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Chapter 1: A Night Out
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“Joe, Joe, why do they make beer with bubbles?” Danny asked with innate curiosity, staring deep into the white foam of his beer.

Joseph glanced at the baseball game playing on a TV in the upper left corner of the bar. He lifted his beer. “I don’t know,” he said, taking a big drink. “Good question, just drink it though. I bought it for you.”

“Joe Joe, the team is doing good so far, huh?”

Joe looked down, peering into his mug. “Yep, Dan. Yes sir.”

Danny furrowed his brow, picking at the wood and stone bar top with his dirty fingernails. “Hey, Joe, is Mama going to be okay?”

Joe glanced over at the bartender. Michael was an agreeable sometimes gruff old man, but good for counsel mixed with a positive outlook when you needed it. He had a way delivering exactly the advice you didn't know you needed. “Yeah, I suppose, Dan. It’s spring, so I guess.” He finished his beer, wiped his mouth with a sleeve and rubbed his black hair. Joseph was of average build, which contradicted his physical strength from already several years of manual labor. Labor, he wanted to soon renounce.

Although he stood at five foot ten, he always seemed small when standing beside his towering brother Danny.  His short dark hair was often unkempt, and premature worry lines creased his otherwise youthful twenty-three-year-old face. Joseph's brown eyes carried a perpetual wariness from solving too many issues over too many years. Despite his exhaustion, Joseph strived to maintain a clean-cut appearance except for his uncooperative hair, his one concession to the professional future he envisioned for himself. Joseph cast a stern look at Danny. “You know I get tired of the shit we get put through.”

Danny sipped his beer gingerly, wincing at his brother’s remark. He didn’t quite like beer but drank it anyway. At thirty, Danny stood an imposing six-foot-four. He weighed a robust two hundred forty pounds, but his soft belly and innocent eyes gave him a friendly childlike appearance. His brown hair was untrimmed, his clothes loose and mismatched, and his emotions like his plaid shirts often hung wide open. His face, a study in transparency, most often wore a broad, welcoming smile. However, on rare occasions, a fierce frown could be seen, his brow creased in confusion. “Joe Joe, I’m sorry you get tired and all.”

Joseph shook his head forlornly, looking down at the base of his empty mug again. “Nah, Dan. Nope. It’s not you. I told you that many times before. I know you think you’re the problem. It never was you.”

Dan smiled happily at Joe, now feeling he’d done no wrong. “Good, Joe Joe. Hey, you gonna get another beer?”

Joe glanced once more at Mike. “Yea, Mike, one more?”

Michael stood at the far side of the bar, washing mugs and glasses every move deliberate and unhurried. He wiped his hands on a rag and glanced over at the brothers. “Yep, Joe, another beer,” he said, his voice raspy from smoking too many cheap cigarettes. Michael kept count on consumption more than he let on; he cared. He cared especially for the two brothers. Over the few years that Joseph and Danny had become regulars, Michael come to know their story the untidy bits most acquaintances might avoid. In his sixties, with a slight hunch from decades of standing for long hours, Michael found their struggle a poignant contrast to his own now sedate life. Michael respected the way they faced their troubles, even as he wondered if they’d ever catch a break.

Joe took a deep breath. He was so tired these days. Tired of shovels and lawns and all the dirt that went along with it. He was tired of being a parent and tired of living a life he felt was close to meaningless. A few moments of peace passed as his mind drifted to college, books and potential co-ed’s. He noticed someone out of the corner of his eye, movement, a smile, a dress, a sip of mug by pursed lips. Joseph remembered the beer he wanted. “Yeah, Mike, another one.”

Mike nodded, pulled a frosty mug from an under-bar refrigerator, and opened the tap. The amber ale filled the mug. “How’s your mom doing, Joe? You don’t talk much about her anymore.”

“Yeah, I know, Mike. It’s the same thing different day.” Joe turned slightly on his stool to look at the woman at the far end of the bar, sitting at a small table. She seemed to be watching them but also watching the light traffic on the road though the window.

Michael brought the freshly poured beer over, flipped a cardboard coaster and set it down. He rubbed his beard. “You really should loosen up a bit, relax, Joe... families are families. They all have issues. What you can do is rise above their issues and mistakes. Chart your own path, Joe.”

Joe turned a little toward the woman. “Yeah, Mike. I am trying.”

She gave him a crooked smile and took another sip of her beer.

Suddenly, quite loudly, Danny remarked, “Yep, Mikey, families do have issues! Ours does, it does a lot.”

Michael, hearing Danny, nodded to himself, then in a consoling manner patted him on the shoulder. “True Danny, true.”

Danny smiled, very satisfied that he was correct. “What are we gonna do when we get home, Joe?”

Joe shrugged. “Don’t know, Dan. Don’t know. Let’s just get home and see what surprise is in store for us.”

Hearing that the two brothers would solve any issues later, Danny began to settle down again. The bar grew quiet. Joe sipped his beer and returned his attention to the baseball game. 

Danny suddenly gazed far into space, which he sometimes did. Joe could never quite understand why. He had some ideas and had mentioned them to his mom, but Mama Cruse, as they labeled her, her given name Betty, never looked into it. Always in and out of crisis, she never got around to anything of importance. Danny always seemed a little slower than most people. It was just how he was made. To most, Danny was a bit of an oddity especially when he and Joe went out in public. Joe didn’t mind so much. Still, sometimes, for reasons he couldn’t explain, it seemed to bother others. Perhaps it was a kind of discrimination against people who didn’t quite fit a preconceived mold. Why should they care? What did it matter to them? If Danny’s quirks didn’t bother Joe, he figured, why should they bother anyone else? After all, he was the one who had to live with him. Besides, everyone’s got their peculiarities. Danny seemed to shake himself from his trance and took another sip of his beer. “Joe, you’re gonna start school soon?”

Joeseph shook his head with a slight smile. “Yes, soon. I am soon. But you know, Danny, I’m just a drive or a phone call away.” 
Danny rubbed his face, feeling the stubble that had quickly grown in. He never could get shaving right like his brother even though he was thirty. “Yep, Joe Joe, but I can’t drive.” 

“No, Joe that’s true, but I can.” 
Dan smiled innocently. “I don’t get it.”
Joe returned the smile and took another sip of his beer, this time a little more cheerfully. “No, but I do. And that’s what matters.”

“I don’t get it Joe Joe.”

Joseph sighed, “I know you can’t drive to get to me but I can always go to you because I can drive to you.” 
Danny grinned wider, showing more teeth. “Yep, Joe true.” He glanced toward the corner of the room and smiled at the woman there. She caught his smile and returned it. Danny blushed, then turned back to his beer and the TV screen. 
The team had runners on first and third with two outs in the sixth. Danny looked at Joe, scrunching his face. “Doing good?” 

Joe nodded. “Yep, clean up.” 
Still a bit uncertain about why the woman was smiling at him, Danny leaned into his brother. “Hey, there’s a girl over there.” 
Joe whispered, “I know, Joe. I know.” 
Louder and more enthusiastic, Danny blurted, “Well, go talk to her!” 
Joe lowered his voice sharply. “Shut up, Danny.” 
Frowning, Danny whispered in Joe’s ear, “What’d I do?” 
Joe shook his head and looked back over at the woman. “Nothing, Dan...nothing.” She smiled again at him, tipping her beer and gently motioning for him to come over. Joe set his near-empty mug down and, after a deep sigh, decided to stroll over. Danny followed behind.

Joe pulled out a chair, flipped it around, and sat down. “Hello.” 
Danny plopped into his seat. “Hello.” 
The woman flicked her long black hair back. “Hello, name’s Donna.”

Joe pulled his seat closer. “My name is Joseph, and this is my brother, Danny.”

Danny held out one of his massive hands to her. “Name’s Danny. Nice to meet you, Donna.”

Donna extended her hand awkwardly at Danny’s sheer openness. “Hello, Danny.”

“Yep, Danny and Joe Danny and Joe. Nice to meet you, Donna,” Danny said eagerly, shaking her hand a bit too hard.

Joe, having had enough of the roughness, cut into Danny’s eagerness sharply. “I haven’t seen you here before. We come to this bar often; it’s local for Danny and me. In fact, Mike over there has known us since we were knee-high to him.”

Michael overheard his name, waved with a smile, and wiped a mug with a wet rag. “That’s right, of course! Although, I don’t think Dan was ever knee-high, though,” he chuckled heartily.

Donna laughed softly to herself as well. “Oh?”

Danny thought about what Mike had said. He wasn’t quite sure it was funny, but in the end, he decided to laugh along with them, while Joe rubbed his forehead, clearly stressed. He starting to get a headache. “So, Donna, what brings you around this town?”

Donna finished her beer, holding it up for Mike to see before setting it back on its coaster. “Well, originally, I was looking for a place to live around here. I found a decent rental, and now I’m just checking out the area. I wanted to get a drink and so here I am.”

Joe nodded as Mike approached with another drink. “Here you go, honey.”

Donna took it and smiled back. “Thank you, sir.” She turned her gaze to Joseph. “How are you here?”

Joseph hesitated, debating whether he should work his way around to giving her his number or something. “We live local.”

“That’s nice.”

Joseph had a girlfriend, but he convinced himself it was good to meet new people. Maybe he just needed a change. Did he think he was old? No. But for junior college, yeah, he kind of felt that way in his mind. Maybe Joseph thought was confusing his need to break free from the confines of his tied-up life with the thrill of lust. His thoughts grew increasingly tangled, so he pulled back from them. Just as he was about to give Donna his phone number, Danny gave into a sudden outburst.

“You're pretty, Donna,” Danny said simply.

Joe yelped but still managed a smile. “Danny!”

Donna blushed and smiled, her high cheekbones flushing red. She had a fine nose and wide eyes. Her wavy hair rolled back over her slim shoulders; Joseph thought she looked striking but decided not to leer. She traced a finger along the rim of her fresh mug, seeming to consider Danny’s directness with a form of internal heat rather than the usual discomfort Joe had come to expect. Donna was impressed. He was not like the puffed up braggards she usually encountered at home or on the road. Meanwhile, Mike watched from behind his bar, continuing to be amused by the exchange, occasionally glancing up at the game but more interested in the unfolding scene at the table.

Joe ran his hand through his hair and held out his upturned, pleading hands. “Look, I’m sorry. Dan well, he’s a bit different.” Danny nodded in partial agreement. Donna offered him a warm, caring look. Joe frowned, then forced a smile. “Listen, Dan’s right. I’d like to give you my number. I know that’s pretty upfront, but at this point, I’m an upfront guy. Anyway, since I’m the only man except Danny here and since Danny pulled me in, I thought I’d try. Maybe we could do something sometime nightlife around here can be pretty good if you know where to look.”

Donna took a sip of her drink, looked at Danny for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, sure.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a pen and a scrap of paper. “Here you go, guys.”

Joe took the paper, printed his name and number with the pen, and handed both back to her. "There you go, Donna."

Donna looked at the scrap of paper. "Okay, Joe." 
Joe stood up, pulling Danny to his side by the shoulder. "We’ll see you around, hopefully." 
Danny nodded big. "I hope so too!" 
Donna looked up at them, then at Dan. "I hope so as well." 
Joe headed to the bar, handed Mike a twenty, and then left, pulling Dan by the shirt-sleeve. They exited the tavern. 
Danny scratched his face. "Should you have paid for her?" 
Joe, a bit angry, snapped, "Shut up, Dan. I was nervous, okay?" 
Danny smiled. "I wasn’t." 
Joe opened the driver’s side door of his car. "Get in." 
Dan nodded. "Sure thing, Joe Joe. I hope the team will win that game." 
They never found out. 

Joseph pulled his rusted old car into the parking space behind the trailer they rented. He always remembered the address as sixty-nine and ½. To him, it seemed they weren’t worthy of a whole address only half a home to call their own. Joe thought how idiotic that seemed, but it cut deep, how it reflected how he felt about his family and himself. Oh well, he figured, one more day in paradise. 

Joseph saw his mother through the trailer’s big plastic windowpanes. Sitting on the couch, in the corner, partly facing the wall, he knew trouble awaited. 

Luckily, his old wreck was a full-sized car; otherwise, Danny wouldn’t have fit. Maybe Joe would’ve had to strap him to the roof or something, he mused. Then he remembered his mother in the corner and directed Danny, “Get out.”

"Okay, Joe Joe." 

They each slammed the car doors. Joe thought about how one day he’d like to jump out of the window onto the ground, like that old show he and Danny used to watch. But after a moment, he reconsidered, he’d probably break his legs, and Danny would just get caught in the door frame.

Danny and he went up to the metal door of the trailer trailers were metal, after all, like cars. 

Danny saw Joe fishing for his keys. "Joe, why you getting the keys? Momma’s inside." 
Joe looked at him and winced, pulling out his keys. "Yeah, I know, Joe. I know. She probably won’t answer." He inserted the key, turned the lock, and they both stepped inside. Before Joseph could say, "Hi, momma," she had already made her way to the kitchen, grabbed a used bowl from the sink, and threw it at him. Joe and Danny ducked as the bowl narrowly missed Joe’s head and shattered against the doorframe. 

She screamed, "Get out!" 
Joe yelled back, "Mama, wait!" 
She screamed even louder, piercing Joe’s ears. "Get out, now! You evil demons!" 

Joe moved closer, holding out his palms, sweat slick from the tension. Danny slunk behind him near the TV. 
"Listen, Mama, it’s me, Joe your son!" 
"Don’t you lie to me, you evil thing, you!" she spat. 

Joe’s frustration boiled over. "Damn it what the fuck! Take your medicine, Ma!" 
"Don’t you force those poison pills on me, Satan!" 

Danny stepped forward a little. "Mama, it’s Danny!"

Mama Cruse grabbed a broom, waving it menacingly at Joe and then at Danny, creeping closer. At fifty-eight, Betty appeared much older than her years, worn down by hardship and illness. Her once-vibrant auburn hair had faded to a rusty orange, gray, growing wild and often unwashed for days during her worst episodes. Betty’s skin bore a sickly yellow pallor. Joseph understood that her mental health issues had taken a heavy toll on his mother, but she had recently lost a significant amount of weight, and her clothes hung loosely on her diminished frame. That was physical. What Joseph did not know was what else was going on inside her. If he could get her to acquiesce and go to the doctors, perhaps they could find out. However, without addressing her mental health, she would never allow them to treat her physical condition. Mama Cruse’s hands trembled constantly partly from medication, partly from weakness. Despite her frailty, her eyes occasionally flashed with surprising intensity during moments of clarity or paranoia. "You brutes! You pigs! Get out!"

Joe rubbed his head, sweating. "Dan let me handle it, please." 
Danny was starting to cry a rarity for such a big man, except when his mother was sick, which was happening more frequently than ever before. Seeing his brother cry, Joe took a deep breath. He had some extra cash as payday was only the day before. Joseph needed a break. "Alright, we’re going. You happy?" 

Mama Cruse grabbed her broom. “Why yes! Now
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