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“When failure starts to feel normal in your life or your work or even your darkest vices, you won’t have to go looking for trouble, because trouble will find you.” 

—Hunter S. Thompson








  
  
Once upon a time in 2002 . . .
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  1

The Bar


Gunther Gott knew how to pour a beer. A masterful beer. A drinker’s beer. Not a beer-commercial beer, with its wasted overflow down the side of the glass, soaking the bar, soiling the coaster. A perfect pour didn’t spill a drop. A person who spilled beer, Gunther knew, deep down, didn’t care. 
“Yo, Gun, you carving a set of tits in the foam or what?” asked Blotsky, palms spread wide against injustice.
Gunther tilted the glass and eyed his friend on the civilian side of the bar. “You want it now, or you want it right?”
“Arts and farts.” Blotsky growled, showing his layered teeth, one in front of the other like a shark’s. “He’s doing the arts and farts, Turecki.”
“Beer him, Gun,” Turecki muttered from Blotsky’s left. “Or I’m gonna c-clamp the fucker’s lips.”
“Frickin’ punk.”
“You want half-assery, go to Friday’s,” Gunther said, smiling as the half-inch of foam topped off. Gunther slapped the tap shut and held up a perfectly poured Yuengling Lager: the color of rusty love, the clarity of petrified amber, capped by a layer of creamy foam as smooth as a wax seal. “Rushing art is like farting in an empty room. No one will appreciate it.”
“Arts and farts, just gimme my frickin’ beer.” Blotsky snatched the glass and suckled. Blotsky, old for twenty-eight, was one of those stocky guys that hung off brass rails at every tavern. Nasty teeth. Raspy voice that made everyone say, “Hey, you’d sound good on the radio.” Which made Blotsky talk that much more (though the indigents of the O Club stopped encouraging him years ago). Chunky blue eyes the shape of fondue meat, scorched cheeks, flannel shirt, the voice, those teeth: Blotsky.
“And what about my shot?” he asked.
“Way ahead of you, pal.” Gunther was already pouring the Jim Beam.
“If you were ahead of me, I’da drunk it already.”
Friday’s. Shit. Gunther could only smile at the insult. The O Club like Friday’s? Or Applebee’s? Or Zeppe’s? Or some other soulless fucking fern bar whose name suggested that an actual single person owned it instead of a publicly traded company? As Bugs Bunny would say, da noive. The O Club didn’t serve Maryland crap cakes, didn’t freak the fuck out over your birthday, and didn’t have perky waitresses who’d blow you in the bathroom for an extra 13% on the bill (pre-tax).
Gunther placed the shot of Beam in front of Blotsky with faux reverence. Blotsky, with fingers thick as his name, snatched the shot as if he was nabbing a miscounted twenty from a cashier. “Y’know what kind of day I had, Gun? What kind of week? And yet every night I’m in here I gotta fight for the buzz. Keep up with me or I’ll have to ask for the old man.”
Gunther smirked, knowing damn well that the old man would tell Blotsky to go light a fart. “This from you when everything’s in a dirty glass, just like you like.”
Blotsky tipped the bottom of the shotglass skyward, closing his eyes as the Beam went down. He took a deep breath. “Dropped one of those crates on my foot. Not just any crate, either. A frickin’ Boom Box.”
Gunther smiled and poured him another shot. Blotsky worked at the Anthracite Casket Company over in Burnrock. Not as glamorous as working the rivet gun at a slaughterhouse, Gunther figured, but hey, Blotsky pulled down dollars worthy of respect. Thing was, he never really divulged what he did there. When Blotsky said Boom Box, however, Gun did know that he was referring to the largest model of casket that the Company manufactured — a coffin for fat folks.
“What’s one of those weigh?” Gunther asked.
“Frickin two bills, man, without the stiff,” Blotsky replied. “Why you think they need eight guys to carry one to the hearse?”
“I dunno,” said Turecki, two stools down from Blotsky, his veiny hands on his beer like spiders. “Why?”
Blotsky gaped at him, everything flexing: his jaw, his fists, his brain, like Spock working his logic real hard. “Why … I just frickin’ told you why. ‘Cause it weighs two bills.”
Turecki shook his head, the Camel bouncing in his lips as he spoke. “You’re easy as pie, Blotsky. You know that?”
“Go fuck a bee’s nest,” Blotsky said.
Turecki, age twenty-seven, smiled, his long-ass mustache rolling with the skin. Turecki’s mustache was Turecki. It ran off his face as if someone had taken greasepaint and smeared two thick lines out from under his nose, then two more straight down off his jaw. Throw that in with his rippled curly black hair, endless veins, and six-five beanstalk frame, and you had a guy who’s sick of answering questions about why he never played basketball.
Gunther, twenty-seven as well, had known Turecki since sixth grade. The man liked bourbon. Good stuff on payday, but whatever he could filch the rest of the week. As Turecki said to Gunther late one night across the bar: “C’mon, man, slip me freebie off the top shelf. Man’s got to have at least one vice that costs more than a buck a glass, so he can brag he’s gettin’ something serious for free.”
Turecki chased his bourbon with beer like most of the guys. But then everything they did they chased with beer. Drowning sorrows was one thing, but like a great band once sang, sorrows learned to swim. But what sorrows did they have that were any more sorrowful than anyone else’s anywhere else? Life wasn’t wonderful, but it didn’t suck either. Gun reminded himself of that fact often.
“Gunther, if you please,” said Sarkis Sodkowski from the other end of the bar. Either the old man was wiggling his empty glass or his hand was shaking. Probably both. Gun poured Sark a quick Yuengling Premium in a fresh, frosted glass and set it in front of him without taking any money.
“I remember when you didn’t know a tap from a tit,” Sarkis said with a listless smile. “But look at you now.”
“Dressed to impress.”
Sark was such a fixture that he might as well have been made out of tarnished brass and mounted on the bar. He was the last of the Soil coal workers; truly the last of a breed. He lived alone, came in every night, and sighed a lot. Was he seventy? Eighty? No one knew. What everyone did know was how much Sarkis knew about everyone. He lived in the town of Soil since birth. Worked the mines since age six as a breaker boy picking slag off a conveyor, later moving down the shaft to dig, and eventually foreman in the ‘50s. He was a walking, talking, drinking history book.
Problem was, as far as Gunther saw it, no one cared. Sarkis Sodkowski was the old drunk at the end of the bar. No one listened to that guy, not in any bar. He was the one you didn’t want to bend your ear, because he’d hang there all night like an earring. Sark knew his conversation was unwelcome, too. Which made for a lot of words muttered from him at a level that only Gunther could hear. Because that was what a good bartender did, he listened. Even a bartender in this bar, in this town. Not that anything he did was resume material.
“Gunther?” Sarkis asked, waving him over.
“Yo,” Gun replied, leaning in closer.
Sark fingered his meager stack of cash. Three singles and a five. “Would you do me the service of taking my money for this beer? Please.”
Gunther chewed his lower lip. “Can’t, Sark,” he said. “I’m under orders. Your money’s no good here, you know that.”
Sark’s jaw muscles flexed like living cranberries under his unshaven skin. “The old fart who runs this place has got his priorities shoved so far up his ass he’s got cramps.”
Gunther shrugged. “Think of it as a long-overdue pension plan. You’re the last of the last, Sark. I can serve these pissers all night into next week and it wouldn’t come close to the honor of pouring you one beer.”
Sarkis chuckled and flashed his nubby teeth. “Ha. Your nose is running brown, Gunther. But … I do appreciate the effort.”
“De nada,” Gunther replied, pulling his Zip from his pocket to light Sark’s ragged cigarette. The laughter faded, and with a long sigh Sarkis again settled into his old thousand-beer stare.
“But it shouldn’t be all about the Benjamins, bitch,” Blotsky growled at Turecki. “The U.S. mint doesn’t make thousand-dollar bills anymore, but they should cuz if they did all the ‘bangers would be rolling around with grand notes in their fists saying it’s all about the,” and Blotsky pointed at Gunther.
“Grovers!” Gun replied.
“The what?” Turecki mumbled as he lit a new butt.
“Grover Cleveland was on the old thousand dollar bill,” said Gunther.
“So if they still made thousand-dollar bills, we’d be all about the Grovers.” Blotsky raised a fresh shot. “And that, boys, is what I will be all about from today on. The fucking Grovers!”
Just then a booming voice called, “Hello all!” over the conversation and jukebox, the voice of Gun’s boss, the owner of the O Club. Wallace Gayle Barton emerged from a door across the room — up from the basement — and smeared his hands on the bar towel over his shoulder.
Wally was a former Marine, but growing old, and growing tired of telling tales of the Korean War, his time in a M*A*S*H, and ignoring Blotsky’s semi-regular question, “How many times you finger-bang Hot Lips?” He was an old-school barkeep down to his black trousers and starched-but-stained white shirt. What hair he had was gray as newspaper and crew-cut stiffer than a toilet brush. If you punched Wally in the belly, you’d hurt your hand (if he let you punch him, that is). Other than the gray, his lone sign of age was a wattle under his chin — and you wiggled that wattle at your own risk. Wallace G. Barton lived in Soil his whole life except for his twenty in the service. His clear blue eyes and bull neck were his calling cards, and Gunther still marveled at Wally’s ability to haul full kegs the way forklifts hauled Laverne and Shirley.
Several “Hey Wallys” echoed in reply to his greeting.
“Glad to see you, as usual,” he declared. “And glad to see that you’re well enough to stay usual.” He marched down the length of the bar, surveying the glasses. “Good God, don’t tell me that Gunther actually has everyone full and happy?”
He paused, waiting for the eventual grunts of approval from the three customers in the place.
“Good. Wonderful. Terrifying.” Wally eyed Gunther and folded his thick, grayspun arms. “Now make me a Millionaire.”

    
  The taillights of his old Chevy sedan had him doing his work in red, for there was no moon or stars, just night-silver clouds and steady winter wind to move them. He had to use his lap as a sawhorse as he sat on the back bumper, but the hacksaw sliced through the steel well enough. His fingers moistened in his gloves while the cold of the bumper seeped through his long overcoat and pants to the bones inside him. There was very little fat on him to keep the winter out. Across his lap, he used one hand to hold down the double-barrel twelve-gauge and the other to remove the barrel down to the walnut. His stringy hair draped down either side of his cheeks as he worked, a frustration, but he wasn’t a fan of ponytails or winter hats. Yet the cold in his ears and nostrils annoyed him. Enough of it would enrage him. He preferred the indoors in winter, but this part of the job needed to be done outdoors, here, in this mountaintop spot. Barren, quiet, and safe. But particular; it hadn’t been his choice. Fucking peccadilloes of his employer. Still, inside of ninety minutes he would be inside a woman, and that worked. It had to work, because that was all there was. He focused his emerging rage on the metal in his lap, the saw in his hand. A few seconds later, the twin barrels dropped to the dirt. He flipped the shotgun around and went to work cutting the stock down to a handle. Thirty minutes earlier the gun had been in the spare tire well of a Mexican meth dealer’s hatchback. Fifty dollars and a short drive later and here it was being customized. The fifty bucks would be expensed and reimbursed. Real sweat formed in his gloves now and the winter faded a bit against the heat in his face. Rage helped in that respect. Work that saw. Two more cuts, he bet himself.
Fuck. It took four.
When the stock fell away to the ground, he put the newly-created scattergun on the trunk lid of his Chevy, tucked the hacksaw under one arm, and picked up the barrel and stock from the ground. Then he walked over to the plastic orange mesh construction fence that surrounded the hole. The big fucking hole. He tossed both chunks of shotgun and the hacksaw into the pit. He didn’t hear them hit bottom. He returned to his car, picked up the scattergun, opened the trunk, and wrapped his new tool in a drop cloth. Shut the lid. Got in. The car warmed him. But didn’t make him happy. In twenty minutes he’d be back here to throw the useful part of the shotgun down the hole as well.
He flopped open his overcoat, unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, took out his penis, and began masturbating.

    
  To talk about the O Club was to talk about local Pennsylvania history. The Schuylkill County Sheriff had no jurisdiction over the O Club, but he was closer to it than the Anthracite County overlord. The county line ran like a raised crease not three-quarters-of-a-mile south of the bar proper, at the top of a steep swell in the rolling waves of the Appalachians. And to tell the story of the O Club was to tell the story of Soil. Coal birthed the town — and the bar — and it damn near killed them, too. Everyone knew the story of anthracite coal. That was the hard stuff that helped forge the steely underbeams of 20th century American industry. And some of the deepest, richest, purest deposits in the world ran underground like black diamond veins between Scranton and Pottsville, Pennsylvania. Most of the anthracite was pulled from the ground between the late 1800s and — almost fittingly — the filming of The Molly Maguires in 1969. But not all of it. Mines still operated across the state. Not many, but some. 
And some smaller veins remained locked under Soil for different reasons.
Soil and coal had both been dead for years, so why was this bar still spewing brew? Depends on your point of view. Some thought the town of Soil would never completely die. Then again, some thought that people underestimated the attraction of cheap beer. Either way, Gunther Gott was a real sour jelly between those slices of bread.
But the O Club: The building itself was a hundred-twenty-year-old house whose main floor had been gutted and converted into a watering hole for the local coal miners in 1908. The place was long and narrow, a living room split in half by a load-bearing beam above the bar. But now the hardwood floors creaked and rolled when you walked to the toilet, the lines of the ceiling sagged, the lead-glass windows rattled. There was a black wood-burning stove against the far wall providing all the heat, its front window a flicker of orange. Some split cordwood was piled against the wall next to it. Thick iron radiators (from a coal-steam furnace long since torn out of the basement) sat dormant under each window, painted over a hundred times, the last time a dark gray. Same for the pounded tin ceiling, which was a terrific throwback even though it was as old and dull as the blade of a lost pocketknife. The walls were plaster, but only after Gunther had stripped them of three layers of wallpaper. The white paint he applied two years ago was now the color of smoker’s spit. There were four doors other than the front: one to the basement, one to the second floor apartment, and one for each shitter. Unremarkable. The bar, however, was the jewel of the tour, a monolithic dark-grained beauty that spoke of boozy history and drunken dreams and coal-black hopes that burned just as hot and long even when unfulfilled. The old hardwood remained mint not through refurbishing, but through affectionate and dedicated polishing from its owner. Floors may surge, foundations may crack, but the bar was an altar. Accessorize it with a couple of booths, a cigarette machine, a dartboard, and the juke, and you had a perfect little world. Simple. Sacrosanct. Nothing more required.
Over the years in Soil, the O Club became an institution, even if the name had changed. The flute-n-fiddle band playing in the far corner in the ‘20s gave way to a Prohibition-era 6-piece orchestra, which gave way to a 4-piece brass band in the 40s, which led to a jazz combo in the 50s, a hippie acoustic guitar-n-harp player in the 60s, and a jukebox in the 70s. And after all those drunken nights spent singing with various live musicians over the decades? The jukebox stuck.
In 1995, when Gunther started working at the bar full-time at age twenty, the jukebox still played 45s. It took Gunther three years to convince Wally that he needed a CD unit. But that 45 set … man, maybe there really was something to those old records. Gunther’s hardest memory from that juke was the B-side of Bruce Springsteen’s “Meeting Across the River” — which held a live version of “Jungleland” that sounded like it was played balls-to-the-wall in a roadhouse not much different than the O Club. For all those pre-CD years, Gunther and his friends agreed on one thing: it wasn’t a night until they heard that B-side at least three times. Wally tossed the records when he upgraded the juke — no sentimentalist, Wally — and the song was gone forever. Gun was pissed, but Wally didn’t get it, and didn’t care. Gunther was still trying to find the recording digital, somehow, somewhere, through the internet, through bootlegs, through the CIA. He hadn’t heard it in six years. And he wanted to hear it again. It was a part of him like the creaks and squeaks of the old hardwood floor were a part of the O Club.
Such is the history of a bar. Where, really, do you begin?
Gunther first walked into the O Club in 1984, when he was nine. There was a big celebration that day. The bar had just changed over from McHale’s. Wally bought it from the previous owner — an old-timer named, yes, McHale — who had worked it since the Eisenhower administration. Wally renamed McHale’s “the O Club,” not because he necessarily enjoyed orgasms, but because he always said it was an honor to drink in the Officer’s Club in Korea. He served steamed kielbasa and pierogies with butter and fried onions that day — the one and only time he would ever serve food (his fresh horseradish, it was reported, defoliated eyebrows). Gunther’s father, Martin Gott, may he rest in peace, tied the history of the previous owner to the new owner end-to-end like a string of those homemade sausages, there for last call the night before and there for first tap the next day, toasting the new regime. Back then row houses still ran up and down Anthracite Avenue and people sat their stoops in the summer. There was a priority package called drunkenness that had to be delivered by 10 AM daily to certain residents or the fan would have shit to hit.
Well, that’s partially unfair. Many of the butts smearing the stools of McHale’s were third-shift miners who pounded morning beers because 8 AM was their 5 PM. Gunther remembered that smell. That 8 AM beer smell. It was different back then. Maybe because he was young, maybe because it was morning. But nowadays, every once in a while when he came into the O Club early to clean the lines or change the kegs, he caught that smell. Beer soaked deep within hardwood. Chilled mold. Maybe that sounds harsh on the surface but it actually penetrated deep and in a very pleasant way to Gunther. It reminded him of his father. His childhood. And of the bar before the town died.

    
  Gunther stepped up to the shelves of liquor. “Millionaire One or Two?” he asked, bourbon in one hand, rum in the other.
Wally shook his head no, smirking. “The one with the gin, son.”
Gunther narrowed his eyes. “Gin … there isn’t one with gin.”
Wally took two deliberate steps forward. At that moment, Gunther knew he was down in flames. Just that look on Wally’s face was all it took. The boss filled a shaker with ice, slipped a bottle of Bombay off the shelf, poured in a shot, added glurts of Pernod and anisette, then went for the far end of the cooler.
“What the fuck?” Turecki asked, leaning over to see what Wally was going for.
The barkeep came up with a single, perfect egg between his fingers for everyone to see. He snapped it against the rim of the stainless-steel shaker, and, one-handed, held the cracked halves together above the shaker, allowing the egg white to drool into the mix. After several seconds, he pulled the egg away, lifted it high, and dropped the unblemished golden yolk into his mouth.
“Jesus boom,” Blotsky muttered.
Wally capped the shaker and shook. Once mixed, he strained the contents into a glass tumbler, held it up for them to see, then ceremoniously downed it.
“Just like that, ain’t?” Turecki asked.
“Do even,” Gunther replied, nodding.
Wally smiled. “Gentlemen, there’s a whole world of booze out there beyond your beer-n-bourbon ghetto.”
“Easy, Wall,” Turecki replied, holding up his shotglass. “Ghetto’s as good as it gets in this town and it suits me just fine.”
“It’s a leisure suit, Turecki,” Wally replied. “The point of life is to be odorless, not tasteless. Sadly, you’ve got it backwards. But I’ll take your money just the same.” He turned to Gunther. “And you.”
“Save it, boss,” Gunther replied, absently wiping down the bar. “I couldn’t crack an egg to save my life.”
Wally shrugged. “Got to know how to make the drinks if you want to tend bar. And that’s how you make a Millionaire.”
“The first million’s the hardest, Gun,” Blotsky said. “But why mess with what works.” To punctuate that, he drained his beer and belched so hard some of it came back up.

    
  He thought of her as he jerked off. It worked. Other thoughts intruded, though. Fucking an HIV-positive girl wasn’t smart. He knew that. He maintained three levels of intelligence. There was smart, and cunning, and necessary. She was necessary because she fucked well, often, and voluntarily. He knew those facts might sound funny, or sad, but he also knew his reality, decades of it, the frightened looks beautiful women shot him as he drank in respectable bars, or the resigned looks professional women shot him when it became real to them that he wanted to pay for their services. Women just didn’t get his appeal, ha-ha. He fucking flat out scared them. Whatever. In an hour-and-fifteen he’d be sliding in and out of a diseased woman, a disease maybe held back by his Trojan, maybe not. He didn’t care. Ah, but if he didn’t care, why the rubber? Damn. He thought about her harder, reached under the front seat as he stroked, grabbed the rag he used to check the oil, and came in it.
Okay.
Now he was ready for work. He thought too much about sex and he knew it. Relieving himself before a job relaxed and focused him – and ensured that his best friend didn’t become his enemy while on the clock. As a man, he knew, of course, that his penis was the only real friend he had. He wasn’t sad about that. Friends had proven to be overrated at best, detrimental at worst. Friends fucked women who didn’t want to fuck him. Friends ran solo no matter what they told him to his face. Friends never had to go through life being him. As he buttoned and zipped his pants and readjusted his overcoat, his fingers brushed the pocket area of the coat, felt the bulge of what was inside, and he ripped off a litany of obscenities hard and loud enough to terrify a passenger incontinent, had he had one. The shotgun shells were in his pocket. Fucking cuntjobber, you are. All elements of the job were to be in the trunk in case he got pulled over for something as innocent as driving after dark. That fine poison pussy owned more real estate in his brain than he could afford right now. Back on the clock, cuntjobber. Go pro in the next two seconds or go home.
He did not go home. He got out, tossed the shells sidearm into the trunk out of rage, and drove down the mountain.

    
  The women arrived soon after.
You might think that a bar in a town as desolate as Soil (where, in fact, the bar was one of the only structures left standing) wouldn’t bring in big crowds, let alone women. But as previously mentioned, the lure of cheap beer was a powerful fly tied by a wily sportsman. At the O there were no velvet ropes to bypass, no bouncers to impress, no pissy house-music fans making a stink about the blues on the juke. No worries whatsoever.
The women Gunther dug could dig that.
He saw Angie immediately. More like sensed her, since he tried not to look when the door opened. He knew it was her. Waited for her. Hoped for her. See, the heavy oak door of the O Club let out a squeal whenever it opened, and when you spent time in the bar like Gunther did, that sound became a part of your working aural catalog. So now it was Thursday night, the regulars were in place. That meant that the next time the door opened, Angie would appear, because she always did. So that squeal became a very important sound. Like standing next to a cannon, a finger in each ear, waiting.
Now that she was there … relief. Anxiety. Calculated cool. And stomach wasps disguised as butterflies. Gunther grabbed Blotsky’s glass and filled it to make it look like he wasn’t looking.
“That’s the fastest beer you ever poured me, Gun,” Blotsky said, smirking. “I wonder why that is.”
“Idle hands, dude,” Gunther replied, shrugging, not acknowledging the women.
“Ain’t though,” Blotsky agreed, glancing at Angie.
The new group consisted of four people. Two women, two men. Angie Muir led them. Behind her was Tanner Dean, blond, tall, his muscles and hair both cut clean. Behind him, Cola. Cola probably had a name at some point, but Cola was her real name for all intents and purposes now. It was a label from her college dropout past — “because she did so much coca” — but something that stuck out of convenience, not because it was really accurate anymore. Cola usually ran solo.
Then Blotsky announced the arrival of the fourth: “Hey, check out yon virgin.”
“Fuck you,” muttered Marlin Muir, a walking wad of grocery bag paper. Colorless, rumpled, discarded. Marlin was fat, Angie’s older brother, and absolute best friend to Gunther.
“Sometimes it’s hard to see ‘round yon virgin,” Blotsky said, peering over Marlin’s shoulder as the big man slid a stool under his ass.
“Too early for your shit,” Marlin replied and gestured for a beer.
“Aw, cheer up,” Turecki declared. “Pour Marlin a shot on me.”
On your head or in your lap? was what Gunther would’ve said if he wasn’t too busy popping the cap on a Coors Light. He slid it down the bar towards the door. Before the bottle covered five feet, Angie grabbed it.
“Show off,” she said, her deep brown eyes meeting Gunther’s.
Gunther shrugged. “What can I say? You’re predictable.”
“Line ‘em up, Sack,” Cola ordered, shoving between Blotsky and Turecki.
“Suck ‘em down, Cola,” Gunther replied, taking his eyes from Angie’s long enough to meet Cola’s own muddy baby browns. She called Gunther “Sack” as in Gunther, as in Gunny, as in Sack. The same barfly logic that spawned a hundred million innuendo-laced nicknames.
Gunther liked Cola’s eyes. She never looked away. There was total understanding there. Gunther saw it every time he looked. Which was almost miraculous considering what else sulked behind her eyes: veins run raw with extra traffic, a 747 underbelly’s worth of baggage. There was history in there. What exactly did she understand about Gunther? What everyone else did. His blood ran purple for Angie.
But maybe Cola was the oldest of the bunch, a hale thirty-two. Maybe she’d seen a lot more than she let on. Maybe she saw the same good things in Gunther that Angie saw, but unlike Miss Muir, was willing to act.
And maybe Gunther told Cola no thanks that night.
He slid her a gin and tonic with a wink and a smile. Cola just rolled her eyes.
Gunther caught Turecki’s split-second glare: Shoulda fucked her, you moron.
Maybe, Gunther thought in reply. Or maybe not.
Cola was slim. Dark. Foxy. Small breasts under tight fabric. Long brown hair that she didn’t give a shit about in the most perfect way.
So, in the language of Turecki’s extensive smoker flick collection, why didn’t Gunther nuke her tuna town with his purple-tipped intercuntinental ballistic missile? Easy. As he poured drinks and de-hissed bottles for everyone, his peripheral vision focused on Angie. How could he define the indefinable? Seven months ago, when Cola kissed him after last call, Gunther tried to be objective: Angie or Cola. Put them in a lineup and your average dude would say, “Yeah, sure, I’d take either one or both. Where da rubbers?” 
Physically, Angie wouldn’t send any cars up any lampposts, but if you got in closer, her allure increased. Slim. Five-six. A small chest and a championship ass, Angie’s best physical feature, in Gunther’s eyes.
But let’s be real. Angie was your typical twenty-five-year-old small-town girl with no money. You summed up all the women in the whole world, divided their merits by their number, and you came up with Angie.
That is, until you studied her the way Gunther had. It was then that you realized that Angie truly was beautiful, truly offering the undefined. A pristine compilation of shoulder-length dirty blond hair, lithe shyness, happy cheeks, imperfect white teeth, and brown eyes that poured hot chocolate over your soul and down your pants. Maybe that was the difference between Angie and Cola: the eyes. Both sets were brown. Both hypnotic. But one pair hot and the other cold in their own ways.
“Hey, Gun,” said Tanner Dean, leaning forward on the bar, strong hand offering a twenty. “Sammy, please.”
Not a lot of people ordered Sam Adams at the O Club. In fact, Tanner might have had a corner on that corner market. It’s not that Gunther didn’t like Sam Adams. It’s that no one much liked Tanner Dean. He was spawned from money (Dean Chevrolet/Cadillac off of I-81) and wore it well: neat, clean, awash in cologne. Turecki thought he was gay. Blotsky thought he was just a cocksucker.
Gunther didn’t dislike him. But because of Tanner’s half-year relationship with Angie, Gunther couldn’t bring himself to say more than a few syllables to him. Tanner, to his credit, seemed fine with that.
Angie and Tanner gravitated to the jukebox, and then to the dartboard. After Gunther’s run of Stones and Allman Brothers, Angie’s inevitable selection of Rod Stewart and Van Morrison would permeate the place. Gunther did indeed play requests; he put those discs in the juke just for Angie. He watched as she tossed a dart, admiring her usual one-two-three jab towards the target before she threw. Leaning forward, beautiful butt poised so perfectly that he had to not just stare, but leer. 
“You’d crawl up that ass if you could.” Marlin grunted, his own ample behind lopping over the edges of his stool like a pillow on a flagpole.
Gunther eyed his friend, knowing he was busted. “How’d you get so fat?”
Marlin shrugged. “My ass’d look like hers if I drank that water she calls beer.”
“Somehow,” Turecki said from two stools down, “I can’t picture such a fine ass on such a fat fuck.”
Marlin waved a half-hearted middle finger at him, guzzling his beer and muttering, “D’fuck up.” As in “shut the.”
Gunther took a five-dollar bill from Marlin’s pile, cha-chinged “no sale” on the old cash register, and returned change of four ones, two quarters, and five dimes. That was Gunther’s inconspicuous way of throwing his friend a beer when Wallace G. Barton was lurking.
“Thanks, Gun,” Marlin said. “You may now stare at my sister’s ass again.”
Angie landed a dart right where she was aiming, judging by the cheers. Tanner scoffed and sipped his brown bottle, his dimples deepening. Angie taunted him with a dart. He blew her a kiss.
Marlin sighed at the sight. “What a dick.”
“He’s a paying customer,” Gunther said.
Marlin belched, rubbing the stubble on his flubby cheeks. He pulled a cigarette out of a pack with his lips and lit it with a Zippo. Ran the hand with the cigarette through his mop of thinning septic-colored hair. “He’s a dick.”
Wally paused in front of Marlin, his thick arms coming to rest on the edge of the bar. “That gentleman has a higher margin of monthly beer sales here than you do, Mr. Muir,” the barkeep said beneath the smoke and music. His crystal blue gaze firm.
“Yeah,” Marlin grunted, “because of that roadside stand you call a beer distributor next door. So he pays twenty-eight bucks a case for that perfumed shit brew. Big whup. But I’ll be here twenty years from now, Wally. Stick that in your margin and make it come.”
“Easy, dude,” Gunther said.
“Good advice, Mr. Muir,” Wally replied, leaning up from the bar, eyes still locked on him.
Marlin shook his head and puffed smoke. “Why you gotta ride me, Wally? I’m a loyal customer. In this town, you need all the me’s you can get.”
“No,” Wally replied, smiling now. “I think one of you is just enough.”
With that, Wally went about his business, refilling empties. Gunther shrugged at Marlin and motioned him to drink his beer.
“What’s his problem, man?” Marlin asked, glaring at Wally’s back. “I just got here.”
“Gee, I dunno,” Gunther said, replacing Marlin’s beer on its coaster and toweling the ring it left on the immaculate wood. He then mopped up a cigarette ash that had missed the ashtray. “Maybe it’s your delicate rectal odor.”
Marlin sucked in a full quarter of his butt and stubbed it. “Fuckin’ dick.”

    
  He shoved the oil rag back under the seat as he drove down the mountain. When he steered, his hands kept hitting the tops of his knees. Nothing to be done about that. He was tall and the driver’s seat was back as far as it would go. Another reality, and he dealt with many realities he didn’t like. He did not turn on the radio. He drove without headlights until he came to the main road and checked for traffic. Then he snapped the lights on and pulled out towards the old town that he knew wasn’t there anymore.

    
  The night rolled on through the music: the Boss, the blues, an old David Gilmour solo tune that people actually danced to (the sign of a good night, that). Sarkis tapped his knuckles on the bar, Blotsky played some air guitar, declaring to all that, “You either drink with me, or against me!”, and even Wally poured himself a beer. Soon after that, the Yuengling Lager tap spit foam.
“I’ll change it,” Gunther told Wally, who nodded.
Gunther opened the door to the basement and was met with a blast of cold air. No heat down there, and in February, it was almost as cold as it was outside. The wooden stairs creaked as he descended, the dark became total. At the bottom, he flipped an ancient toggle switch, illuminating a trio of hundred-watt bulbs at odd intervals along the ceiling. Gunther rubbed the sleeves of his flannel shirt. Damn cold. Which was a shame, since at more temperate times of the year, the basement was an occasional refuge from the bar. The foundation ran the length of the house, which made for a sizeable space. A concrete floor had been poured in the early ‘50s, complete with steps leading up to in-ground doors to the outside. In 1987, a steel bulkhead replaced the splintered oak doors that had been original. Once a week, Gunther and Wally hauled new kegs, cases, and cordwood down those cement steps from the world above, stacking them along the walls with other standard bar stuff: detergent, paper coasters, garbage bags. Wally was a meticulous barkeep, even in the dive that was the O Club.
In the winter, the kegs were left in medias room, with no need for refrigeration. In the summer, however, the five-keg beer meister to the left of the main stairs got a workout. It was situated directly below the bar, and could tap three kegs at once, while storing two others. Even that was more capacity than the O Club needed on the busiest Saturday night. Insulated lines — changed four times a year — ran from the top of the meister straight up through the floor to the taps on the bar, a homemade system that produced surprisingly little foam on the back end, assuming the kegs hadn’t been thrown around.
Gunther liked the basement. Maybe for the same reason that he liked the smell of the used bar on a quiet morning. It was the silence of good times had, and good times to come. Memories and potential. Gunther was sometimes surprised how pleasant his memories were, considering that he had never had much to work with, be it money or education or talent. Serving beer for minimum wage was just fine to him. But that wasn’t how you won a girl’s heart, now, was it … ?
He shook off the Angie pangs — what he called Angina — and went to work on the empty keg, rolling it aside and spinning the new one into place under the prong tap, screwing the valve tight without spewing so much as an ounce.
“How nice it is to watch a young artist at work,” came Wally’s voice.
The stairs creaked as the barkeep tromped down, smiling. He crossed the basement to the liquor boxes and pulled a bottle. “Turecki drank us out of Beam. I don’t know if I should be impressed by his capacity or saddened by his condition.”
“You left the bar alone with those guys?”
Wally smiled. “They’re drunks, not thieves.”
After a pause, Gunther said, “You’ve been giving Marlin a hard time tonight

    
  
    
  






