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Tip Harrington was drunk. He wasn’t so drunk as to be unsteady on his feet, but he had consumed enough beer and whiskey that turned his methodical walk into a swagger. He was a tall man, long and lean of limb, and possessed a rugged and determined expression. Blue eyes, a little too close together were intense and it was difficult to determine his mood. He spoke often and when he did, he expected everyone to listen. When he walked, he expected man, woman, and child to move out of his way. His wide shoulders bore the burden of a childhood in the care of a drunk mother and an abusive father. The latter only so, until the boy grew of age and whipped his father fair. By this time, he cared little about his mother. She was too weak to consider and he abandoned her in a drunken stupor as his father lay in an unconscious heap on the dirt floor beside her.  

He possessed a disagreeable attitude towards the world and his place in it, but his size allowed him to rectify the situation to his advantage. He bullied his way through life and had made a living out of fighting. He fought for money in and around San Francisco and developed a reputation of being a killer, literally. It was down by the docks, late at night, when a fragmented light cast its agreeable observance onto a fight orchestrated by Tip Harrington’s then manager, an uppity little man by the name of Ronnie Wax. The crowd was thick and money was wagered on both combatants, but of Harrington’s victim, it was done more out of loyalty and a hatred for the giant who had decimated all challengers in the Bay area.  

Tip was the short-priced favorite and toyed with his opponent, Finnigan O’Brien, a brawler with a reputation of his own. The Irishman showed some pluck but lacked the stamina to go deep into the fight. Harrington took advantage of the traveler from across the ocean and promptly disposed of him with a right uppercut that sent the man to his death. The dead man was abandoned beneath the light as the mist slowly enveloped the docks and a lone foghorn sounded in the distance. He lay on his back, his face swollen and blood running from his mouth and nose. It was the last time that Tip Harrington would fight in the Bay area.  

Ronnie Wax was to be the man’s second victim two weeks later when Harrington decided to get drunk and dispose his frustration out on the little man. He snapped the smaller man’s neck. Now Finnigan O’Brien was a nobody and his death was discarded by the authorities, but Ronnie Wax had a brother, a senior member of the San Francisco police force. Sensing his dilemma, Tip Harrington left town in a hurry. It was a journey that led him to the town of Abilene, Texas. It was here he had established himself the honor of being the local tough. He worked the doors of the establishments along main street and dished out his own brand of justice to the unruly customers when the need arose. But it was his day off, and he had spent it indulging in the amber liquid.   

Tip stumbled through the batwings of the Day by Night Saloon on the main street of Abilene. Though the sun had settled for the evening, the darkness wasn’t so great that he couldn’t see the stranger if he had been paying attention. He and the stranger collided heavily as the latter was walking past. Both men staggered slightly but righted themselves easy enough.   

“Watch where you’re going.” It was the drunkard who spoke in a voice that was loud and drew attention to the scene.    

The drunk patron of the Day by Night took offense to his error in judgment and decided to blame the stranger for his mistake. It was the want of men, so inclined, to blame their errors on others and a drunk man was no different.   

He straightened himself and steadied his stance. The man sucked in his stomach and stepped closer, halving the distance between himself and the stranger. His long and wide frame dwarfed the man he had run into. He was cleanly shaven with a pointed, yet square jaw. His eyes were an arrogant blue and they roamed up and down the man in the new clothes. The stranger wore a blue shirt and brown pants. On the thick leather belt that hugged his waist sat a bone-handled Bowie knife. On his hip a Colt .45. He was clean-shaven, apart from the thick black mustache that ran to the end of his chin. His hair had been trimmed by the barber earlier that day and the only thing worn about him was the faded blue bandana he wore around his neck.  

“Well, aren't you a dandy looking fellow?” 

The stranger didn’t answer the man’s question.  

“You’ve got to apologize for walking into me stranger.” 

The stranger stood at six foot one, lean but not skinny and wide and strong of shoulder, but not overly so. Once again, the man remained silent. His right hand ominously close to the Bowie knife or the Colt. It didn’t matter which, he was proficient with both. He ignored the man’s request.  

“I said, apologize.” 

Men and women started to gather. They always did when there was going to be a fight. They gathered beneath the coal oil lamps that surrounded the steps into the main entrance of the saloon. Their movements casting shadows in the orange light across the feet of the two men as they stood before the batwings. A piano played softly as if its instructor was searching the keys for the right mood. His fingers fast, then slow, jaunty and then sad. A light emanated from the room beyond and the backs of the heads and the feet of the men could be seen as they drank at the bar at the end of the room. A lady walked past the men with a basket of goodies and looked up at them, sensed danger and moved on quickly. It was dark and she needed to get home.  

The crowd were a motley lot. Farmers and whores. Men in suits and men seeking salvation in the bottle. Sometimes both. Ladies of the night and their clientele in search of temporary satisfaction. It didn’t matter. There was going to be a fight and Tip Harrington was going to win. It had always been that way.  

The stranger stared back. The antagonist could leave or stay he didn’t care, but he had no particular place to be and he refused to move. “I will not.” 

Harrington inched closer. They were standing two feet apart. “You have a smart mouth.” 

“Get out of my way.” The stranger was serious and there was an edge to his voice that a smart man would have heeded, but Tip Harrington was anything but smart.  

“Come on Tip, it ain’t like you to yap so much.” It was a short, balding, overweight middle-aged man who spoke. The tails of his shirt were pulled out of his pants and he wore braces over a stained white shirt. His complexion was as rustic as the earth. The man was an oaf. The stranger caught him out the corner of his eye.  

Tip looked down at the man in the new clothes and his hawk-like nose rose in protest. The corner of his mouth lifted and twitched and his whiskey-sodden breath infiltrated the man's senses. “I’m going to beat you to a pulp.” 

The stranger who had been going back to his hotel room after dining moments before, wasn’t in the mood to be spoken to like he was nothing and a no-one, especially by a no-good drunk. His eyes, the color of gun-barrel gray, stared back through a mist. It made it hard to read the man. Beyond the mist burned a hatred, which had tempered some over the last few months, but had the potential to burn red-hot. Especially when confronted by an arrogant man with a distorted view of their own self-importance. It was a hatred that took seed in him years before. It spoke of a troubled youth. Of death, real and imagined. Of pain and suffering. Of doubt laden heavy with sorrow.  

The stranger’s eyes were empty and vague one moment and alive the next. Unpredictable, much like the man himself as he felt his way through life. It was how he responded. This time he had been minding his own business when this drunk ran into him. He would have let it go at that, but the stranger had taken offense to the drunkard’s manner and he couldn’t walk away. He wouldn’t stand for the intrusion. “You apologize.” 

The man’s voice rose higher. There was a venom to it that would have made most men back down. “Do you know who you’re talking to?”  

“Yeah. That’s Tip Harrington.” It was the oaf with the big mouth.   

The stranger raised a finger and pointed at the lout with the big mouth. “I’ll remember you.” 

The man wasn’t concerned. Tip Harrington would make short work of him and he would be long gone before the man regained his consciousness. The oaf went to speak again but was cut short by a man standing behind him. “I knew I recognized him.” 

Both men turned towards the voice. 

“That’s Slade. Be danged if it ain’t him. Saw him in Amarillo.” 

“Are you sure?” It was the oaf who spoke as he looked over his shoulder. 

“Indeed I am.” He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.  

A hush fell over the crowd. Two men who had forged a reputation of their own. One intentionally, the other neither sought nor embraced it. It was the way it had developed, and he had no say in the matter. He just responded to it, much like the situation he found himself in now.   

Harrington smiled and moved closer. “Is that true mister?” 

Slade took a step back as the aggressor was uncomfortably close. He looked to the man who identified him and shook his head in disgust. He had been in Abilene two days and had managed to avoid conflict, but it never ceased to amaze him how a name could garnish trouble so quickly. He nodded once. “Yep.” 

The man in question laughed and it was a drunken laugh. He was the only one who did so and he threw his head back as his laughter rang out in the darkness. It not only hung in the air but sought every available place to rest. It reached the men at the bar who turned and moved to the batwings. It caused men and women across the street to poise and seek out the origin of the man's mirth. It was a mistake he would live to regret. 

Slade was no longer a stranger. Viper quick, he threw a severe uppercut into the man's throat. The blow was so serious that it compressed his larynx and the man lost his breath. He staggered backward and moved his hands to his throat. In the fear that gripped him he ran into the wall and fell over. Panic had set in and the man struggled to breathe. He rolled around on the porch out front of the saloon holding his throat and gasping for air. Slade took a step towards the man, looked at him gasping for air and climbed down the stairs.   

He took the steps slowly and despite the movements of the man behind him he stopped before the oaf with the loud mouth. Two men with beers in their hands stepped onto the porch to watch Harrington gasping for breath and what unfolded next.  

The oaf swallowed hard and refused to look into the stranger’s eyes. Slade reached out and grabbed the man by the braces and let them go. They stung the man's chest but he made no protest. He grabbed the braces again and pulled them back further and let go. The pain was worse and the man winced. The oafish man willed the courage to look into the stranger’s eyes, but they were different eyes than the choking Tip Harrington looked into moments before.  

They were alive. A light had been turned on. It told of overcoming a life that he at first been forced to live. He cursed his mother, a whore in Santa Fe. He took his anger out on a world that wanted and yet wasn’t willing to give. He killed for pleasure, and he wasn’t through with such killing yet. Men and women died in the process. It was expected. By choice, he had grown to accept what he did as natural. One took what they wanted when they needed to and to hell with the rest, but it was a feeling that had faded over time. He didn’t figure on putting faith in the idea of things being permanent. That is until recently. But on his thirtieth birthday, cleaned and refreshed and in a healthy state of mind, he had been looking forward to riding on a train for the first time. Now this.  

The man in the braces tried to pull away, but he was held firm by the shirt collar. “I’m sorry mister. I meant nothing by it.” 

Slade pushed the man and he stumbled backward and fell over. The crowd laughed at his folly and moved on about their business. He moved across the street and looked over his left shoulder. Tip Harrington was sitting on the top step with his head between his legs trying to catch his breath. He smiled to himself as he turned right and his pace quickened when he heard the whistle of the train cut through the air.  
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The ride from Sweetwater took longer than Slade would have liked. There were too many things on his mind for him to relax enough to enjoy it. There was the killing that had trailed him from New Mexico, but that was nothing new. The man had been surrounded by misery and death as long as he could remember. Ever since he ran away from home at the age of fourteen, life had taken a different turn than the wild fancies of a boy left to his own devices while his alcoholic mother, a whore, set to trade.  

Then there was the whore, Evelyn, whom he met in Sweetwater. She had some spark which he admired, and she, out of a need or love fell for the drifter. He, likewise, had never felt for a woman before and he struggled to make sense of it all. It was a difficult time for the man who other men either feared or admired. He knew why but paid their reasoning little attention. At first, it bothered him and weighed him down. He outgrew the need to be accepted and or liked by others. It was something he craved as a child, but like most things, are best left a dream. He found the attention wearisome, but there was a time when he indulged in the acclaim of others. Still, the attention wore thin after a while and he tried his best to escape it. It was part of the reason he left New Mexico, but it wasn’t to be. It was in the former town of Templeton that he learned that no matter where a man goes or how long he lives, he’ll never be able to escape from himself. It’s who a man is that matters. His life was shrouded in a haze of indecision and doubt. Insecurity overcame him and he recalled a vow he had made to himself when only a child. Barely old enough to remember, but one that was hard to forget. Galveston. He was headed to Galveston.  

The man thought too much. Not only this; he reasoned, that when he had it all figured out, he’d change his mind. He pondered on his mother considerably and the hate he felt for her had begun to simmer. He never knew his father, and the stream of clients that walked through his home became the only men he knew. They were often loud, obnoxious and drunk. Not good role models for a boy trying to make sense of his world.  

He thought of his mother often and concluded that he and his mother were alike in many ways. He was caught in a life he struggled to break free from. It was no good for him, he knew that, yet he kept making the same senseless choices that would lead him back to the path he was struggling to get away from. Yes, they were too alike and he hated himself for it.  

Slade, like all men, had developed a sense of pride. As a man interacts with his world, he considers the nature of all things and judges accordingly. It is through this interaction that pride itself is born. It stems from an intangible well-source, though it is rooted in the harsh reality of life. It is embedded in the heart and mind of man. It cuts across the lines of age, race, wealth and sorrow. It weaves its intent through the mists of the arcane thoughts that question a man's dignity. It is difficult to define and it is more often felt than explained. It was his feelings that shaped his attitude towards others. He believed that in many ways’ life was simple and easy to understand.  

He felt the same as his mother about the influence delusion and money have on a person. People spend a lot of time running away from the harsh reality of their existence and seek their fortune at the expense of others. Pride is shaped by a man’s view of the world, but more often than not it is determined by his place in society. It is shaped by wealth, honor and poverty. In such a state, pride has become as fluid and as temporary as the money that buys it and the poverty that denies it. It is easily corrupted because people themselves are likewise self-indulgent, vain and easily corrupted. But when the fog lifts and a man is walking alone, his past unworthy of revisiting and his future uncertain, pride is all he has left.  

Now, a man can abide others’ judgment of him in many regards. But it is doubtful he would take an open rebuke by man or woman that insulted his integrity and damaged his pride. That sort of challenge had led men to their deaths. Slade was prideful, perhaps it was one of his weaknesses, along with whores, for it was his pride that refused him to stand down or back away from Dirk Harvey, Sam Paine or Tip Harrington. It was pride that led him into a violent confrontation with Templeton and Chet Tannum. It was the same stubborn resistance that got him into trouble in Amarillo and Sweetwater. In fact, it was the same terse rejoinder that he developed as a young man and carried with him ever since. Now, this buffoon had challenged him in Abilene. He could have walked away and known he should have, but he wasn’t going to. Though, he reasoned rightly that walking away was as never as easy as people assume, especially women. Men and women were different and there were some things both sexes would not understand about the other, regardless of how hard they tried. He would never walk away, but experience had taught him that a man has to learn to step down. Slade knew, but like an alcoholic who knows that he shouldn't drink, his willingness to repeat the same behavior could lead to his death.  

Slade was drawn from his thoughts by a determined knock on the door. It was made even louder in the silence that had enveloped the room. He stood, folded the Abilene Star newspaper and laid it on the table. The chair creaked slightly as he stood. Stepping forward cautiously he removed the gun loop off the hammer of the Colt. “Who is it?” 

A strong voice boomed through the door. His voice was dry and harsh like he was in need of some cool water. “Sheriff Walt Palmer.”  

Slade shook his head in disgust, sighed and mumbled a curse. Stepping forward he opened the door with his left hand and stepped back.  

The door swung open slowly and squeaked as it did. A short stocky man, clean-shaven, with his mouth set in a permanent scowl, pushed the door gently with the toe of his boot. His eyes darted from side to side and scanned the room cautiously. Eventually, his eyes settled on the man he had come to see. They were hard eyes, black, and roaming. Sheriff Palmer was serious. “You Slade?” 

Slade straightened his back and stepped to the side. He relaxed a little and although he knew the reason for the sheriff’s visit, he didn’t quite know his intent. “Come in.” 

Palmer walked straight in and headed to the window. He peered through the curtain into the alley below before turning his attention to the man he had come to see. “Heard you had a run in with Harrington.” 

Slade moved in front of the sheriff and reached for his glass of whiskey which he hadn’t touched for some time. He took a sip and winced. “Don’t know his name, but I guess it's him.” 

Sheriff Palmer took the liberty of sitting down and indicated for Slade to do the same. 

He reached over and grabbed the chair, dragged it across the floor and sat at a healthy distance from the sheriff. His right-hand hovering between knife and gun. He was ready to respond in an instant. “State your business.” 

Sheriff Palmer ignored the command and asked a surprising question. “Are you a religious man Slade?” 

Slade stood and moved across to the bureau and grabbed a glass for the sheriff, returned to the table and handed it to the sheriff who took up the offer and poured himself a drink. “Can’t say that I am, you?” 

“A town won’t support a sheriff that’s not. So, I guess I am whether I like it or not.”

Slade laughed. “Going to church and singing a few hymns doesn’t make you of a mind to believe in the Lord. Though I take your point, I’d prefer an answer.” 

Palmer looked around the room and nodded. “Fair enough Slade. I reckon I am.” 

“Now that’s settled, why don’t you tell me why you’re here.” 

“The man you sucker-punched is a big man around Abilene.” 

“Is that what you call it Sheriff?” 

“That’s right, that’s what I call it.” 

“I’d call it survival and whatever it takes for me to survive I’ll do.” 

“Is that right?” 

Slade leaned forward in his chair, he was getting angry. Once again, a man had to intrude on his peace of mind. “That’s right.” 

“Tell me about yourself Slade.” 

“Go to hell.”  

Slade swirled the rest of the whiskey around in his glass and took a sip. It didn’t matter how long it took; he wasn’t going to be the next one to speak. The men sat in the dusty room. An awkward silence filled the room before the sheriff spoke. “Tip Harrington is a loud mouth and has a tendency to impose himself on others. Knew he’d meet his match one day.” 

Still, Slade didn’t speak.  

“His pride took a hit today and it was you who saw to it.” 

Slade knew where the sheriff was heading. Occasionally, a man will let others point out his weakness. It doesn’t matter whether it’s women or whiskey. He’ll abide such conversation, depending on who’s reminding him of it. But pride, well, how a man responds when this has been taken away from him, depends on the man himself. Some men turn to the bottle, while others drown their sorrow in their own company. Then again, there are those that seek revenge. Cold and impure revenge.  

“You going to arrest me?” 

The sheriff laughed. “No. I’m here for two reasons Slade.” 

“One?” Slade was eager to get rid of the sheriff.  

“Harrington has a lot of pride, and he just may be the type of man to see to it that he reclaims some of what you took from him.” 

“I don’t want trouble Sheriff. I’m leaving on the train tomorrow morning. I’d just as soon leave this town as quietly as I entered it.” 

Sheriff Palmer stood and wiped his hands on his shirt front, adjusted the gun rig around his waist and made for the door. Slade stood behind him and when the lawman stopped and turned Slade took a step to his left. “I’ll lock up Harrington and make sure he’s where I can find him ‘til the train leaves.” 

He opened the door to walk out when Slade’s voice made him stand with his hand on the doorknob.  

“You said ‘two’ things Sheriff.” 

He turned. “That’s right, almost forgot.” He paused for dramatic effect and rolled himself a quirley before talking further. “There’s talk, been around for a week now. Well before your run-in with Harrington, that there’s a price on your head.” 

Slade stiffened and his hand moved to his Colt .45. His eyes pierced those of the sheriff and the latter noticed a change come over the man with a reputation and a price on his head, that made him nervous. “Who by?” 

“I don’t know the answer to that question.” 

Slade stepped closer. “How much?” 

“I don’t recall exactly, perhaps five hundred dollars, I think I’ve heard it mentioned.”  

“Seems you only know what you want to. Convenient don't you think.” 

“Back off Slade. I don’t want trouble. In fact, I’m warning you against starting any in Abilene. I want you out and will take care of Harrington as I said.” 

“There’s the door, get walking.” 
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