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SUDDEN DEATH OVERTIME

Prologue
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Enough of this farting around.

Let me tell you where this story REALLY started. It started like any other story – in the beginning.

The story REALLY starts just like this - in the beginning of the world there was no death.

No one knew the sorrow of that final ending.

No one knew the grief of losing someone they loved.

No one had tasted a single bitter tear.

The People grew fat and abundant.

Far too abundant.

The land grew crowded.

The food was harder and harder to find.

The People grew unhappy.

So the Great Raven looked down from his high-looking mountain and saw all this.

“This is a bad thing,” the Great Raven said. “There is not enough food and water and land for the People to continue to live on in peace and harmony.”

So the Great Raven decided that he would do something about this problem.

“I will create a gift so that the People can rise up and leave this world to make room for those who will follow in their path.”

And so the Great Raven – in his wisdom and his sorrow – created Death.

Now let’s play some hockey!
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Tuesday night 9pm
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No one noticed quite exactly when the long black bus stole into the parking lot of the Anchor Pub. As far as anyone knew the bus just sort of drifted into the Labrador coastal village of Hope’s End like an unexpected snow flurry.

Things happen that way in the town of Hope’s End.

Slow and unexpected and all at once.

Judith Two Bear leaned her elbows against the wood grain of the unvarnished table top. Her cigarette glowed like a lighthouse’s lonely beacon, bobbing as she nodded three slow beats behind the music of the static-ridden radio. She had parked herself at the window seat since dinner time. She liked to watch the world go by from the sanctuary of the town’s only drinking hole – the Hope’s End Drink and Drop Tavern and Grill. 

Several long slow warm beers later Judith Two Bear found herself staring vaguely at the names and dates carved and inked into the table top. She knew some of them. She could guess at some of the others and she wondered just who the hell the rest really were. How many lonely souls had made their mark on this table and had then just sat here like so many half-finished glasses of warm draft beer – just waiting to be swallowed but not quite yet.

Truthfully, she didn’t think of any of this. 

Not in those exact words, anyway. 

People don’t really think that way – only in books and poetry and movies and other such bullshit. Rather, Judith Two Bear felt it, perhaps. She breathed it in with the stale pub air. Her grew her own sort of loneliness, nursing her drink and her evolving disappointment and her unvarying boredom that were as much a part of her as was the blood that sludged through her tired veins. 

Nothing was left.

She had lived her life and had nothing but time left to her lonely keeping. She had seen her kids grow up and run away, her lovers grow cold and run away, she had seen life pull up to the curb and wave gaily once or twice before passing her right on by.

Her hands weighed heavy on the scarred pine tabletop. Her knuckles were cracked and leathered like old alligator skin, tattooed with nicotine and age. Her eyes had grown dull and nothing that hinted of girlhood was left to her save a shotgun blast of freckles playing hide-and-seek within the wrinkles and worry-lines that troughed down her cheeks like a memory of tears.

She stared at her flat beer. 

The time drifted past the hope of anyone offering to take her home for any other reason but pity. Fergus McTavish had said he’d see her here, but so far he hadn’t showed. She believed he’d only told her that to be kind. Fergus McTavish was a good man, after all, although he spent far too much time out there on that damned hockey rink with old Sprague. 

What in God’s frozen earth did grown men see in the rattle of sticks, the slashing of steel over ice and hockey sweaters worn way beyond funk?

Judith Two Bear sat there, disinterestedly listening to the soft current of gossip prowling through the Drink and Drop Tavern; folks wondering just where the black bus came from. Perhaps it was a fresh oil rig crew, or perhaps a wandering rock band. Perhaps a pack of tourists, far off course, with their pockets jingling with cartwheels of American silver and the promise of better days.

Judith Two Bear knew better. 

No one in their right mind would ever WANT to come to Hope’s End, Labrador where the only thing that kept the town going was the influx of oil rig workers who stopped here between shifts to get drunk and fed and laid; the three weeks of seal hunters who would stop here to get drunk and fed and hopefully laid; and the occasionally dangled promise of incoming government money. 

There were a lot of them - so many promises washed up like waves on the rocky beach, only to be pulled away just as fast.

She stared at her beer.

The lights dimmed as the town generator kicked up a notch.

The last tune on the jukebox crackled out, only to be replaced by another goddamn hockey game.

Judith Two Bear stood up carefully.

Fergus McTavish wasn’t coming, she decided. 

She laughed to herself.

There had never been a hope that he would come.

Life doesn’t really work that way.

Love is nothing more than a lie told in a midnight poker game where everyone cheated and nobody truly won.

She leaned backwards and listened to the creaks and cracks in the fossil that her doctor laughingly referred to as a spinal column.

The evening had passed as slowly as a yearlong bout of chronic constipation. 

Time had moved inexorably.

Judith Two Bear was six beers older – without a candle to show for it.

Maybe seven beers – who the fuck really counted?

The television commentator shouted as someone banged the puck home. A few onlookers moaned and someone listlessly cheered. No one noticed as Judith emptied her glass of warm beer and turned it bottom-up on the table top.

She walked out the front door. 

It was cold for a January evening. She pulled her shawl about her, holding it close. The shawl was the last gift that Little Whalen Pinto had given to her before he’d got drunk five months ago and had fallen from the ferry, halfway home to Newfoundland.

Whalen Pinto had washed ashore three days later. The current had carried him to the beach, shrouded in seaweed and picked at by the gulls. There were nights when Judith nightmared over Whalen Pinto’s tide-swollen memory, the tears drowning in the memories his eyes, a crab picking listlessly at a bit of unfingered ear wax.

Other nights she dreamed of him singing - tone deaf and lustily bawling out that old Gordon Lightfoot standard, “The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald”, over and over – the only tune he knew straight through. The nightmares were her only company these days. She welcomed them as a lonely woman welcomes the nightly visit of a phantom lover.

“Damn it,” she swore at the shadows.

She had truly hoped that Fergus McTavish would have shown tonight. She had hoped that he would replace her memories with a little actual companionship.

But Fergus wasn’t coming.

“God-be-Jesus damn it.”

The wind was cold in the parking lot.

There were only a few cars. Most people lived close enough to walk.

The black bus loomed in the darkness. There was no other word for it. It loomed – like the shadow of a mountain cast over a lonely gray tombstone.

It was heavy.

Solid.

Black and implacable.

For just a half an instant Judith Two Bear felt the urge to turn and run back into the pub and scream her panic – drowning out the hockey game and the clink of beer bottles and the tired rattle of conversation.

But what the hell would that accomplish?

She drifted a little closer to the black bus – as if she wanted to prove something to herself.

This close she saw that the windows were painted over. 

Even the front window, all black. 

How could a driver see his way through the night?

It might have been one-way glass, she supposed. You could see out, but nobody else could see in. But it looked more like the window glass had been spray painted over. All black, as if something were trying to hide. A part of her wanted to run from the bus and the parking lot but she was too tired to listen. 

She leaned over and gently touched the side of the bus.

She felt a rhythm, like a tide, like a heartbeat, throbbing within the strange blackened walls of the vehicle. 

Music, perhaps?

Her hand sank inwards into the cold black paint, like she was reaching into a basin of cold black water. Then she leaned a little deeper. Something purred, deep within the color of the bus. Something purred and something drew her in. She felt the color of the bus inhaling – like an old man sucking in his last puff of cigarette smoke.

Judith Two Bear’s knees buckled slightly. 

Her skin paled and the paint on the bus greedily darkened.

She could see the grill and headlights grinning at her. She wondered just how that was possible. She was leaning on the side of the bus, nowhere close to the grillwork. She shouldn’t have been able to see it.

She didn’t care.

Fergus wasn’t coming.

She leaned there against the bus, allowing whatever was hiding inside it to drink its fill.

She wasn’t trapped - only comfortable.

The bus door grated open.

Judith Two Bear drew her hand from the lulling cloy of the paint and freely entered the bus, still dreaming of the Edmund Fitzgerald.

The bus door closed behind her. If there was any screaming it was drowned in the lonely swallow of a North Canadian night sinking home. It began to snow, soft fat flakes that promised a hard storm to come. The snowflakes melted and slid across the grinning grillwork of the night-dark bus.

Fergus McTavish showed up at the tavern, one hour too late.
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Wednesday morning 6am
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Sprague Deacon passed to his right wing who deeked to the left, rolled right and blistered the puck towards the opposing net. The goalkeeper neatly deflected the intended goal, but Sprague would not be stopped, playing forward and leaning hard, pistoning towards the puck like a juggernaut of pure determination. The slice of his blades hissed across the ice as if he’d strapped on a pair of frozen steel blue snakes.

The defensive right wing stood in his way. Sprague watched the blade of the man’s stick scything just inches past his own throat. The referee didn’t whistle the play, perhaps because no contact was made.

Sprague didn’t care one whit. The crowd was a wild shouting blur. The rink was as wide as a white frozen sea. Fine scars and tracks cut and grooved behind him, crossed and re-crossed and crossed out by the Zamboni’s steady hushing erasure. 

I am nothing more than a pair of skates and a stick, Sprague thought.

He raised his hockey stick a half a notch back, like a gunfighter cocking a heavily-notched Colt and then he banged the puck home.

Score! 

The rink chill novocained his teeth into a perma-frozen grin as he shouted himself awake.

“God-bugger-be-damned.”

Sprague Deacon cracked his eyelids open and let the morning in by slow degrees.

He lay there staring up at the ceiling, counting his breaths. In, out, in, out – he waited until he’d found the perfect rhythm, just a little out of step with the surging Atlantic waves that roared up and laid siege to the beach beyond his house.

He reached a hand behind himself.

“Goddamn.”

The mattress was wet again.

Was this what it came down to? 

An old man pissing himself?

“Shit.”

At least it hadn’t come down to that.

Not yet.

Sprague Deacon sat up from the box of the bed that Helen had made him buy her three years before the walls of her own heart crumpled and let the cold in, just three years past. The six year old mattress stank of farts and sleep-spit and fresh stale piss and the tobacco she’d never allowed him to smoke in bed when she was still alive.

He raised his legs, swung them to the edge and let them drop, allowing momentum to carry him to an upright position.

He lit his first cigarette of the morning. He slid his feet into the gum rubbers he kept beside the bed and he stomped out, as naked as a newborn. Winter or summer, he’d let the weight of the gumboots lead him down to the beach where he’d stand, breathing in the salt and the roar of the rushing waves, leaning his hands back against his skinny buttless old man hipbones to let an arc of dirty warm lemonade splash free and trickle into the charging waves – not that there was all that much backwater left after fouling his bed but it was the principal of the act that counted.

He’d pee himself dry and then walk to the rink that he’d built behind his house. In the weeks of the summer it was nothing more than a mud hole that he’d rake every Saturday. But through the months of winter when the ice was hard and smooth he’d stand there and grin as he felt the wind tickle his bony old ass.

And then he would fart a long squeaky foghorn of an old man’s fart.

Nobody would complain.

The waves would wash the beach, not more than a stone’s throw from the rink. The tatters of late ice would drift with the current and might bang up a boat or else it would float loose from the lea of the harbor. The Lazarus seals would drag their heavy gray bodies up onto the cold Labrador granite and grunt and bark at whoever dared wander too close to their beaching ground.

“Ah chummy-me-son,” Sprague Deacon said to himself. “Time is nothing but a wind that blows clean through you. The only thing you catch from it is a goddamn cold that will kill you in the end.”

He should have died years ago, he supposed, even years before Helen had finally let go. He should have died before Whalen Pinto had swallowed his last gulp of sea water.

He should have died long before Art Shieldman – the best goddamn goalie and friend he had ever known - had been taken by the goddamn cancer sticks.

Hell, he should have died before old Tommy Rollins – the widest defenseman that Sprague had ever had the pleasure of knowing - had swallowed that last bite of deep-fried poutine, grabbed his chest and fell face-first onto that restaurant counter, still licking his lips. 

Sprague had outlived them out-lived them all.

It just wasn’t right – but what could he do about it.

Life didn’t always happen how you planned it.

It was only hockey and habit and piss-pure stubbornness that had kept Sprague Deacon alive and breathing for all these years. He studied the clotting snow that had dusted the rink’s immaculate ice through the night.

He studied the three hockey sticks – Jimmy’s, Art’s and Tommy’s – that he had unceremoniously nailed to the rink walls – so tightly and with so many sturdy galvanized nails – that no one in their right mind or their wrong one would think of trying to pry them loose.

Sprague went back inside to dress.

That snow sure wasn’t about to shovel itself.
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Wednesday morning 9am

[image: ]


“Get on with you, Fergus,” Sprague called out. “If you lean on that shovel any slower you’ll start moving in reverse and then I’ll have to pay you time and a half for the work you didn’t already do last week.”

Fergus McTavish, teapot stout with eyes that always seemed to be laughing and yet could spot a puck coming from back behind the blue line, was Sprague’s best friend - maybe his only friend. True, there were a lot of men that Sprague would sit down and drink with and he’d played hockey with Fergus and the boys for as long as he could remember – but he would call damn few of them friend.

“The Devil haul you and all of your hocked-up hollering halfway home to hell’s own blue line,” Fergus answered back. “I’m moving just as fast as my bones will allow – and you don’t pay me a single buggered cent.”

“I’d pay you if you’d move a little faster. I’ve seen snow banks move with a sight more velocity,” Sprague noted. “And most of them was froze fast.”

“Never you mind his bitching and complaining Fergus. I know that you’re a positive avalanche in motion,” Leo Kiniski said. “It’s a wonder your heels don’t catch fire and burn.”

Leo Kiniski was as big as a man could grow without leaning towards huge. He was built like a brick privy and he could still body-check a man so hard that you’d think your teeth were rattling somewhere south of your toes. Size and all, he spoke with a soft rolling voice steeped in charm and smoke on the breeze, at least until you got him worked up to a buzz saw roar.

“Listen to that one talk,” Fergus said. “If you sit at that gizmo-box of yours any longer you’ll grow wires on your feet.”

“It’s not no gizmo-box, Fergus. It’s called a computer and it gets me to the internet.”

It was an old argument, always the best kind.

“Internet, you say?” Rufus Timmerman said. “And what kind of a fish can you catch with an internet?”

Rufus had stood in the net for the local team for as long as Sprague could remember. The man had blocked and stopped more pucks than Donald Trump had pennies to burn. He wasn’t all that smart, and a piss-poor painter besides, but Sprague knew that if it ever come down to it he could count on the man until hell froze over.

“I’d have thought an artist like you would have had more sense in railing against the future,” Leo complained.

Rufus was the town painter. Or at least that’s what everybody called him. Mind you, most wouldn’t call him at all, preferring to save the money and paint what needed painted themselves, but he still managed to eke out a half-assed living painting the town buildings and doing the occasional odd job for the fellows away to the sea.

“If you play with that gizmo-box long enough some sly-tongued bastard from Nigeria is going to skin your money from his bank account.”

“He’d be too late,” Fergus said. “Leo’s ex-wife already beat them to it.”

That was an old joke – which was also the best of best kinds. In the time that Sprague had known the man, Leo had only one real girlfriend and she had left him some time ago. Even back then everyone had called her Leo’s wife, but when it comes down to figuring Leo out, Sprague just wasn’t all that certain.

“Are we going to clear this ice by shoveling?” Sprague asked. “Or do you figure we’ll just talk it to slush?”

“Don’t be in such a goddamn hurry,” Fergus said. “I need to ease into this or I might throw one of my joints out of kink.”  

The rink needed clearing because every Saturday evening Sprague and Fergus and Rufus and Leo would drag the goalie nets out and the town’s young folk would come down to the rink and play their hockey. The game was good for them. It kept them out of weekend trouble and it blew off steam besides. Any fighting that was done was worked out square, fair and even on the ice.

“Well don’t slow down so goddamn fast,” Sprague retorted. “Half a pace less of a clip and your feet will freeze fast to the ice.”

The rink was built simple and straight forward with hand poured ice and plywood boards and lines that Rufus painted every Friday with a few tins of house paint donated from the local hardware store when the clerk wasn’t looking.

It was an awful funny thing, Sprague thought. He and Helen had tried so hard to have kids and here he was now with a whole hockey team’s worth of sprats.

Nothing had worked.

SNAP!

Sprague’s shovel snapped where the wood met the steel. 

The shovel was too damn old, he supposed.

Damn it.

“Watch out, boys,” Fergus said with a grin. “Sprague’s about to Hulk himself out.”

“Har-dee-fucking-har,” Sprague said, grinning to himself. 

He walked to the penalty box and heaved the broken shovel over into the heap of broken hockey sticks that he kept stacked in the penalty box. He had no real use for the structure. He never bothered to enforce the rules and regulations. 

“Win or lose, there’s no shame to it,” Sprague always told the kids. “Hockey is just a game. Just get out there and play it, just as hard as you can. I’ve got a box of bandages if you get hurt.”

It made its own kind of sense – which was really all the sense that needed making. This wasn’t the NHL, after all. There were no hockey immortals here. Besides, the penalty box was a good place to keep the old sticks which he used every summer to stake up his green beans. 

A shovel or stick would serve just as well as a stake.

“I’ll have to get down to the hardware store and borrow me another shovel before tomorrow,” Sprague said.

“I’ll keep the clerk busy for you,” Fergus said. “Maybe tell a new joke.

“You’d have to think of one first,” Sprague commented.

The garden had always been Helen’s concern. When she had passed on Sprague let the weeds have their way but he still kept a patch clear for his green beans. Come summer, Sprague loved nothing better in the world than to sink his teeth into some buttered and salted green beans, fresh from the garden.

Other than that nothing grew. Some nights when he’d had just a little too much rum Sprague wondered about digging a hole out there in that garden – Sprague-size, deep and narrow. Might be maybe he might just want to lay down in that hole and let the snow cover him on up – but so far he hadn’t gone through with his plans but there was always hope, now wasn’t there?

Bullshit.

This was Hope’s End.

Whoever had named the town had for goddamn sure known what he was talking about.
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Wednesday night, 8pm
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There was nothing worth watching on the goddamn television so Fergus had plugged in an old duster from his massive DVD collection. John Wayne and Kirk Douglas, going toe-to-toe with the War Wagon. 

Sweet Jesus, now that was pure entertainment.

Now John Wayne was one hell of a man. He had a right cross that could shoe a mule. Fergus wondered if the Duke had ever played hockey. He bet the old cowboy would have had one hell of a hip check.

Yes sir, John Wayne was a man of no regrets.

Fergus was thinking about Judith Two Bear.

He had intended on meeting her the other night at the tavern, but time just sort of ran away on him.

“Bullshit,” Fergus told himself.

Time hadn’t run away.

Fergus had just lost his nerve.

He had planned to invite her home. Not that inviting Judith Two Bear home was all that much of a trick. Fergus was no fool. He knew full well that Judith Two Bear was a woman who did not like to spend too many nights alone.

He supposed he couldn’t blame her.

Still, he had a feeling that if he could have only have worked up enough nerve things might have turned out differently for him and Judith Two Bear.

To hell with it.

Fergus had himself another drink.

John Wayne shot a few more outlaws.

After a time Fergus drifted to sleep on his couch.

He awoke once and went to the window and he saw Judith Two Bear standing out there in the snow looking in at him, but then he told himself he was most likely dreaming.

And maybe he was.
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