious of Bland as an aviator did not add to his mental comfort. Bland could speak with slighting familiarity of “the game,” and assume a boredom not altogether a pose. Bland had drunk deep and satisfyingly of the cup which Johnny, to save his honor, must put away from him after a tantalising sip or two. Not until Bland had said, “Wait till you’ve been in the game as long as I have,” had Johnny realized to the full just what it would mean to him to part with his airplane without being accepted by the government as an aviator.

At the Rolling R, when his conscience debt to Sudden pressed so heavily, he had figured very nicely and had found the answer to his problem without much trouble. To enlist as an aviator with his airplane, or to sell the plane in Tucson, turn the proceeds over to Sudden to pay his debt and enlist as an aviator without the machine, had seemed perfectly simple. Either way would be making good the mistakes of his past and paving the way for future achievements. Parting with the plane had not promised to so wrench the very heart out of him when he fully expected to fly faster and farther in airplanes owned by the government; faster and farther toward the goal of all red-blooded young males: glory or wealth, the hero’s wreath of laurel or the smile of dame Fortune.

Mary V stood on the heights waiting for him, as Johnny had planned and dreamed. He would come back to her a captain, maybe–perhaps even a major, in these hot times of swift achievement. They would all be proud to shake his hand, those jeering ones who called him Skyrider for a joke. Captain Jewel would not have sounded bad at all. But–

There is no dodging the finality of Uncle Sam’s no. They had not wanted Johnny Jewel to fly for fame and his country’s honor. And if he sold his own airplane, how then would he fly? How could he ever hope to be in the game as long as Bland had been? How could he do anything but go back meekly to the Rolling R Ranch and ride bronks for Mary V’s father, and be hailed as Skyrider still, who had no more any hope of riding the sky?

Gloom at last plumbed the depths of Johnny’s soul, and showed him where grew the root of his unalterable determination to combat Mary V’s plan to have him at the ranch. Much as he loved Mary V he would hate going back to the dull routine of ranch life. (And after all, a youth like Johnny loves nothing quite so much as his air castles.) As a rider of bronks he was spoiled, he who had ridden triumphant the high air lanes. He had talked of paying his debt to Sudden, he had talked of his self-respect and his honesty and his pride–but above and beyond them all he was fighting to save his castle in the air. Debt or no debt, he could never go back to the Rolling R and be a rancher. Lying there under his airplane and staring up at the starred purple of the night he knew that he could not go back.

Yet he knew too that once he had sold his airplane he would be almost as helpless financially as Bland Halliday, unless he returned to the only trade he knew, the trade of riding bronks and performing the various other duties that would be his portion at the Rolling R.

Johnny pictured himself back at the Rolling R; pictured himself riding out with the boys at dawn after horses, or sweating in the corrals, spitting dust and profanity through long, hot hours. There was a lure, of course; a picturesque, intangible attraction that calls to the wild blood of youth. But not as calls this other life which he had tasted. There was no gainsaying the fact–ranch life had grown too tame, too stale for Johnny Jewel. And there was no gainsaying that other fact–that Mary V would have to reconcile herself to being an aviator’s wife, if she would mate with Johnny.

He went to sleep thinking bitterly that neither he nor Mary V need concern themselves at present over that point. It would be some time before the issue need be faced, judging from Johnny’s present prospects.




III. JOHNNY WOULD DO STUNTS

BLAND woke him, just as day was coming. A new Bland, fresh shaven,–with Johnny’s razor,–and with a certain languid animation in his manner that was in sharp contrast to his extreme dejection of the night before.

“Thought I’d come out and see if you was going to make a flight this morning,” he said. “It’s a good morning for it, bo. How’s she working, these days? Old man at the ranch wouldn’t let me try her out after I’d fixed her up; said you was too sick to have the motor going. So I couldn’t be sure I’d made a good job of it. Give you any trouble?”

Johnny sat up and knuckled his eyes, his mouth wide open in a capital O. It seemed to him that Bland had his nerve, and he guessed shrewdly that the aviator was simply making sure of his breakfast. When cats come back they have a fashion of hanging around the kitchen, he remembered. Oh, well, there was nothing to be gained by being nasty and even Bland’s company was better than none.

“Hey, ain’t yuh awake yet? I asked yuh how the motor’s acting.”

“O–o–h, aw-righ!” yawned Johnny, blinking around for his boots. “I ain’t been flying much. Just flew over here from the ranch, and a little circle now and then when something come along that looked like money. I wanted to keep her in good shape in case the gover’ment–”

“Trying to sell it back to the gover’ment, huh? I coulda told yuh, bo, they wouldn’t take it as a gift. She’s a back number now–a has-been, from the gover’ment viewpoint. Why don’t you keep it? What yuh want to sell it for, f’r cat’s sake? She’s a gold mine if you know how to work it, bo–take it from me.”

“Well, I wish to thunder you’d show me the gold, then,” Johnny retorted crossly, pulling on his boots.

“Lend us a smoke, will yuh, old top? The money’s here, all right, if yuh just know how to get it out. And flying for the gover’ment ain’t the way. I’ll say a man’s got to be his own boss if he wants to pull down real money. Long as you’re workin’ for somebody else, he’s getting the velvet. You ain’t, believe me. And the gover’ment as a boss–”

“Well, good golly, come to the point!” snapped Johnny. “How can I make money with this plane?” He gave it a disgruntled look, and turned to Bland. “She’s a bird of a millionaire’s toy, if you ask me,” he said. “She’s a fiend for gas and oil, and every time you turn ‘er around there’s some darned thing to be fixed or replaced. I’m about broke, trying to keep her up till I can sell out. It’s coffee and sinkers for you, old timer, if you’re going to eat on me. Another meal like you had last night, and we’ll both have to skip a few in order to buy gas to joy-ride some cheap sport that lets on he’s thinking of buying. I suppose your idea is–”

“F’r cat’s sake give me a chance to tell yuh! Course you’ll go broke trying to support the plane. You’re goin’ at it backwards. Make the plane support you. That’s my idea. And you do it by exhibition flying for money–not sailin’ around giving the whole damn country a free treat.

“I know–you think I’m a bum and all that; maybe you think I’m a crook, fer all I know. And you turn up your nose at anything I say. But lemme tell yuh, old top, I ain’t a D. and O. because I never made any money flyin’. It’s because I blowed what I made. And it’s because I made so damn’ much it went to my head and made a fool outa me. Listen here, bo: I bought me a Stutz outa what I earned flyin’ in one season–and I blowed money right and left and smashed the car and like to of broke my neck, and had to pay damages to the other feller that peeled my roll down to the size of a pencil. The point is, it took money to do them things, didn’t it? And I made it flyin’ my own plane. That’s what you want to soak into your system. I made big money flying. What I done with the money don’t need to worry you–you ain’t copyin’ me for morals.

“Now what you want to do is learn some stunts, first off. You learn to loop and tail-slide and the fallin’ leaf, and to write your name, and them things. It ain’t so hard–not for a guy like you that ain’t got sense enough to be afraid of nothing. The way you went off in that plane with the girl made my hair stand on end, and that’s no kiddin’, neither. If you’d had a fear germ in your system you wouldn’t ‘a’ done that. But you done it, and got away with it, is the point. And you been gittin’ away with it right along–and you not knowin’ your motor any more’n I know ridin’ on a horse!”

“Aw, say! That’s goin’ too far,” protested Johnny, but Bland gave him no heed.

“You learn the stunts–early in the morning when there ain’t the hull town out to rubber–and then pull off an exhibition or two. Seventy-five dollars is the least you ever need to expect. Don’t go in the air for less. From that up–depends on how spectacular you are. The public loves to watch for the death fall. That’s what they pay to see–not hopin’ you get killed, but not wantin’ to miss seeing it in case yuh do. And with this the only airplane around here–why, say, bo, it’s a cinch!”

Johnny fanned the smoke away from his face and eyed Bland with lofty tolerance. “And where do you expect to come in? You needn’t kid yourself into hoping I’ll take you for a self-forgetful martyr person. What’s the little joker, Bland?”

Bland turned his pale, opaque stare upon Johnny for a minute. “Aw, for cat’s sake, gimme the doubt, bo! I’m human in more ways than tryin’ to see how much booze I kin lap up. It’s a chance I want to start fresh. This bumming around ain’t getting me anything. I’m sick of it. You gotta be learnt to do exhibition stuff, and I’m the guy that can learn yuh. You’ll want a mechanician to keep your motor in shape. I can make a motor, gimme the tools. You want somebody that knows the game to kinda manage things. You’re Skyrider Johnny, same as the boys at the ranch calls yuh. Yon gotta have a flunkey, ain’t yuh? I’m willin’ to be it. I’ll change my name, so nobody needs to know it’s Bland Halliday. Or you can gimme a share in the net profits, and I’ll keep the name and make it pull things our way. They’s no use talking, bo, I’ve got the goods! The name Bland Halliday is a trademark for flyin’–and never mind if it also stands for damfool. I’ll brace up and give yuh the best I got. Honest, that’s what I want–a chance to get on my feet agin. I’d ruther help you fly your plane than fly one of my own. I’d run amuck agin if I owned anything I could raise money on.

“If you think I tried to do you dirt, back there in the desert, bo, you’re wrong. Ab-so-lutely. I thought you was fixing to double-cross me, and git away with the plane and leave me there. It got my goat–I’ll say it did–that desert stuff. So I hid the gas, so you couldn’t go off and leave me. But that’s behind us. You can give me a chance now to straighten up, and I can put you in the way to make big money. You think it over, bo. They’s no great hurry, and we can make a flight now and see how she stacks up. Be a sport–go fill up the tank and let’s go.”

OEBPS/images/BMBowerTheThunderBird.jpg
l.
\
N
v

THE THUNDER BIRD













