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    Paradise Al

    The year 1932 saw the publication of twenty-three short novels and fourteen serials by Frederick Faust. All but two of these appeared in Street & Smith’s Western Story Magazine, Faust’s primary market beginning in 1921 and lasting through the mid-’Thirties. “Paradise Al”, the first of a duo of stories, appeared in the June 4th issue under the David Manning byline. In it Faust deftly wove a number of plot elements including a long-standing feud between two families, an unbroken wild horse, and an Eastern criminal on the lam who takes on a false identity.

  


  
    I

    The first pinch of autumn was in the air that morning, and the cold filled the blue mist that lay in the hollows around Jumping Creek; all the lower flanks of the mountains were dimmed by the same exhalations, although their tops gloried in the clear upper air, far above timberline.

    Paradise Al, looking out from the blind baggage of the passenger train as it stormed up the grade toward the wide railroad yards of Jumping Creek, noted all of these features, and he saw, furthermore, how the leaves of the bushes along the hills were stained with yellows and reds and purples, some of them already brown and crisp. The wind, as he leaned out, cut sharply against his thin, handsome face and threatened to freeze his fingers to the handrail that he so firmly gripped. However, he was not perturbed by this. Legs were what counted, in the maneuver that was to follow, so he squatted half a dozen times and rose again quickly in order to make sure that his running muscles were in perfect trim. Then he slipped down the steps, clinging with both hands, his feet resting on the lowest step, and his body bent far outward in a bow, and finally let go with his right hand so that his body swung rapidly out. Just as he faced into the wind of the train’s passage, he dropped clear. His feet began to run in the empty air, swiftly, and, as he struck the grade beside the track, which seemed to be shooting backward with hurricane speed, he was sprinting with all his might.

    Even so, the forward impetus threatened to hurl him on his face. When he forced back his head and shoulders with an effort, the added weight made his knees sag, and he staggered a bit from side to side, but by the time the last car of the train had shot by, leaving a whirl of dust to curl about him, Paradise Al was in control of the situation.

    He dropped to a jog, and then to a walk. After that, he paused and dusted himself with care, took off his coat, shook it out, examined it with a minute inspection in the search for grease stains and, finding none, smiled with pleasure.

    He was half into his coat again when two men stepped out from behind a pile of ties; one of them had empty hands, but the other carried a Colt revolver of a formidable length.

    “I told you, Jay,” said the man with the gun, “that the tramp royals and all the fast boys climb off down the track a way . . . but I didn’t know that they got off clear down here. You don’t need to get all the way into that coat, brother.”

    The last was addressed to Paradise Al, and the latter made no further effort to get into the coat, the sleeves of it manacling him perfectly.

    “Fan him, Jay,” said the man of the gun.

    Jay, accordingly, went through the pockets of the tramp. The latter said: “This is an outrage. If you men pretend to represent law and order in this town . . . ”

    “Oh, can that,” said he of the gun. “Shut up and be reasonable. You’re Paradise Alley, ain’t you?”

    “Al,” corrected Jay. “Paradise Al is the moniker he wears. Always in Paradise because he never does no work. This is all that he’s got on him.” He straightened from turning the last pocket inside out. In his hands he held a wallet, a small clasp knife, a pencil, and two handkerchiefs, together with a small, well-worn notebook.

    “Is that all?” asked the man with the gun.

    “That’s all, Tucker,” said his assistant.

    The railroad detective took the plunder into his hands. “There’s four hundred and eighty-two bucks here. How you come by that much money, Paradise?” he asked.

    “Me? Work, brother,” said Paradise Al. “That’s the way to make money. Speculation lets you down in the long run. Work is what pays. Hard, hard work!”

    Harry Tucker looked down at the slender hands of the other. “What sort of work have you ever done, Paradise?” he asked.

    “Lots and lots of different kinds of jobs,” said Paradise Al. “I’ve spieled in a circus for the sideshows, and I’ve dealt cards many a month, partner.”

    “General all-around bum and crooked gambler, eh?” asked Tucker, but without heat.

    “Never crooked when the rest of the boys want to go straight.” declared the tramp. “Never, never. Now, with you and your friend, here, I could play seven-up or poker all day long, and there’d be nothing but luck and the fall of the cards to make one of us lose.”

    “Maybe,” answered Tucker. “But we’re not sitting down with you to a little game of cards just yet. We’re standing here for a little talk. Understand?”

    “So it appears,” said Paradise Al.

    “And we’re talking turkey, eh?”

    “Glad to do that,” said the tramp.

    “Where did you get all this coin? Come across, now.”

    “Dealing. And taking a slice out of the races, now and then.”

    “Where?”

    “Denver.”

    “Working for whom?”

    “Tiger Mullins.”

    “I know Tiger.”

    “He’s worth knowing.”

    “Why’d you leave Denver?”

    “I wanted a change.”

    “Why’d you leave Denver?”

    “I was tired of the town. Denver’s too far east for me, Tucker.”

    “All right. Let that go. While you were in Denver, how many times did you see Stuffy Miller?”

    “Who?” asked Paradise Al.

    “Stuffy Miller.”

    “I don’t think I know him.”

    “Come on, kid. Stuffy Miller? You don’t know him?”

    “Oh, Stuff! You mean Stuff, do you?”

    “Who else would I mean?”

    “There’s a lot of Stuffys in the world, but there’s only one Stuff. We always called him Stuff, not Stuffy.”

    “Quit playing for time. How many times did you see Miller?”

    “Oh, just now and then.”

    “Where?”

    “He came into Mullins’s joint, now and then. I used to see him other places, too.”

    “What was he doing the last time you saw him?”

    “Saying good bye.”

    “Good bye?”

    “Yes.”

    “Where was he going?”

    “New Orleans.”

    “That’s a lie,” said Jay Winchell.

    “How come?” asked Tucker of his companion.

    “Stuff Miller never told nobody where he was going. That was never his way.”

    “I knew the fellow was lying all right. I just wanted to lead him on a while,” said Harry Tucker. “If he says that Stuffy was going to New Orleans, it probably means that Miller is up in Butte, or some place up there, by this time.” Then he shook his fist under the chin of the young man. “Are you gonna shake it up and talk?” he asked.

    “I’ve been talking,” said the tramp, his brown eyes calmly meeting the glare of the detective.

    “You’ve been talking, have you? Well, now you start in and talk on the other side of your face, will you?” demanded Harry Tucker. Suddenly drawing back his fist, he jerked it against the chin of the young man. Or, rather, it seemed that was where he drove home the punch. But the detective’s arm shot over the shoulder of the tramp, who had moved his head just enough to one side.

    “That was neat,” said Jay Winchell. “The fellow can handle himself, I guess.”

    “He’s gonna need to handle himself better than that, if he don’t loosen up and talk a little,” declared Tucker. “Now, damn you, I won’t miss you the second shot. Will you talk?”

    “I’ve been talking,” said the tramp. “Stuff Miller was barging away for New Orleans. That’s the fact. He was flush, and he was barging for New Orleans . . . he wanted to get down some of his coin on a good time. It’s a long time since he’s blown himself the way that he likes to do. He wanted me to come along.”

    “You wouldn’t go, eh?”

    “No, Stuff steps out too fast for me.”

    “Where did he get himself so flush?”

    “He ran into a big poker game right there in Denver. Everybody was wise, but Stuff was by far the wisest of the lot. He grabbed the dough.”

    Tucker, without warning, struck again, and again he missed that slightly moving but elusive target. However, he quickly crossed over his left, and this time the punch went home. The head of Paradise Al flicked back and he fell in a heap.

    “That’s kind of rough,” said Jay Winchell, yawning.

    “It ain’t any too rough,” replied the other detective, looking down curiously at the knuckles of his left hand. “Fast with his head, ain’t he?”

    “Yeah, he’s fast, all right,” said Jay Winchell.

    Tucker stirred the prostrate heap with his foot. Paradise Al rose again to his feet and, with calm, brown eyes, looked upon his tormenter.

    “Now, do you talk?” asked Tucker.

    “I’ve talked already,” calmly replied Al.

    Tucker snarled and cursed, smashing with all his might against the head again. This time Paradise Al made no attempt to dodge. The blow went home with terrific impact, the tramp spun about and pitched over on his face.

    The two detectives looked down at him.

    “Maybe you better quit,” suggested Winchell.

    “He didn’t go and move his head,” said Tucker. “Maybe I’ve cracked his skull for him. Well, that’ll be resisting arrest, eh?”

    “Sure,” said Winchell. “But lay off him a while, will you?”

    “Yeah. We’ll just take and slam him in the hoosegow. That’s all.”

  


  
    II

    They put him in the jail of Jumping Creek, which took its name from the waterfall that leaped the cliff just north of the town and kept its voice booming heavily all through the year, except when the white winter froze the water in full leap and left it as a gigantic icicle until the spring returned.

    The limp body did not recover life until Paradise Al was stretched on the prison cot with irons on his hands.

    Both of the detectives were with him when he opened his eyes.

    “Hello, fellow,” said Harry Tucker.

    “Hello, Tucker,” said a calm but rather small voice.

    “Are you gonna talk to me now?”

    “What do you want me to talk to you about?”

    “About Stuff Miller. You know what he done, and so do we. And believe me, you’re gonna turn Stuff up for us, too.”

    “Am I?”

    “Yeah, you are.”

    “Tell me what Stuff did, then?” asked Paradise Al.

    “You don’t know? Oh, he don’t know, Jay,” said Tucker, sneering. He thrust forward his thick, muscular shoulders as he spoke. “You don’t know that Stuffy Miller stuck up the Q and R Express and cracked the safe and got a couple of hundred thousand, eh? No, I guess that’s all news to you, eh?”

    “Two hundred thousand is a lot of thousands,” said the tramp mildly.

    “Take and stand him up again, Jay,” said the elder detective. “I’m gonna make him talk or third-degree him to death, the rotten bum.”

    Jay Winchell shrugged his shoulders, as one disapproving but not greatly interested one way or another. He took the young man underneath the arms and lifted the slight body easily. For that matter, Paradise Al helped, and now stood erect before his persecutor with his head high and his eye as calm as ever.

    “Look,” said Harry Tucker, balling his fist.

    “I see your fist,” said the tramp.

    “I’m gonna beat your face to pieces, if you don’t talk,” declared Tucker.

    “No, you won’t do that,” replied the tramp.

    “Hey, won’t I?” asked the detective.

    “No, you won’t,” said the other gently.

    “You go and tell me what’ll keep me from it?” asked Tucker, furious, but inquisitive.

    “You’ll keep yourself,” answered the tramp. “You’re beginning to be afraid.”

    “Afraid? Me afraid? What am I afraid of? You?”

    “Yes, you’re afraid of me,” said Al.

    Tucker’s laughter, following hard on this reply, was more a snarl than a sound of mirth. He swayed back, balanced himself for the punch, and lurched forward to deliver it, but he stopped himself in the middle of the blow, staggered on tiptoe, righted himself.

    “I’m gonna bash your face in,” he said. “Only, first I wanna know why should I be afraid of you?”

    “You ask yourself that,” answered Al. “You know better than I do. I don’t know why you should be so afraid of me. You’re a lot bigger man than I am. Besides, you’ve got me in jail, and you’ve got the law behind you.” His way of saying the word law would be impossible to reproduce or even to describe.

    Tucker dropped his head a little and scowled. “You tryin’ to bluff me, fellow?” he asked.

    “That’s done already,” answered the tramp. “Even your friend, here, can see it. He’s not the brightest thug in the world, but he can see that you’re paralyzed with fear. He’s looking at you and laughing at you.”

    Tucker whirled about. “You handing me the hah-hah?” he demanded of Jay Winchell.

    “Aw, shut up and don’t be a fool, Harry,” answered the other. “This here bum is just trying to get us in wrong with each other. What for would I laugh at you on account of a bum like this? Will you tell me that?”

    “You can’t kid me, Winchell, that’s all I wanna say,” Tucker replied sourly.

    “Aw, who’s kidding you?” asked Jay Winchell. “Come to life and look at things the way they are, will you?”

    “I’m gonna knock in his face,” said Tucker savagely.

    “Go on and do it, then,” answered Winchell. “I don’t care what you do to him.”

    “You do, though,” said the tramp.

    “Do I?” asked Winchell.

    “Listen at him,” said Harry Tucker, grinning. “He thinks that he’s got us hypnotized or something. Maybe Winchell, here, is afraid of you, too?”

    “Yes,” answered Paradise Al. “Neither of you will ever put a hand on me again.”

    “Now will you listen to the fool asking for it?” demanded Harry Tucker. He took a half step forward, with a swing of his body in readiness to drive home the punishing blow, but again he halted himself on tiptoes, staggering.

    Paradise Al laughed in his face very softly. “You see?” he said.

    “Why, he really believes it,” said Harry Tucker. “He thinks that he’s got me buffaloed.”

    “I have you buffaloed, you four-flushing bounder. You’re only a rat,” said Paradise Al. “You’ve dressed yourself up like a man, but I saw through you in the first moment. I ought to have taken your guns away from the pair of you, when we met, and kicked you off the railroad. I was a fool not to do that. The next time . . . ”

    “Go on,” said Tucker, blind with rage. “What’ll happen the next time?”

    “The next time will take care of itself,” said Paradise Al, and he smiled upon them gently.

    “Back up and gimme room, Jay,” requested Tucker. “Now I’m gonna let him have it.” He was swinging his arms a little to loosen his shoulder muscles.

    “Hold on a minute,” said Winchell loudly and suddenly.

    “Well, what?” asked Tucker.

    “Come here a minute.” He drew the angry detective to the door of the cell.

    “You can’t get me out of here. I’m gonna kill him,” said Tucker.

    The other caught him by the shoulder and whispered in his ear: “Listen, you fool. I know why he’s so cocky. I see it in his face.”

    “What?” muttered Tucker.

    “Look at him again. He’s a Pendleton, is what he is. And you’re going to catch hell in this town for roughing a Pendleton.”

    “Him a Pendleton?” muttered Harry Tucker. His wrath was cast off like a garment. He turned and gaped at the tramp. “You’re right,” he muttered. “Why didn’t you see that before, you fool? Why didn’t you . . . ?”

    He backed up to the door of the cell, glared again at the young man, more in fear than in rage, now, and suddenly both he and his fellow detective were hurrying down the passage between the cells.

    “Suppose that he’s a Pendleton?” said Tucker gloomily as they stood in the jailer’s office.

    “Yeah, suppose,” muttered the other.

    The jailer exclaimed: “Suppose that who’s a Pendleton?”

    “Aw, nobody,” replied Harry Tucker roughly. And he turned his broad, heavy face toward the jailer, his features wrinkled with disgust, fear, and suspicion.

    He and Jay Winchell left the room, and the jailer remained there, apparently quiet, but gripping the edges of his desk. There were two names to conjure with in Jumping Creek. One was that of the old Pendleton family, which for three generations had been spreading its name and its acres over the range. The other was that of the rival clan, the Draytons. Although the Draytons were now on top and had, in fact, supplied Jumping Creek with both a mayor and a sheriff, at the next election this situation might easily be reversed.

    At any time, no matter which faction was in power, it was very bad business, indeed, to tamper with the men of the Pendleton faction. They were people capable of action, and, when they acted, it was all as one body.

    There was need, therefore, that the jailer should grip the edges of his desk and wonder what unlucky devil had prompted the two railroad detectives to pick up this man. The jailer, scanning the features of the prisoner with his mind’s eye, readily remembered the face. And it was true that he seemed a Pendleton in every detail. He was much smaller than the majority of the clan, to be sure. He was not only smaller, but he appeared more finely made. He had the same cast of face, however, and his dark-olive skin and deep brown eyes were the same, also.

    A Pendleton?

    Yes, it must be so, and what would the town say? Why, that the sheriff was using the powers of his office to persecute the opposing faction. Whatever happened, he must find the sheriff at once. He put on his coat, hurried out of the building, and left eleven prisoners to take care of themselves while he strode off, bent on discovering the whereabouts of Timothy Drayton, present sheriff of Jumping Creek.

    Rumor already had preceded him. Whispers had been passing up and down the street until they came to a great giant of a man with silvered hair, but with a swarthy skin and deep-brown eyes. He had been standing in front of the post office, about to climb into his buckboard, but, when he heard the whisper, he turned suddenly about and faced toward the jail.

    His face darkened—his brows beetled—suddenly he strode forward with a long and ponderous step. His left hand was gripped into a fist, his right hand worked nervously at his side. He was Thomas J. Pendleton, the senior member of the clan, and the most influential member of the entire body.

  


  
    III

    When Thomas J. Pendleton reached the jail he found Gresham, the jailer, just returned and panting from his excursion into the town. Gresham, in the meantime, had encountered one of the Drayton cowpunchers on the loose in Jumping Creek and had promptly commissioned him to find Timothy Drayton, the sheriff. For his own part, Gresham would have been very glad to have turned loose from the jail, at once, any member of the distinguished Pendleton family, but he had to wait for authorization from the head of the Drayton clan.

    He was a saddened man when he saw the tall form of Thomas J. Pendleton standing in the door of the jail, frowning. Pendleton’s long, silvery hair was worn in the fashion that was familiar in the days when this range had been part of the great frontier. He had shaggy gray eyebrows, also, and a commanding presence. His voice was low and his manner had about it a grim gentility that frightened lesser spirits like Gresham.

    “There is in this place a prisoner arrested for vagrancy, or some such charge,” said Pendleton, “and the name under which he passes is Paradise Al, I believe. May I see the man?”

    The jailer would rather have lost a pair of his eyeteeth than permit the interview, but he felt helpless before the great man. Therefore, he submitted and guided the visitor to the cell.

    There Pendleton saw a slender form, lying flat on his face on the cot. Instantly Thomas J. Pendleton sighed with relief and shook his head, for no member of his family or clan, of the male sex, had ever been as small as five feet and eight inches.

    “Hey, Paradise,” said Jailer Gresham. “Wake up. Here’s a visitor for you.”

    Paradise Al stretched and yawned while he was still lying flat on his face, and Thomas J. Pendleton shook his head disapprovingly, but with relief, again. No member of the Pendleton family ever had been guilty of such lack of dignity, to say nothing of bad manners.

    Then Paradise turned as a cat might turn and sat up.

    Thomas J. Pendleton was taken aback. There was the swarthy skin and the deep-brown eyes of his people. If the features were chiseled a little more carefully, well, that would go with the generally small scale on which the man was built. Close to the bars stood Pendleton, and stared down at the prisoner.

    “My name,” he said, “is Thomas Pendleton.”

    He waited. Nothing happened. The brown eyes stared calmly at him.

    Again he sighed with relief. The name, it appeared, meant nothing to the young fellow, who steadily, nervelessly regarded the visitor.

    “District attorney, eh?” said Paradise Al.

    Pendleton shrugged his shoulders. Gresham, even more relieved than his guest, grinned broadly. “I can leave him alone with you here, Mister Pendleton?” he said.

    “I suppose you can safely do that,” said Pendleton dryly.

    Gresham withdrew, and Paradise Al was saying: “Not the district attorney, eh? You sort of had the look.”

    Pendleton smiled. He felt that it was safe for him to withdraw at once, but, having been introduced, he was obliged to make some few remarks before going.

    The quiet, calm glance of the prisoner was traveling steadily over the other. He noted the tall body, the large head; he also noted the silver hair and eyebrows, but, most of all, his attention was attracted to the swarthy skin and to the deep-brown eyes. An air of interest began to pervade the scrutiny of Paradise Al.

    “I am simply a citizen of the town,” said the visitor, “and naturally I take an interest in the doings of the police department. We wish to treat strangers well in Jumping Creek, you see.”

    “Do you?” murmured the tramp. He stood up, stretched, yawned, and sat down again. He said nothing, but watched and waited.

    “You understand,” said the guest, a little embarrassed, “that we in Jumping Creek are interested in seeing that everybody secures a square deal. Have you anything to complain about.”

    “I’ve nothing to complain about,” said the tramp. “I came in on the bum, jumped off a train, and they copped me. That’s all. They slammed me a couple of times, took my money away, and dumped me in here.”

    “They . . . er . . . they struck you, eh?” said Pendleton, the blood of a freeborn Westerner mantling in his face.

    “That’s nothing,” said the tramp. “Nothing at all.”

    “If you have nothing to complain about,” said Pendleton, “then I suppose that I may as well leave you.”

    “You didn’t come here to ask about my complaints,” said Paradise Al.

    The other started. “Then why did I come?” asked Pendleton.

    The tramp paused. Something, very distinctly, was on the mind of his visitor. What? The mind of Paradise Al turned over several thousand times a minute, in times of need, and it began to turn with some such liveliness just now. But he could arrive at nothing. What had brought this imposing-looking man to the jail to speak to him? He decided that he would begin to throw cards on the table and see which one registered some shock in the eyes of this Thomas J. Pendleton.

    “Why did you come?” said Paradise Al, feeling his way. “Well, I suppose this isn’t the best place to talk about it.”

    Pendleton took a long stride forward that brought him against the bars of the cell. He gripped one of those bars with a big, brown hand. Then, lowering his voice, he said: “Why isn’t this a proper place?”

    Paradise Al threw another card into the dark. “If you don’t know that, you don’t want to know anything,” he said. And he pretended to be about to turn away.

    “Wait a moment!” exclaimed Pendleton, and there was much emotion in his voice. “Who are you?”

    “Paradise Al,” said the tramp promptly, but he allowed a faint smile to appear and disappear on his lips.

    Pendleton frowned. “Why can’t you talk frankly to me?” he said.

    “Why can’t you talk frankly to me?” asked Paradise Al, thus casting out another card.

    He was greatly rewarded by seeing another convulsive start move the big man.

    Pendleton retained and freshened his grip upon the bar of the cell. “Do you think,” he said, “that you have any claim on me?”

    A thrill passed through the young fellow. What claim could this stranger possibly think that he, Paradise Al, citizen of the underworld of many nations, could possibly have upon him? He made another vague gesture, saying coldly: “There’s one thing you have to admit. I haven’t asked you for anything, have I?”

    “No,” said Pendleton. “That’s perfectly true. And why . . . ?”

    He was about to ask what right the young man would have had to ask for help, when the tramp continued, with an air of disdain: “I didn’t even let you know that I’d come to town.”

    All the while he was wondering eagerly to himself what possible claim he might have on the tall man, for it was now sufficiently clear that the other suspected that such a claim might exist. What was he, Paradise Al, to Thomas J. Pendleton? He knew that something was wrong in the mind of the other; he must play delicately to take advantage of every fall of the cards.

    “You didn’t let me know,” said Pendleton. “But why should you have let me know?”

    Paradise Al adopted an air of lofty superiority and pride. “That’s for you to decide,” he said very shortly. He moved again, as though to turn away, although he now expected the voice that eagerly called him back.

    “Young man,” said Pendleton, “I want to be of help to you. What should you be to any Pendleton?”

    It was a straight question, a facer, and the tramp saw that he would have to make some sort of a decisive play at this point. He remembered the mutterings of the two detectives and exclaimed suddenly: “What should I be? Use your eyes for yourself, and see!”

    It was very effective, that remark. It was as effective as an exploding bomb.

    “Albert,” said Pendleton, “if that’s your name, are you one of us?”

    “I’m claiming nothing,” replied Paradise Al. But he watched like a cat from his lowered eyes. One of them? One of whom? Of the Pendletons? The mere suggestion was enough to start his heart hammering. So far as he knew, he belonged to no family at all. He was simply a waif, who had cut a path through the difficult jungle of the world by the keenly tempered steel edge of his wit. A Pendleton? Was that what the big man meant?

    “You claim nothing,” said Thomas J. Pendleton. “It’s not a matter wherein you need to make any claims. We are all willing to take you for whatever you may be. I’m asking you to tell me, frankly, if you belong to the Pendleton family.”

    Again it was a facer, and the young fellow, cornered, played another card, one of his highest aces. He stood up, straight and tall. He folded his manacled arms as well as he could and replied in quiet tones: “No Pendleton talks about himself in jail.”

    Thomas J. of that name went backward a full step. “That’s the true spirit, the real spirit, or my name is not what it is,” he muttered. Suddenly the visitor exclaimed very loudly: “You must be Rory Pendleton’s son! You are the image of Rory in the small!”

    The brown eyes of the tramp never wavered. “Remember this one thing,” he said solemnly, meeting the burning glance of the big man steadily. “I never claimed to be his son.”

    “Claimed it?” cried the big man. “What do you think Pendleton blood is made of? Water? You don’t need to claim it. I see the spirit of poor Rory shining in your eyes!”

  


  
    IV

    Things began to happen with wonderful speed. Big Thomas Pendleton in a stride was upon the jailer, Gresham. Before Gresham was able to speak, however, Timothy Drayton came in, sweating with haste. Like all the Draytons, he was built rather close to the ground, very wide and massive in his proportions. Like all the Draytons, he was a man of less grace than the Pendletons, but of more muscle. They were Greeks to the Roman of the Draytons, so to speak.

    Timothy Drayton was not silver, like Thomas Pendleton. He was rather a beaver-gray; he looked not old, but hardened, and now he was perspiring with haste and with fear. He was in fear because he dreaded lest an actual Pendleton had been thrown into the jail. It was not that he feared the Pendletons. He hated them heartily, like all of his clan, without fearing them at all. But he dreaded, like all Americans, the weight of public opinion, and it now seemed certain that he, Timothy Drayton, would be accused of having taken cowardly advantage of his position as sheriff to prosecute his private enemies. At that moment, he sincerely wished that the two railroad detectives were in the bottomless pit. He was ready to throw them there.

    When he saw Pendleton, he flushed to the roots of his hair. Drawing himself up with a clumsy dignity far different from that of the Pendletons, with their natural grace, he said: “Good day, Thomas. I’m glad to see you. I heard there was some kind of a mistake. I came along here to put it right.”

    “Mistake?” said Pendleton. “I don’t know what you mean.”

    “About a Pendleton being jailed for vagrancy,” said Drayton, flushing again.

    Thomas J. Pendleton smiled coldly. “The law is the law,” he said.

    “The law be damned,” said the sheriff, not altogether convincingly. “I hope you won’t think that I’ve been behind this, Pendleton?”

    “I dare say not,” said Thomas Pendleton. “I know nothing about it, except that my nephew is lying in the town jail.” It was his turn to flush, a slow color that gradually spread over his face.

    “Your nephew?” exclaimed the other. “You mean that that’s Rory’s son? Did Rory have a son? Is that fellow his son?”

    Pendleton cleared his throat. He merely repeated: “My nephew is still in the jail for vagrancy.”

    “Vagrancy be damned. I got nothin’ but fools workin’ for me!” exclaimed the sheriff. “We’ll have him out right now. Gresham!”

    Gresham, pale as sun-faded grass, came in, trembling.

    “You gone and arrested a tramp by the name of Pendleton,” said Drayton, his voice quivering. “Mind going now and turning him loose? No . . . I’ll go and do it myself.”

    He grabbed the keys from the jailer and strode before the others toward the indicated cell, while Pendleton followed next, grimly gratified by this turn of affairs.

    The sheriff himself unlocked the door. The sheriff himself grasped the steel handcuffs that bound together the arms of the young man and exclaimed to the shrinking jailer: “Irons, too, eh?”

    “You see, Mister Drayton,” said Gresham, “he was considered kind of dangerous and . . . ”

    Drayton unlocked the manacles, exclaiming: “Dangerous? Wasn’t that a proof that he’s a Pendleton? Was there ever a Pendleton that wasn’t dangerous? Damn it, Gresham, you gone and got me into a lot of trouble.” Perspiration poured down the face of the sheriff. His color was changing from red to purple.

    Now he leaned forward and stared at the face of the young man who was before him. “Where’d you get the welts on your face?” he demanded, looking along the finely made jaw of the prisoner.

    “Accident,” said Paradise Al, speaking for the first time.

    At the soft, the almost feminine sound of his voice, the sheriff started. All of the Pendletons were educated, all of them spoke rather quietly for such a community as Jumping Creek.

    “Accident, eh?” repeated the sheriff. He turned sharply on the frightened jailer and stretched out his arm. “You do that?” he demanded.

    Gresham turned to water, to icy water. “You know, Sheriff,” he whined, “a railroad detective is kind of hard. It was a pair of them that turned up this fellow. They kind of handled him rough, I guess.”

    Drayton could not speak. He dared not glance toward the great leader of the rival clan. He dared only to say: “Young man, how’d they handle you?”

    “They were all right,” said Paradise Al.

    “All right?” exclaimed the sheriff. “Did they beat you up?”

    “I don’t know anything about that,” said Paradise Al.

    “You don’t know anything about it?”

    “No,” he said. “I only know that I have their names.”

    An expression of singular satisfaction spread across the face of Thomas J. Pendleton, as though he had received, at that moment, a benediction of peculiar grace and power.

    Timothy Drayton, also, suddenly stiffened his back a little and a faint smile came over his face. “You’re all right, son,” he said. “I reckon you know that the Draytons and the Pendletons, they don’t set down peaceful in the same room together, but I’ve always said . . . and I always will say . . . a Pendleton is a Pendleton, and I’m glad to meet one of the true breed. Son, I’m glad to get you out of this, and I’m sorry that I’ve got a flock of fools working around this town. Jumping Creek, it’s gone and growed too much to be watched by any one man. You’re free, young man. I didn’t get your name correctly?”

    “Albert Pendleton,” said Paradise Al slowly.

    “Albert?” exclaimed Thomas J. Pendleton. “I thought that Rory had you baptized Alfred?”

    Paradise Al turned without confusion on his supposed uncle and merely said: “You know how it is, Uncle. What father wanted was one thing. What mother wanted was the opposite. He called me Alfred, but mother always called me Albert, and that’s the name I’ve come to use.”

    “A bad idea,” said his “uncle” sharply. “The baptismal name . . . However . . . ”—he broke off, controlling his feeling on the subject—“however, let that be as it may. I’m glad to have you with us, Albert.”

    They went into the office of the jail.

    “Here’s the money,” said the tremulous Gresham. “You count it, Mister Pendleton.”

    Paradise Al took it and stuffed the wallet carelessly into his inside coat pocket. “That’s quite all right, I’m sure,” he said carelessly.

    Again the face of his “uncle” flushed with pleasure.

    Paradise Al received back his other few possessions.

    “No luggage?” asked the elder Pendleton.

    “I was making a fast trip . . . without tickets,” said the young fellow, smiling.

    Thomas J. Pendleton looked up and down the lines of the brown suit. They were very neat. The trousers were sufficiently well pressed. There was nothing about the get-up to suggest a professional tramp.

    “Very well,” he said. “Very well, indeed. It’s the proper spirit, also, that takes a young man across the continent to see his relations.”

    He fairly distended his chest with his pride in this accomplishment. Even the sheriff nodded.

    “Blood will out,” said the sheriff, smiling and nodding at Thomas Pendleton.

    “Thank you,” said the other very coldly and briefly. Then he added: “Weapons, perhaps, my dear fellow?”

    “Only this pocket knife,” said Paradise Al.

    “Pocket knife!” exclaimed Pendleton, amazed.

    The sheriff grinned. “Concealed weapons, you know, Pendleton,” he said.

    “Concealed damnation!” exclaimed the rancher, much irritated. “What use would a pocket knife be in a brawl, I’d like to know?”

    “Only in a pinch, and then it would be useful,” said Al. “If you’ll excuse me, Sheriff . . . ” Pointing to the side of the room, he added: “The window sill, for instance.” Suddenly the knife flashed in a long streak of light from his hand, and that streak of light went out, and left the pocket knife buried to the handle in the soft wood of the sill.

    Paradise Al stepped to it and tugged it forth. “In a pinch, it’s useful,” he said, “and it doesn’t weigh as much as a gun.”

    They were impressed. The sheriff stepped to the scar the knife had left, and traced a forefinger over it.

    “Damned good shot,” he muttered. “If some of my boys could do as much with a gun . . . ” He left off, and faced around upon the others. “Pendleton,” he said, “I don’t have to tell you again, how sorry I am that this thing’s gone and happened. I reckon you know that, don’t you?”

    Thomas J. Pendleton pocketed some of his surplus dignity, then stepped forward and said: “Timothy, there never was a time, even in the midst of our disagreements, when I have not been willing to admit that every Drayton is a man, and a real man, above petty meanness. I’d like to shake your hand on it at this moment, sir.”

    The sheriff flushed again, although he blinked with surprise, almost with bewilderment. Then he reached out hastily, as though afraid that the opportunity might disappear, and gripped the hand of the other heartily.

    “I hope, Thomas,” he said, “that there’ll be some good come out of this here. There was a time when we thought different, but maybe there’s room enough on the range for all of us, and we can get along like other folks. We been following a habit of crossing each other. I’m willing and more’n willing to forget that there habit.”

    Pendleton dropped his liberated hand on the shoulder of the sheriff. “Perhaps,” he said, “this may be a bright day in the history of our families, Drayton.”

  


  
    V

    When they left the jail, a brown-faced girl with blue eyes, and hair sun-faded almost to white at the outer fringes, got out of a buckboard and waved to the sheriff.

    “Waiting, Father!” she called.

    Young Paradise Al looked at her swiftly, but with care. She was not, he told himself, the type of woman who made any great appeal to him. He preferred girls who had a certain flair for gaiety; he preferred a little coloring in the cheeks, a touch of rose on the fingernails, and a trace of darkening about the eyes. Mother Nature was all very well, but Nature could be improved upon, he felt. Then he felt that women with any pretensions to looks ought to be dressed up to their pretensions in full. Silks, colored silks—that was his idea, and high heels, something, on the whole, precious and useless, that might be forgotten tomorrow, perhaps, but that made an instant impression when it was seen.

    He decided that this was a dowdy one. And that was a pity. With such a body, such a carriage, such eyes, she could have been made into almost anything. Instead, she preferred to dress like a man. The old sombrero on her head was largely battered out of shape, and its wide brim dipped down over eyes that should not, under any consideration, have been covered. Her clothes were simply khaki, neither well fitted nor, for that matter, overly clean. He could see the saddle and sweat stains on her divided skirts.

    So he saw her, appraised her, and dismissed her from his mind. He was ready to yawn about the subject, as they reached the sidewalk.

    “Molly,” the sheriff was saying, “this is Paradise Al. He’s Alfred Pendleton. Albert his mother calls him.”

    “Oh, a Pendleton, is he?” said the girl, with what seemed to Paradise Al endless effrontery. “Hello, Alfred. Glad to meet you.” She came forward and stripped from her brown right hand a gauntlet glove and grasped his much paler fingers.

    “Thanks,” said Paradise Al. “Glad to see you in Jumping Creek.”

    “That’s where you’ll find most of the Draytons,” she said.

    He felt that she was looking him up and down with a lack of interest that even exceeded his indifference to her. And this was an offense. No man ever reached a stage of existence or a place in society or an age when he feels that he is really unattractive to the opposite sex. That the girl should venture to look him over and obviously dismiss him from her mind in this manner was a distinct shock to him. His lip curled a little. There were certain things about him that, if she were told, would make her eyes open suddenly, and very widely, too. This rather grim satisfaction he hugged to his heart. Then he looked at her again, with a retort on his lips, but swallowed the remark, for already she was turning away from him, and from this angle he saw her in full profile, with her head lifted as she looked up to her father and spoke to him.

    These two things may be very strange, but they are very true. In the first place, every woman’s face is best seen, for her beauty, when it is viewed from below. Thackeray knew it, and that was why he had Esmond see Beatrix for the first time on his return from the wars as she was coming down the stairs—that moment when the great novelist put his mind to its full stretch and described the girl who had grown to be a most dazzling beauty.

    So Paradise Al, young in years only, looked at the girl, and, seeing her face uptilted, he saw in it such beauty that he was hushed, because beauty in a woman is to every man, no matter how degraded, a holy thing.

    Furthermore, he was seeing her now in profile, and the blue Western sky was her background, and she seemed to Paradise Al as lovely as something cut from Grecian marble, a brown old marble, but now flushed with life and, therefore, all the more pricelessly desirable.

    He balled one hand into a fist. He straightway forgot all about Jumping Creek, his “uncle” Pendleton, and the role that he was playing. Like a child at the theater, he believed what he saw as thoroughly as though he had been drawn up upon the stage. And nothing existed for him, in that moment, except Molly Drayton.

    Why waste words about it? It was the oldest disease to which the mind of man succumbs. It was love. Love at first sight has been doubted, but there have always been fools who could not believe in it. All that had happened before, on this rather crowded day, appeared as nothing to the mind of Paradise Al. His very existence seemed to him to begin at this moment.

    So, like a man, he said nothing, but stood, still and silent, and turned very pale. The girl was chattering something to her father about affairs on the Drayton Ranch. And now, at his side, he saw the tall form of Pendleton, mounting a horse and pointing to another with an inviting gesture.

    “Ride Ginger,” said Pendleton. “He needs some riding, but every Pendleton can ride a little, I suppose, and I don’t expect that Rory’s son will be found to be behind the rest in that.”

    Ginger was a blue roan. It is never a pretty color, and Ginger, besides, was built like a mule, heavy in the body, thin in the legs, and large in the head, with a back that promised mischief to any understanding eye.

    But Paradise Al lacked an understanding eye, so far as horses were concerned. He could read off the mind of a man like a printed page, he knew something about women, also, according to the dark ways of his kind, but, when it came to riding, he was more familiar with the rods under a freight car or, above all, the blind baggage, than with the back of a horse.

    If he had been completely himself, he would have taken in what his “uncle” had just said and refused a dangerous mount without shame, for you must understand at once that Paradise Al was a very practical fellow, who never risked his neck to make a show. When he stirred his hands, it was because he was sure of the work that they could perform. He was as coldly logical as a mathematician, when it came to living—hence, his nickname. He was known, among what he would have called the craft, as a man who makes happy days easy, because he never did reckless things. When he handled a knife or a gun, for instance, it was not recklessness at all. It was simply the master working well inside the heart of his craft.

    So Paradise Al, in a dream about Molly Drayton, climbed onto the back of Ginger with a clumsiness that brought a frown of wonder and surprise to the face of his “uncle”, Thomas J. Pendleton.

    A moment later, Paradise was brought out of his dream as smartly as though fingers had been snapped under his nose, for Ginger, realizing that his rider was not proficient and being always desirous of bringing to the earth as much hell as possible, left the earth and soared toward the sky. When he came down again on stiffened forelegs, it just happened that Paradise managed to keep in the saddle.

    In other words, his balance, by sheerest chance, was perfect. He almost wished that it had not been so, for he took the whole shock of that abrupt landing on the base of his spinal column, and a great wave of darkness suddenly swept over his brain.

    His wits were not entirely obscured, however. Through the dim cloud he heard a peal of delighted laughter, and, staring in the direction of the sound, he saw Molly Drayton convulsed with mirth that bowed her over and made her hold her sides with both arms. She even stamped upon the ground with her high-heeled boots in the excess of her pleasure. Another sound penetrated upon his mind—the happy yelling of a child, who was crying: “Ride him, cowboy!” Then there was the stentorian voice of his “uncle”, which shouted something about getting the head of the horse up and riding “like a man”. Paradise Al, however, cared nothing for riding like a man. He only knew that he was in great distress, and he felt sure, if he were thrown from the saddle, he would certainly break himself to pieces on the hard roadway.

    So Paradise Al did what had never been done before in Jumping Creek, not even by the veriest of tenderfeet—he yelled loudly for help and frantically gripped the saddle, fore and aft.

    The mirth of Molly Drayton mastered her completely. Even the grim sheriff began to roar. After all, this was a Pendleton, as he supposed, and he could not help being amused when he saw a member of the famous clan disgraced.
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