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CHAPTER 1


It was half a street One side had houses, a few stores, and people walking. The other side was a blank wall. Along the top of the wall and around the large gate were a few geometrical frills in stone, but it was senseless. The wall meant prison and the gate was steel. It opened without sound, the movement almost casual.

A tall man stepped through, stooping as if afraid he might hit the top of the frame, and he straightened up when the gate shut with a clank. He didn’t turn at the sound. For a moment he stood on the bare side of the street and squinted in the sun’s sharp, high light.

With a sudden movement he started across the street The way he moved looked greedy. Then he stood on the sidewalk, his back to the long wall on the other side of the street, watching the stores, the people, the whole view without prison in it.

After a while, he said to himself, after a while it will feel the way it should. He would know that he stood here on the street, not imagining it He breathed faster, but the feeling of not being here didn’t leave him.

He squinted nervously, as if an insect were bothering him. Then he walked. A half-hour walk to the bus, and then a three-hour ride on the bus and he’d be home. He wouldn’t even have to go all the way into Stone Bluff because the bus passed the farm and he’d get off right there. Walking, he felt the strain in his face and then the tense set of his jaw. He rubbed his face. Then he put a cigarette into his mouth so that his jaw would have to relax.

A half-hour walk to the bus — He went over it as if afraid he might forget the routine, then caught himself. No need to think about it. No doubts and no need for decisions because he had it all laid out beforehand and had decided his steps. The simplest, the straightest, the hardest way of all. Done with prison, go back to the farm, check over the damage and work. Three years’ fallow might even have been for the better. That’s how he was going to think about it; no other way. Any other way and there would be nothing for him to hold on to.

He didn’t notice it, but his jaws were clenched tight again, as if he were holding something tight in his teeth.

The prison was at one end of town, which didn’t make any difference to the rest of the city. The center was full of noise, amusements, and neon. The neons jumped and sparkled even though the sun was shining bright When he stopped at a traffic light a hand plucked his sleeve, another came up to his eyes. It was cupped around a picture.

“Special today, feller. The whole dozen …” The voice stopped, then started to laugh. “Hell, it’s Spinner. Just got out today?”

He looked down at the man and nodded. “Just now. And let go my sleeve.”

“Sure, Spinner,” and the man laughed again. His old back was bent and his old face was grinning. “Beat you by maybe a week,” said Moss. “Good thing for you I ran into you.”

Spinner crossed with the light but the old man stayed next to him. “Seeing you and me is fraternity brothers …”

“Beat it, Moss. I’m not buying.”

Moss was still grinning. He almost always did. He walked along next to Spinner and stuck the pictures back into his pocket.

“Where you going? Back to that farm you got?”

Spinner ignored the slur in the old man’s voice, turned the corner, and walked into the bus station.

He bought a one-way fare to Stone Bluff and folded the ticket into his pocket. He had imagined it differently. He remembered thinking that once he bought the ticket the feeling would be something like a final decision. It would be like the show of strength which meant he had guts to go back, some magic touch which meant that for once and at last everything had to go his way.

None of this happened. He had bought his ticket and when he turned Moss was there waiting for him.

“I’ll buy you a cup of coffee,” said Moss. “From one con to another.”

“Con?”

“You been in jail, Spinner. That makes you a con.”

Spinner ran one hand down the side of his face to cover the jump in his muscle. It felt as if the muscle was sticking out like a bent spring and everybody could see it.

“And lucky,” Moss went on. “Hell, you ought to be happy. I seen buddies of mine got twenty years for assault, against your three.”

Spinner stopped and said, “Moss, listen. I’m so happy I don’t need another thing in this world. Not even you. So go away. I keep smelling jail when I look at you.”

“Here’s the counter,” said Moss. “Two black, for my buddy and me,” he called to the girl, and then he sat down without doubting that Spinner would, too.

Spinner sat down, because he suddenly felt very tired. He thought there was no point making a struggle of everything, to make an issue over a cup of black coffee and how he envied the ease in Moss, his grin, and the way he relaxed on the stool. His ease — no. That didn’t fit Moss. There was a wormlike softness in the way he acted.

“I know how you feel,” said Moss, and watched Spinner sit down. “Every time I get out I go through it.”

“Through what?”

“The way you feel. Like you ain’t out yet.”

Spinner put down his coffee and crossed his arms on the counter. “I’m out.”

“Sure. Like down and out. Listen, Spinner, you got to work at it.”

Spinner squinted his eyes as if the sun were in his face. He hunched his big shoulders together. It helped keep the anger down. From somewhere the anger had come up inside him and he didn’t know why or what to do with it.

“Now here’s how you work at it, Spinner. Expose yourself to the nice things in life, get it? Give the nice things in life a chance to get at you.”

“Like that filth you showed me?”

“Naw. That’s just the come-hither, the teaser. Now, my real business …”

“I never knew a pimp your age, Moss.”

Moss laughed. The laugh made Spinner want to spit. “Don’t worry about it, Spinner. Just sit there for a minute while I make a phone call.”

“Thanks for the coffee,” said Spinner. “But that’s all.”

Moss was getting up, taking a dime out of his pocket.

“Just work at it, Spinner, while I set it up. Just sit there and work at it” He went to the phone booth.

Spinner’s shoulder started to ache and he made himself loosen up. But his anger was there again, from somewhere, and it made him work the muscles inside his throat to avoid choking on it. Something had started it — what Moss had said. Work hard and you can’t lose, or something like that. Must have been his father who said that Not his mother. He remembered she had been dead by the time his father started with his homey lessons. He knew lots of homey sayings and lessons and they all had to do with work hard and you can’t lose.

Then his father had lost half the farm, then his job, and in the end he had lost his life.

“All set” Moss came back from the phone and sat down. He stared into Spinner’s face and seemed to he thinking. “You know, I just remembered something. You’re from Stone Bluff.”

“And I’m going there in about fifteen minutes.”

Moss ignored it.

“Isn’t that where Dixon’s got his place?”

Spinner held still. He hadn’t been thinking about Dixon and he had thought that the name Dixon would no longer give him a jolt He had thought he had handled all that in his mind and with his new attitude.

“How come you know Dixon?” he said. He heard his own voice like a stranger’s.

“How come? He’s big, ain’t he?” In that way Moss borrowed Dixon’s glory.

Jake Spinner shrugged. He kept turning around to look at the clock.

“He’s in with St. Louis,” said Moss, making it sound like magic. “Don’t you know that?”

“I know that.”

Moss was not making any impression. He sucked his teeth and looked Spinner up and down.

“What’s the matter,” he said. “You know him so good this ain’t news to you? Lemme tell you something, Spinner. He may be big in Stone Bluff, but he’s just one of the men in St. Louis.”

Spinner sipped coffee. He did not want to hear more about Dixon. He knew enough already — that Dixon lived in Stone Bluff, that he always had lived there, and that the townspeople liked to call him Old Dixon, which was the homey way of covering their feelings when it came to a man who owned most of the town, who had made a great deal of money before repeal, and who had his fingers in everything.

That’s how Spinner’s father had lost half his farm — because Dixon had wanted it. He was building a park for himself.

And that’s how his father had lost his job, because when the farm was cut in half, in the depression, he had started to work for Dixon in St. Louis. They had lived in St. Louis and Spinner’s father had worked for Dixon at something or other, and all the while he was trying to teach his son homey sayings: work hard and you can’t lose. Maybe the old Spinner had never worked hard enough, and in the end he’d been fired. There had been an argument over losing the job, something nobody did with Dixon, and Spinner’s father had got thrown out of the office. That had been the last time he had ever tried anything. He had tried walking back in and Dixon had stood there, watching two of his men throw Spinner’s father back out again, after roughing him up a little.

That’s when Spinner’s father had given up. He went to bed with a headache and died with a hemorrhage. That’s how Spinner saw it. His father had given up.

“And because he’s small fry,” Moss was saying, “he acts big the only way he can do it — in a burg like Stone Bluff. Hey, you listening to me?”

“Sure,” said Spinner, and gave Moss a short look. He did not like looking at Moss.

“I tell you something else,” said the old man. He put his hand on Spinner’s arm and before Spinner could pull away Moss said, “Watch your step in Stone Bluff.”

Moss was pleased with the pause it brought on. He saw Spinner sit very still and he saw the nervous squint around Spinner’s eyes.

Moss grinned. He would milk this dry. “Ain’t you gonna ask what I mean?”

“What?” said Spinner. It sounded curt, so that his voice wouldn’t show how anxious he was.

“I get around,” said Moss. He looked at the clock to check how soon Spinner’s bus would leave, and then said, “I keep my eyes open. All the time.”

“And your mouth,” said Spinner. “But nothing comes out.”

“No? Then listen to this,” Moss leaned closer, his hand on Spinner’s arm again. “Dixon’s in trouble,” said Moss.

This time the pause did not give Moss any pleasure, because he saw Spinner relax. Another moment and Spinner would lose interest altogether.

Spinner said, “I thought you said I should watch my step.”

“You live in Stone Bluff, don’t you? Dixon does, don’t he? And when Dixon’s got trouble …”

“He lives on trouble,” said Spinner, and turned to look at the clock.

“Not this kind. Listen.” Moss grabbed Spinner’s sleeve to keep him from leaving. “He’s not in trouble in St. Louis; he’s been monkeying around with the county vote. You know what that means? He’s been getting around St. Louis itself and back at them with this monkey business from outa the county. Here they thought he was just sitting around in that Stony Bluff burg and …”

“Let go my arm,” said Spinner.

“Wait, where you going? Hey, I got it all set up, like I told you — ”

“Beat it,” said Spinner and Moss had to run after him. “Beat it? Listen, friend, I don’t go to no trouble for nothing. You don’t want it, is your business, but you owe me …”

Spinner yanked his arm free and slapped it back, making Moss tumble. He didn’t see whether Moss fell or not because he ran through the gate to the ramp and caught the Stone Bluff bus at the last minute.





CHAPTER 2


At first he tried concentrating on the landscape outside, the flat land getting rounder and the fields and trees slanting up against the hillsides. He hadn’t seen it in a long time and it should mean something to him. It should mean he was going home, the way he had planned it, that he was sticking it out though God knows it was harder than he had thought. That mention of Dixon hadn’t been any help.

Spinner took out a cigarette and smoked for a while. It made a dry heat in his mouth, which reminded him of the farm and that he was going back to it. He was coming back at the wrong time. High summer. Dry heat Same as the last time, when he had come back to the farm from the army. That had been the wrong time. Or the time before, after his father had died and Spinner had left St. Louis to try to put the farm back in shape. That had been high summer.

It seemed he never did anything but go back to that place, work hard, as his father’s homey sayings said he should, and lose out. The first time he’d come back, after St Louis, the place was almost a working farm when the army had gotten him. The second time, after the army, he had tried again. It would have been easier if Dixon hadn’t owned the best part of the farm. It was now Dixon’s park.

One day Dixon had come up to the fence on a horse. Spinner had let him talk because he was tired from work and Dixon took a long time making clear what he wanted. He always wanted something, but first there had been small talk about the old days in St Louis. How close he, Dixon, had been to old Spinner, how one good turn deserved another, and if young Spinner would take it as a favor, then he, Dixon, would buy the rest of the farm for high cash. As a favor.

“Not for sale,” said Spinner.

“Jake,” said Dixon. He favored first names when he was in Stone Bluff. “You can’t make a go of it. But with cash you can do anything.”

“It’s a better farm now than when you cut off half of it to waste on your bridle paths.”

Jake Spinner didn’t like Dixon and after all the hard tries and losing each time it was suddenly easy to blame Dixon for all of it.

“Jake,” Dixon said, “I want that farm. Be smart like your pappy,” and then he yanked on his horse and rode away.

Spinner didn’t like Dixon any better for that remark, and for the threat in his voice. Work hard and you can’t lose wasn’t something that had proven itself, but Spinner was still trying. More so now. he discovered — now that his anger had found a direction.

“Your pappy could tell you,” said Dixon the next time he came around, “you oughtn’t to cross me.”

Spinner got off his tractor and climbed over his fence. He walked to the place on Dixon’s road where the car had parked, with Dixon in back and the chauffeur in front. By the time Spinner got there his voice was low and controlled. He said, “It’s not for sale.”

“Learn something, hick,” and Dixon got out of his car and walked up to Spinner.

“The farm’s mine, Dixon.”

“You don’t look right when you’re mad, Spinner. You look like somebody’s gonna take a fall.”

“Don’t worry,” said Spinner. “I’m holding back.”

“Meaning you,” Dixon went on. “You don’t stand there and look at me that way, Jake boy.”

It had been just talk so far. Jake Spinner tried to keep that in mind, keep out all the rest and just think of the situation right now, of Dixon asking a stupid question. Spinner tried to keep it out of his mind how Dixon got what he wanted, how Dixon the crook always got his way, and how Dixon kept coming up like a private plague.

Then Dixon swung.

Maybe he had been thinking of Spinner’s father or of other times when crude muscle had turned the trick.

But Jake hit back. He hit back out of pure rage. It jumped out of him with the sudden push of his panicky feeling that he was going to lose again, that there might be no end to his losing.

He hit just once and then had to wait till Dixon got up out of the dirt, quite a while later. Dixon’s chauffeur had looked away when it happened and didn’t get out of the car to help the man out of the dirt until the last moment when Dixon had started to stir. Dixon got into the back of his car and left without saying anything else.

What kept Jake Spinner from worrying too much was the thought of one thing. It had been with him a long time and had gotten sharper. That he wasn’t going to lose forever. It wasn’t a plan and it wasn’t a formula. But it gave him intent.

But Dixon had more than just a feeling. The next time he didn’t come himself but sent the sheriff, and for the time being Dixon let the farm plans go by. He would get to that later. The real-estate plan could wait for a while, and for a better price. And it needed more than a pushing around because Dixon had learned something about Spinner’s intent He wasn’t like his father. Dixon would have to go to more trouble. With all the pressure at his command Dixon made the best of Spinner’s intent Spinner was sent to jail for assault with intent to kill.

• • •

Spinner thought how easy the homecoming would be if Dixon weren’t waiting for him. But that wasn’t completely true, because the homecoming was bigger than anything Dixon could mean. Spinner had tried three times and lost twice; if he lost a third time, if he still had no luck, then he might lose his intent.

His shoulder ached, for no good reason, and Spinner held it carefully.

If that should happen, he thought, if he should lose his nameless intent, he would save it by finding a name for it He had one, ready made; an intent to kill.





CHAPTER 3


He spent the first night at the farm without having seen anyone. He got off at the farm before the bus reached Stone Bluff because he wanted some time to rest and be alone — to get ready to start, he said to himself when he went to bed in the evening. Then, lying in bed late at night without sleep, he saw he had done it this way because he was afraid.

He must have slept some of the time because he woke bathed in sweat He got up early and spent all day on the farm. Fields to look at, the barn, the house, prime the pump — and he should go to town. The utility company should hook up his current, he should call at the lumberyard for wood for repairs, he should see the farmer down the road who had rented most of Spinner’s equipment.

It was evening before he was ready to go into town. Had he been back in his cell now, he was sure he’d be able to imagine it all with so much reality, so much so that — Spinner started to curse. He should not have to imagine that he was back!

Then, from somewhere, the intent came hack to him, the thing he had saved without knowing how, and though it was nameless it rode him now like a man with a whip.

He went to the pump and washed his face, and with a careful feeling in every move, he walked down the road to town.

He remembered the signs along the way, telling that almost all of it belonged to Dixon — the filling station at the fork in the highway, the ice plant further down, the long concrete sheds where Dixon kept his construction equipment. And there was a new one. The sign said South End Development Co., Prop. T. Dixon, and City Homes in the Country.

A lot of land was torn up and leveled, including a big part of Dixon’s park. It was getting dark, but a crew with equipment was still working away from the road, cats and a bucket. The cats were working toward Spinner’s farm.

Spinner walked on to town. If he stopped now he would lose his momentum, he would lose his mood of careful attentiveness, and something else might come over him. He walked into town and found everything very familiar. For a moment he even felt light, felt like smiling. He went to the square in the center of town, anxious to see it, and even when the light, happy feeling started to leave him nothing worse happened to his mood. It felt mostly quiet and he would have had to pay real attention to the shades of his feelings to know that it was like two eyes in the dark, looking, looking.

He wasn’t recognized right away because of the hazy evening light He got halfway around the small square before anyone spoke to him.

“Jake! Hey, when did you get back, Jake?”

He stopped, hands in pockets, and walked back to the man on the bench.

“Just yesterday. How you been, George?”

George got up, wiped his nervous hands on his overalls. “Hey,” said George. “You got a tan, even,” and he laughed.

“Outdoor work. The rock piles,” said Jake, but the joke felt forced.

George must have felt it too. The first impulsiveness of the greeting was wearing off, and he rubbed his hands along his thighs again, slowly this time.

“Well, guess you’ll be around. Gonna work that farm again?”

“That’s why I’m back. Why you asking?”

“Just wondered. You know. Well, I gotta get Ruth. She’s shopping. See you around, huh, Jake?”

“Sure. You’ll see me.” Spinner watched George walk toward the row of stores.

That crack about working the farm had done it Had it been a crack? A normal question, except that Spinner’s answer had been too sharp. George was going into a store to pick up his wife. He had left because he was picking up his wife.

Spinner got a few nods while he walked, and a few times there was small talk. No back-slapping and pumping the hand, because these people weren’t made that way. Would he have worried about their casualness if he had come back from somewhere else, for some other reason?

Nobody mentioned Dixon. Did he expect they would? Did they ever?

Then he got invited to have a beer. Should he worry why nobody else had asked him, why only Eddy? Eddy wasn’t so different from all the others, except that he came to town only once in a while. He worked in St Louis.

“If this is the first beer since you’re out, Jake, I want to know about it,” said Eddy. “I want to know what it’s like after two years.”

“Three.”

“I mean three. Must be really something.”

They walked into the bar and Spinner still thought about Eddy’s remark. Not about the beer, but about having been gone. An easy remark, making no strain between them. Spinner smiled and was suddenly anxious to have that beer. Maybe for Eddy’s sake. He would drink that beer down and sigh a big sigh, shaking his head, to show Eddy what three years without beer could mean and how good it was to be back.

The first counter was low, for eating sandwiches and soup. Turtle soup when it was in season and fried catfish sandwiches all year round. The next counter was high, for beer and hard liquor, and a few men were standing there, staring at Spinner and Eddy till they could make them out in the light over the bar. A few waved, and some nodded, and one of them shook hands with him.

“Jake here,” said Eddy, “is going to give us a demonstration. He’s gonna show what the first beer is like after three long dry years.”

There was some laughing, because of Eddy, but mostly there was the same kind of waiting that Spinner felt He took out a cigarette and lit it And when ash had formed he would let it drop on the floor, the way all of them did it, because this was the bar in Stone Bluff, not the mess hall with lysol smell or the cell with the concrete. He looked at the oiled boards on the floor, dull and uneven. That sight was as good to him then as the open door out to the square or the windows with nothing but glass in them and an old cactus for decoration.

“Tell you what,” said Eddy, “if the first one don’t carry a message, you got to buy the second yourself. Here, try not to drop it.”

Spinner grinned at the glass on the bar, feeling self-conscious. He said, “Maybe I lost the taste for it, Eddy. Maybe you’re wasting a beer.”

Eddy stared, because the thought hadn’t occurred to him. Then he saw Spinner’s face and they both laughed.

Spinner picked up the glass seeing cool yellow and the soft foam on top and winking at Eddy.

“There’s just a chance,” he said, “mind you, just a chance, and this beer’s going to bring back my taste for it.”

“In detail, Jake! When it’s down you got to tell me in detail!”

Spinner held up the glass and held it for a moment “Tell you what, Eddy. You lay off for three years or so and I won’t have to tell you about it.”

“Come on, man. Drink it!”

Spinner drank the cold beer down to the bottom, and it was the best he had ever had. He put down the glass, gave a deep sigh, and started to shake his head. He stopped in the middle of it.

“Not wasting any time, huh, Spinner?”

It was the tone of voice more than the words. Spinner turned to see who it was, very slowly, because he had suddenly realized that this was the kind of thing he had really expected — cold dislike and an edge in the voice to needle him.

“Hi, Sloan,” said Eddy, and some of the others said hello to him too.

Sloan wore his khakis rolled up so the work boots showed at his ankles and he stamped his feet a few times, making the dry mud break off in small pieces.

“I thought you jailbirds wasn’t allowed no liquor once you got out.” Sloan made a big laugh. “So us peaceful citizens shouldn’t have to worry,” he said.

He scratched his chest, laughing again, and when he passed Spinner he gave him a hard slap on the back, like a taunt, but too casual to make anything of it.

“I’ll take another beer,” said Spinner.

Sloan may not have heard iL He walked to the other end of the bar with three of his buddies following behind.

“You been working late,” said Eddy. “I never knew road gangs worked late. Or at all,” he added.

There was laughing again, which stopped abruptly so that Sloan could give his answer, but Sloan kept laughing and didn’t bother. He walked to the pinball machine and put in a coin.

“When you work for Old Dixon,” he said, “you keep jumping. Right, Spinner?” Sloan let the plunger slam home.

The pins made short buzzes and the scoreboard clacked with electric sounds.

“I wouldn’t know,” said Spinner.

“And if you don’t work for Old Dixon, then you really jump. Right, Spinner?” Sloan laughed again, then shot the next ball.

“Is Dixon gonna break ground soon?” said Eddy. “On his South End development?”

“That’s why we’re pushing the road,” said Sloan. “We just tore up the cutoff to the turnpike on the south end.”

For a moment it seemed as if Sloan was through. He watched the tallies flash on the board and shot the rest of the balls.

Eddy turned back to Spinner and said, “How’s your farm look, Jake? Could you tell it was there, under the weeds?”

“It’s there. It’ll take some doing.”

“I mean to tell you!” Sloan was back at the bar. He leaned forward so that Spinner could see the grin. “Now I don’t know farming from nothing,” he said, “but I know it don’t go with excavating.” Then he waited.

Spinner was tapping his empty glass. He noticed how the slight move made his shoulder hurt.

“We figure on tearing it up starting next month. Part of the South End Development.”

“Like hell,” said Spinner.

“Like hell?” Sloan walked the length of the bar. He made his face look surprised. “You ain’t selling to Dixon?”

“He knows it,” said Spinner.

“He knows it? Now I’d say that’s strange. How come he don’t tell me those things? How come Dixon tells me a different story, huh, Jake? You think maybe he was lying to me?”

“Why should he lie to you, Sloan?” Spinner held the glass in his hands, rolling it back and forth in his palms. The glass felt warm. “Dixon lies only when it’s something important”

It took Sloan a moment to get it all and when he did he took a low breath.

“You calling my boss a liar or you telling me I ain’t important?”

“Forget it,” said Eddy. “You gotta remember …”

“You shut up, Eddy, unless you want the same thing Spinner is getting any minute now.”

Spinner felt his hands trembling, but he knew he wasn’t afraid. He wasn’t afraid till he noticed the rage pushing up inside him, with heat on his skin and the sense of his muscles swelling.

“I’m waiting,” said Sloan. “I’m dumb and you better explain it again.”

“I’m not supposed to get into trouble,” said Spinner. It hurt his throat, saying it. “So forget it.”

Sloan’s grin spread out slowly and it showed how much he was starting to like everything.

“Well,” he said, “well, well, well.” He leaned on the bar next to Spinner, very close. “You mean you wanna apologize? Go ahead. Lemme hear it.”

Spinner swallowed and moved his neck. His shoulder was aching. “Leave me alone,” he said. “Will you?”

“Say please.”

“Please. Just forget it.”

Sloan grinned more. He stood back and put his hands on his hips.

“Hey,” he said. “You’re sweating! How come you’re sweating?”

Spinner didn’t answer.

“It makes you look yellow all over, Jakey. How come?”

Spinner pushed away from the bar and turned to the door.

“Let me through,” he said and looked down at Sloan’s foot.

“Say please again.”

He couldn’t talk, so he stepped back and looked past Sloan, at the door. He couldn’t see the door clearly, but it gave him a point of attention, to try and see the door clearly.

“All choked up, Jakey?”

Maybe Sloan would lose interest. If Sloan would hear please again, perhaps that would be the end. Spinner coughed.

“What you say, Jakey?” Sloan had a greedy look on his face.

“Please,” said Spinner.

Nobody made any sound and Sloan stood there, gaping. His arms were hanging down. Then he started a slow, unbelieving laugh.

“What? What you say, Jakey?”

Spinner’s voice didn’t feel like his own, it was quiet and even.

“You can either get out of the way, Sloan, or you can try staying right there,” he heard himself say. “And if you stay, I’ll break your back.”

This time, at the end of the pause, Sloan said nothing. He moved his mouth, stopped. Then he moved his foot with a slow scrape, and then jumped — not at Spinner, at the bar. He grabbed up the empty glass and in one motion smashed the wide rim and swung for the strike.

The door banged. There was a yell, “Hold it!” Sloan couldn’t stop, but he swung wild. His hand hit air and Spinner set his back for the spring.

“Hold it! Damn you to hell!”

Spinner was sure it was the badge that stopped him. He saw the sheriff, the gun at his belt, his hands up by his hips, and how he stood wide-legged, ready to move. But the badge stopped Spinner.

“Drop that glass, Sloan, or I’ll draw on you!”

Sloan let it drop and watched it roll.

“And you there, Spinner!”

Spinner stood still and looked at the sheriff. The man’s hair had gone all white since Spinner had seen him three years ago. The red face made a contrast next to the hair.

“All right,” he said. “What is this?” His breath was coming fast and gave hoarseness to his voice.

Sloan started talking, but the sheriff cut him off angrily, and Spinner didn’t say a word. Eddy explained it and the barman said the same thing and the others nodded. The sheriff told Sloan to get out, and said that the next time he wouldn’t care whom Sloan was working for, he’d run him out of town.

“You won’t see the day,” said Sloan and went to the door, his buddies following.

“Just git,” said the sheriff.

Sloan stopped at the door. “I got better rights than that jailbird,” he shouted. “And see if Old Dixon don’t hold with me.”

“He’s got nothing to do with this,” said the sheriff. He jerked his head at Sloan to get out, but Sloan came back in.

“It don’t? That’s what the whole thing is about! First day out of jail and he comes in here insulting Old Dixon. I got my loyalties. No jailbird threatens my boss and gets away with it!”

The sheriff looked at Spinner and said, “This true, Jake?”

Spinner shook his head but the sheriff didn’t see it.

“Ask the rest of them,” Sloan was shouting. “Did he call Dixon a liar?”

The men at the bar looked away. One of them went to the door in the back and walked out to the alley.

“You better get one thing straight, Sheriff!” Sloan had pulled himself together.

But the sheriff didn’t want to listen. He said, “Out, Sloan, I don’t need you for this.”

He stood waiting, and Sloan backed down. He walked out of the bar and one of his men slammed the door after them.

Jake Spinner rubbed his hands over his face and the sheriff said, “I’ll want to talk to you.” Then he left.
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