
  [image: Cover]


  SNOW GLOBE


  By Aaron Gudmunson


  [image: ]


  A Macabre Ink Production


  Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2018 Aaron Gudmunson


  Previous publication by Ragnarok Publications — 2014


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  Aaron Gudmunson lives and writes in the Chicagoland area. He has worked as a contributing writer and columnist for local and regional periodicals. His work has been published in numerous magazines and anthologies, including Apex Magazine, Dark Moon Digest, Morpheus Tales, and Empirical Magazine. From the Dusklands, Aaron’s first collection, is available now via Hazardous Press. Aaron is a member of the Horror Writers Association. Visit him on the web at www.aarongudmunson.com and follow him on Twitter @AaronGudmunson.


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Acknowledgments


  This book would never have seen daylight without the assistance and dedication of the following people:


  Stacey Turner for believing in the story enough to take a chance on it (not to mention her sharp editing skills) and Danielle Day for reading it first and passing it along. I owe you both a drink;


  Blaze McRob and Quinn Cullen who brought an excellent publishing house to life;


  Rebecca Treadway for her outstanding artwork;


  Kim Williams-Justesen for her marketing expertise;


  My mother Lisa (may she rest in peace) for endowing me with a fierce love of literature;


  My father David for his encouragement and advice (and for always seeming to have a Stephen King paperback lying around);


  My friends Jared Ploger and Robert DeShazer for being the best (and worst!) influences a guy could hope for;


  My daughters Emma and Mia for teaching me the definition of happiness;


  My wife Samantha for listening to me read late into the night and letting me know exactly where the story lagged and what the story lacked. I couldn’t have done any of this without you;


  And, of course, Seth. This one’s for you, little brother. Cheers.


  For Seth, who may not have always been the easiest brother to live with, but was always the best.


  Which is the Wind that brings the cold?


  The North Wind, Freddy, and all the snow;


  And the sheep will scamper into the fold


  When the North begins to blow.


  —Edmund Clarence Stedman, “What the Winds Bring”


  Then come the wild weather, come sleet or come snow, we will stand by each other, however it blow.


  —Simon Dach


  Drunkenness is nothing but voluntary madness.


  —Seneca


  SNOW GLOBE


  Table of Contents


  Chapter One



  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Epilogue


  Other books


  Chapter One


  They came with the snow, or else they brought it with them. I’m not clear on that point yet. It doesn’t really matter. What matters is they came.


  You would’ve told me a year ago snowfall so severe was possible, I would’ve called you a liar to your face. But the snow ended up being the least of our worries. What lived in the snow scared the hell out of me. Hal Albright thought they were some kind of undiscovered animal species, but he couldn’t know because he never got a look at them. I did.


  Wait. Let me start from the beginning.


  That Friday, the sun burned sharp and bright. Four days before Christmas, thirty degrees, ground still glistening with the season’s first snow. Around noon, the National Weather Service declared a winter storm advisory. Steve cut us after lunch and I decided to run a few errands downtown, Christmas shopping and the like. I kept eyeing the skies after hearing the weather report and when I called Melanie, I told her I thought they had their heads up their asses.


  “No way it’s gonna snow today.”


  “You never know,” she replied in a holier-than-thou tone she realizes irks the living hell out of me. God, I would give my right hand to hear her voice now.


  “Weatherman’s the only job you can have and be wrong every day,” I grumbled.


  Melanie laughed. “You’re right, Grumpy. Don’t forget to bring home butter, okay? Real butter, not that Country Crock gunk. I’m baking cookies for the Gallagher’s Christmas party.”


  “Shit. Forgot. Do I need to get them something?” Browsing the shelves at Hallmark landed near the bottom of the list of things I wanted to do today.


  “Never fear, dear heart. I picked up a token present.”


  “God love you, Mel.” She blew a kiss through the phone, her customary farewell, and we hung up.


  I filled up my Tahoe at Olaf’s Citgo, then went to Ace to buy a new hammer to replace the one I busted last week. I’d been borrowing one of Steve’s extras and it felt like swinging a croquet mallet. Chances ran high Mel got me one for Christmas, but she didn’t know the kind I wanted. It’s the thought that counts, but not when it comes to my tools.


  Hungry holiday shoppers packed the aisles at Arch’s Market; housewives hunting a rotisserie chicken and half a pound of potato salad. I considered a bee-line to the butter, one and done, out the door, but decided last second a quick detour through Arch’s liquor department might be in order. I glanced over the bottles of wine and selected a Merlot with a picture of some pink flower on the label; I’ve never been a big connoisseur of the stuff. Then, with a quick about-face, I yanked open the beer cooler and grabbed a six-pack of Amstel. Beer, on the other hand, I connoisseur just fine. At the register, I considered adding a case of Budweiser to my order since management had seen fit to stack a display right up front, but declined at the last second. The Amstel would get me through the night. Right.


  I bustled through the checkout with a clear intention of going straight home. I really did. Unfortunately, the way home took me close to McGavin’s Tap (I could have taken Seventh over to Highland, the more direct route, but driving by McGavin’s, all the way out on Red Pointe Road, had become a habit with me. I wanted to check if anyone I knew might be early-birding it).


  “If I don’t see a car I know, I’ll go right home,” I said aloud, trying to convince myself. Except parked right in the first slot sat Shane Dodd’s F-150. Of course, off the clock early, where else would he go?


  I wheeled my truck in beside his and chilled for a second looking through the windshield. Then I killed the engine and got out.


  Herb McGavin had opened the bar in 1998, over the ruins of another tap of which I can’t quite recall the name. I was only a kid at the time, my tongue unburned yet by the taste of alcohol. I found the place damn near perfect in every way a bar should be: dim, smoke-mirrored, old-timey brass register, country-western on the juke. Even had a small stage in one corner for the weekends Herb booked a band and a small balcony in the opposing corner accessed by a narrow set of stairs (though the balcony had been closed indefinitely over safety concerns as Herb didn’t want to pay a contractor to come out and rehab it). A shaggy buffalo head hung dead-center above the bar, which Herb had dubbed Brownie. And, of course, they had good booze. I loved the place. Over the past couple years, Herb and his wife Darla and I had become buddies. The bartenders kept my glasses full. All of these things combined to make a person feel right at home. This person, at least.


  At the door, I turned and scanned the road, pretending to be watching the weather. Both road and sky were gray and empty. The field beyond, which grew corn in warmer months, grew nothing now but the remains of the season’s first snowfall. The gravel lot, at this hour on a Friday, held only two other vehicles: Shane’s and Herb’s. In the next few hours, the lot would fill up quick: payday.


  On a whim, I stood on tiptoe and plucked down an icicle from the awning over the door, took a few paces into the lot, and pitched it. It flung end over end and stuck point-down in a snow bank on the far side of Red Pointe. With a self-satisfied smile, I opened the door and stepped inside.


  Chapter Two


  “Benjamin Clary, ladies and gentlemen! The Drinkmaster hisself has arrived!” Shane announced to no one as I copped the stool beside him. His customary green and yellow John Deere cap rested on his sandy hair. He hadn’t bothered to remove his Carhartt blanket-lined coat or his coveralls, though I knew he would before long. Inside would get plenty warm once more bodies arrived and Shane would be here till past closing time. I resolved to keep my work gear on for the duration of my short visit even though sweat had already popped out on my face. Boots are a bitch to put on more than once a day.


  “Old lady let you out to play?” he asked, tipping his Budweiser to his lips. He shook his head before I could reply. “Hell no she ain’t. I know Mel.”


  “Christmas shopping. Just stopped in for one or two,” I said lamely. Who was I fooling? Certainly not Shane, who only laughed and shook his head again.


  Herb stepped over, wiping his hands on a dish towel which might’ve been clean the day before yesterday. Once the place got good and jumping, he’d leave bartending to Liz and Dan while he vanished into his upstairs office to count the loot rolling in: his weekend ritual.


  “What can I getcha, Benny?”


  I ordered a Bud and stared at the TV above the bar playing news footage of a train derailment in downstate Cass County. Heavy snow fell on rescue workers diligently digging in the rubble.


  “Hell, it is gonna snow today,” Herb said.


  “Nah. Cass County’s eighty miles south of here,” I said.


  “Sixty-five, southwest,” Shane corrected. “If it’s snowing there now, we’ve got about an hour and a half before we start seeing the white stuff. Looks like a helluva a lot of the white stuff, too. Look at the bright side, Benji. I know a lot worse places to be stuck in a snowstorm than a bar. First world problems.”


  My skepticism overruled their insistence, an idea based more on wishful thinking than actual meteorological evidence. When I checked the plate glass window at the front of the bar the sky had taken on a steelier cast. Maybe Mel and Shane were right. Maybe we were in for a winter storm. In the hours to come, I would curse my idiocy in talking myself out of heading home early.


  Shane and I made idle talk about the bitch of working winter construction, though we were happy to have work at all. The boss had already laid off a bunch of the guys, but he’d kept us on because Shane and I are worth our salt. Half those other guys, they talk more than they swing a hammer—like they should be sportscasters or some shit instead.


  The door yawned open, bringing in a breath of icy air, and a guy with longish gray hair stepped in. A pair of silver specs hung low on a ripe bulb nose and two days’ worth of stubble clung to his cheeks. Probably a professor from the community college over in Somerville, or perhaps he’d made the trek all the way from NCU’s illustrious campus. He wore an L.L. Bean windbreaker and khakis with honest-to-God penny loafers on his tootsies. Apparently Professor Stick-Up-The-Rump also didn’t suspect enough snow to warrant wearing galoshes or else he wasn’t planning on going anywhere anytime soon. He carried a briefcase which might have been purchased at Sears about the time America invaded Vietnam. My assessment this guy was a college professor would prove true, but my assessment he was a total loser douchebag would prove false. In the coming hours, the prof would become my best friend.


  He took a stool at the end of the bar and ordered a draft. Herb poured Old Style into a frosted mug and slid it down the bar with a practiced flick of the wrist. He always showed off.


  The guy caught it just as deftly, lifted the glass, and said, “Bravo.”


  Shane leaned over and whispered, “Benny, check out the fairy who just fluttered in.”


  I clinked bottles with my friend and we laughed.


  Herb changed the channel to the Bulls-Knicks game which had just tipped off. “You takin’ bets, Herbert?” Shane called.


  “Hurry up afore someone scores,” Herb replied.


  “Ten on New York. Paper says they give up six-and-a-half.”


  “I’ll take that action,” Herb said. “Benny?”


  I shook my head. “Mel’d be pissed if she knew I’d come here, but she’d go nuclear if she found out I’d been betting.”


  “Pussy-whipped,” Shane said.


  “Fuck off.”


  “Shouldn’t you be headed home, lover-boy? Eventually your lady’s gonna figure out where you’re at.”


  “I got time for another round.”


  “Or two?”


  “Or two,” I concurred, shrugging out of my coat and draping it over the back of my stool. The straps of my snow pants cut into my shoulders, so I shrugged out of them too.


  Melanie, pre-occupied with holiday events, wanted some time to herself to plan them. Which worked out well for me. Of course, she would be wanting the butter I’d purchased at Arch’s for baking the cookies, but I still had time. Plus, it still peeved me a little she’d scraped her car door backing out of the garage the other day. She could let me have a few beers as payment for having to repaint it. That’s what I kept telling myself.


  The door opened again and in came Liz and Dan together. Liz was five and a half feet of brunette beauty, slim waist, full blouse, ass round as two hemispheres of a broken globe. Her eyes sparkled like emeralds and her teeth were white as the snow everyone insisted was coming. In other words, hot.


  Dan stood a foot taller than his co-barkeep, a wall of muscle and stubble. He was pleasant as plum pudding to his patrons until they got a bit rowdier than Herb cared for, at which point Dan would show them the door, often by force. Not a guy to fuck with. The fact he and Liz were more than just co-workers seemed apparent to everyone but Herb, who discouraged intimate relationships among his employees. (He’d confessed this to me one late night while just he and I occupied the bar, doing shots of Jose Cuervo chased with Coronas. He’d met Darla while they worked together and he knew the kind of trouble work relationships could cause. “Benny ole boy,” he’d said, clapping me on the shoulder, “I ever catch my people diddling on my dime, I’ll fire the whole damn crew.”)


  I eyed Liz as Dan took her coat—a puffy purple parka with fur trim around the hood—and hung it on the rack near the door. He said something and she giggled, eyes wide and dewy as flower petals on a fine May morning. How Herb failed to see the facts eluded me.


  “Hello, boys! What are you boys doing here so early on a workday?” Liz called as she spotted us.


  “That’s the problem, Lizzie-bear. Not much winter work for hammer-swingin’ dicks like us,” Shane replied. To further demonstrate his way with words, he added mournfully: “Sucks ass.”


  “So you decided to come drink your abbreviated paychecks away?” Dan asked, taking his place behind the bar. He tucked a clean dish towel into his back pocket, which would become saturated with draft dregs and lager leavings as the night wore on; it was a staple of his attire I would eventually use to stop blood flowing from a wound on his leg.


  “Actually, I should get going,” I said, knowing someone would stop me. Ah, the trappings of alcoholism.


  Dan held up a hand. “And leave half a beer behind? That’s alcohol abuse.”


  “I chug this, I’m gone,” I insisted. “Melanie’s going to kill me if I miss the damn Gallagher’s Christmas party tonight.”


  “I could save her the time and kill you now,” Shane offered. “Remember the death pact we made when we were kids, in case one of us is suffering? I could just take you out back, put you down quick.”


  “Phil Gallagher’s golf speeches absolutely count as suffering,” I conceded.


  “You ever try Donna’s buttermilk biscuits? Could shoot skeet with them puppies.”


  Liz sidled up to Dan behind the bar, their hips bumping. “You still with Melanie?” she asked.


  Shane clapped me on the shoulder. “You kiddin’? Those crazy kids been together since high school. They go together like buggy whips and buggies.”


  “Aw. That’s so cute,” Liz said.


  “Bet you didn’t know Benji graduated valedictorian of our class, did you?” Shane said. “Guy’s a regular genius. Ain’t you, Benji?”


  “Hardly,” I said. I wasn’t a genius, but I had been valedictorian. I’d been primed to go to University of Illinois to major in Architecture, but got sidelined somewhere around the time I’d discovered the wonders of whiskey.


  “Wow. I’m impressed, Ben,” Liz said, dropping her fists onto her hips in a I-never-would’ve-guessed stance. She thrust her chin at Shane. “And you still hang around with this bum?”


  “Someone’s got to do it,” I laughed. Shane faked a sucker punch, which I dodged. I wanted to change the subject, so I said to him, “Hey, I bought a new hammer today. Dude, you should see it.”


  “Day off work and guy can’t stop talking shop,” Shane said to the staff of McGavin’s, who chuckled. He loved an audience.


  “You want to see it or what? I could use a smoke.”


  “Bring it back with you. I’m just getting comfy,” Shane said, eyeing Liz who’d turned around to start the opening count of her till. He took another sip of beer. “Oh, and give your piece of shit a good kick in the tailpipe for me.” Shane piously followed the Word of Ford; I was devoutly Chevy.


  I went out to my truck and looked at the sky. It was still gray and overcast, but not a single snowflake graced the air. It would take more than Shane’s amateur meteorological read and live footage from Cass County to change my mind about impending snow. I glanced across the road and noted the icicle I’d tossed still stood like a glass monument in a vast white desert. It glowed red in the last light of day.


  I smoked, then opened the Tahoe’s passenger door. On the seat were two bags, one from Arch’s and one from Ace. I thought of the butter butted up against the beer and wine in the first one. The butter Mel needed to finish her damned Gallagher Christmas cookies. She’d be calling soon if I didn’t get my ass home.


  I grabbed the second bag, felt the weight of the tool inside. It never diminished, the feel of a hammer in a practiced hand. I’d been slinging one since high school and probably would the rest of my life. I’d come to terms with it. I’d even gotten over the way some people looked down their noses at manual laborers languishing at the bottom of their golden pyramid. Doctors, lawyers, CEOs. I built their houses and gourmet restaurants. I built the schools their snobby kids attended. I built their office buildings and country clubs. Basically, I built their lives.


  I took the hammer inside and laid it on the bar in front of Shane. He looked away from the Bulls game and his eyes widened. “Jeezly Christopher, Benny. This sucker’s a TiBone.” He hefted it and swung in a controlled arc. “Eighteen ounce?”


  “Fifteen,” I replied, pleased with Shane’s awe. “Contoured handle, ergonomic grip. Solid titanium. Finest piece Stiletto makes.”


  “Shit, this is the nicest-ass hammer I ever fingered.”


  “Early Christmas present to myself.”


  “If this didn’t dry up your holiday bonus, I’ll shit a cigar.”


  “Got it with room to spare. You should snag one.”


  “Gonna have to now. Can’t have the boys thinking you’re better’n me.”


  We drank and watched the game. The hammer sat between us on the bar.


  More people filed in as the evening crawled on. Guys from the forge mostly, still wearing their work boots and a layer of sweat, but also a few from the plastic factory out on Route 23. Four of the hardhats took up the lone pool table by the scratched-up Crosley jukebox; most likely they would monopolize it the entire evening with endless nine-ball tournaments. I spotted Dennis Goodin, my postal carrier, slip in and grab a corner booth with a female companion. A guy who looked as if he’d recently concluded a cast party for an off-Broadway production of Grease came in and took the back corner booth. So much gel sculpted his black hair I thought he might do right to buy stock in L’Oreal.


  If Lady Luck favored us, a few sorority sweethearts from the university twenty miles west might drive out. Not the community college in Sommerville, whose enrollment consisted primarily of commuter students from Hogan and Ashford. Every so often, the odd carload of hotties would make the trip from the university to do a little Friday night line dancing. They come in wearing pink cowgirl hats and plaid rayon shirts and blue jeans tight enough to show off their assets.


  I knew I should be heading home. I knew Melanie would be showering, getting ready for the party. If she wasn’t already dressed and waiting for me. I checked my cell for missed calls, but the display showed none.


  I should call her, I thought.


  But then Luol Deng knocked down a three-pointer from the corner early in the fourth when the score had gotten tight and I screamed along with the rest of the bar.


  Outside, the sun sunk beneath the horizon and the first flakes of snow began to fall.


  Chapter Three


  Melanie finally called at quarter to six, the first tinkling notes of “California Dreamin’” chiming from my cell. Our song. The plans for our future all revolved around California dreams. We were going to bust out of this little shitshack town and head west. For us, California symbolized everything we’d never had and always wanted. Warmth. Beauty. Freedom.


  But by the time my phone was ringing out The Mamas & The Papas, I had put away four Budweisers and two shots of Southern Comfort: my version of pacing. Stupid, I know. Drinking just came natural to me. My brother once told me he had a switch that flipped in his head when he’d reached his limit. He’d be midway through his sixth or seventh cold one, he’d say, and could feel the instant he’d had enough. Flip. He’d pay his tab and leave. Such a fuse had blown in me, if it had ever existed at all. Usually I’d drink till I passed out or my wallet dried up. Thanks to my Christmas bonus, the latter wasn’t an issue even with the new hammer.


  Shane, too, was unburdened by that mental switch and it got us into serious trouble one night a couple years back. Shane and I weren’t strangers to the occasional bar brawl, but Herb and Dan usually broke these affairs up quick. Herb took these situations as a matter of course; he’d chosen a profession which wasn’t always rainbows and daisies. If some clown started trouble, Shane and I were quick to end it. This was our bar, dammit. We’d just as soon send someone skittering with his tail tucked than have him disturb our happy home away from home.


  Herb welcomed our intervention on most occasions because he loved to save a dime. Let his two favorite barflies bust up the rowdies and save risking having to pay Dan workman’s comp. Not that Dan didn’t do his fair share of bouncing, but Shane and I handled the overflow. Hell, a little dust-up helped break up a slow Tuesday or Wednesday night.


  It was a Thursday, though, when trouble found us. Thirsty Thursday! proclaimed the sign outside the tavern. 50 cent DOMESTIC DRAFTS! Come on in and wet your whistle! Neither Shane nor I were ever ones to turn down wetting our whistles at such economically sound prices, so of course we were present every Thursday for at least an hour after quitting time. This particular night, each of us had a stack of empty plastic cups stacked by our elbows and a full one in our fists. Our moods had been particularly good because we had payday to look forward to the next day. Shane had been flirting with Liz, who returned it brazenly because she knew it would up her tips (and, of course, we were her favorite customers, but she probably told that to all the boys). Dan had the night off and Herb had locked himself in his office, leaving the three of us to keep the night alive.


  We’d made up our minds to play some Zeppelin on the juke and throw some darts when Carl Dunmore and his homies stumbled in. I didn’t know his name then—I only learned it after I’d been charged with aggravated battery.


  Carl & crew were already well beyond wasted by the time they’d weaved their way to McGavin’s. It happened quite a bit because McGavin’s stood just outside the village limits and thus loopholed out of the ordinance which stated drinking establishments within must close their doors by 1:00 a.m. McGavin’s, by contrast, could legally keep the doors open an extra hour, enjoying after-hours entrants from the town bars. Herb happily took their money, so long as they didn’t cause trouble.


  Unfortunately for Carl Dunmore (and me), his little three-man posse had come in with precisely that intention.


  After they took stools at the bar, Dunmore looked Liz up and down and said, “Hey, honey-tits, set us up with whatever shit you got on special.”


  Liz, well accustomed to such comments from drunks, snorted and turned her back to wipe down some pilsner glasses.


  Carl Dunmore’s face flushed. I could see it even through my beer-haze. He stood up so fast his bar stool tipped over. “Bitch, didn’t you hear me? Pour us some fuckin’ brews.”


  Dunmore’s buddies busted up like this might win their pal an opening act at the Laugh Factory. Liz went right on wiping, holding a glass up to the light to check for spots while Shane said, “Try treating your bartender with some respect and you’ll get faster service.”


  Dunmore turned to Shane, his face a mask of fury. His friends quit laughing. Dunmore said, “You’d be wise to keep your jaw locked unless you want me to break it for you.” To Liz he said, “Now, bitch.”


  Liz whirled to face him, opening her mouth to retort, but I was already moving. I watched it all as if I were in the audience at a movie theater. I wasn’t me. I’d become someone else, an action star or perhaps a movie monster. Carl Dunmore squared up on me. Raw hatred seared in his eyes, bleeding through my intoxication, and I had time to wonder how someone got to be so angry.


  I didn’t waste time mincing words. I drew back my arm and elbowed him in the face. Dunmore had been expecting a right cross and wasn’t prepared for the shorter swing. Drunk guys always want to punch, but I’d learned long ago the elbow is the wiser choice. It’s the hardest bone in the upper body and is far less likely to sustain damage than the more delicate phalanges of the hand.


  Dunmore went down, unconscious before his head struck the popcorn-littered linoleum.


  I could’ve stopped then and helped Shane and Herb bounce the other guys (Herb heard the commotion and had come on the run), but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I straddled Dunmore’s chest and began clubbing him with my fists. I found a beer bottle on the floor and I went to work on him with it. Blow after blow fell before Shane and Herb hauled me off. Dunmore’s friends had done nothing but back away from the skirmish, mumbling to one another as they watched their leader unmanned.


  Four hours later, I sat in one of the three jail cells in the Village of Murdoch lockup when a pinch-faced sergeant named Dixon read the narrative of the police report to me, which included the medical documentation provided by Ashford County Memorial Hospital. Carl Dunmore suffered a broken nose, a broken jaw, a shattered cheekbone, a dislocated shoulder (which I’d somehow managed to unseat with my knee while sitting on his chest), multiple lacerations to his face and scalp, and multiple lost teeth. I’d put the guy in a coma, Dixon informed me curtly, and I’d better pray he lived. I was looking at three to six months in jail if he did. If he didn’t, I might be looking at life.


  “He was fucking with my friends,” had been my only defense and the only words I’d spoken during the entire time I sat in the stuffy interrogation room with Sgt. Dixon. Melanie bailed me out at 5:00 AM and treated me to icy silence for the next few days until she finally decided to hear my side of things.


  Lucky for me, the circuit judge also heard my side of things and acquitted me of the battery charge with a sentence of four months’ probation and time served. Apparently this was not his first run-in with Carl Dunmore—who apparently had a rap sheet longer than War and Peace. To my knowledge, he left town following my acquittal. I guess he’d gotten over his coma.


  It’s times like those when not having a cut-off switch in my brain becomes a bitch. Now Mel’s call would come as another reminder of my lack of control.


  I took my cell and stepped into the two-stall men’s room. Come ten o’clock a line would trail down the hall, but for now I had it to myself. The building only had so many places to pick up a decent signal. I’d learned as much from long experience. The nearest cell tower stood about 10 miles away, on the other side of town.


  “Hey, hon. How’s your shopping going? About done?” she asked when I picked up.


  “Yep, all done,” I said and thought I got away sounding passably sober. I was buzzing pretty hard by then, but not full-out drunk.


  “Oh, good. How long till you’re home? Phil and Donna’s party starts at eight. You’ll probably want to shower.”


  “Not long. I bumped into a few friends, so I’m running a little behind.” Her silence weighed a metric ton, so I hurried on. “We don’t want to be right on time anyway, babe. Fashionably late is still fashionable.”


  When she spoke again, her voice had gone as cold as the wind chill. We’d had this argument before. “Where are you, Ben? You out at McGavin’s? Because if so, you can …”


  “Mel? Hey, you’re breaking up,” I said and it wasn’t some lame excuse to slink away. Her phone fuzzed out just as she came to the juicy part of my ass-chewing.


  “Don’t … breaking up crap … me, Ben!” she roared through a haze of static. I doubted this call would end with a kiss blown through the mouthpiece.


  I grasped for some knucklefuck retort when the call dropped. I tried dialing her back but got nothing. I checked the cell’s display. No bars, as if cellular airspace had just vanished.


  “I gotta go,” I told Shane when I made it back to the bar. He was shooting the shit with Rob Lackey, the self-professed King of Darts. During the course of my short conversation with my fiancée, another clutch of people had meandered in. I recognized most of them. Friday night regulars. In other words, friends.


  “Aw hell no, Benji,” Shane said. “Roberto challenged us to some Shanghai.”


  “You serious? I can’t throw for shit when I’ve had this much.”


  Rob laughed. “No one can, son. That’s the best part about it. Come on, it’s better than sitting there working on your dickey-do.”


  “You just got here. You haven’t even ordered a beer yet,” I said.


  “Fine, I’ll handicap myself until I catch up with you homos,” Rob said. “Come on, loser buys shots.”


  “Oh, you’re handicapped enough already,” Shane offered.


  “Fuck off, Dodd,” Rob said, then turned to me. “What do you call a masturbating bull?”


  “No clue, Rob,” I said, rolling my eyes even though I probably heard this joke from him twice a month.


  “Beef strokin’ off,” he said, snorting hard. “Get it?”


  “Yeah, it’s hilarious.”


  “Robby, you want the catfish platter?” Dan called from the kitchen doorway. Already the smell of fried fish permeated the air, a magical Friday aroma.


  “You know I do, Danny-boy,” Rob hollered back.


  “Fries and slaw?”


  “You still gotta ask?” Rob watched the barkeep disappear through the door to fulfill his order, then rounded on the rest of us. His repertoire appeared far from exhausted. “Hey, I like my women like I like my fish.”


  “How’s that?” I asked, indulging him.


  “Battered,” he said and collapsed over the bar, braying like a burro. No one joined him. At last he recovered enough to recognize his wit alone would not keep the night intact and switched tracks to aggression. “Come on, Clary, don’t be a tool. One game.”


  I felt myself being reeled
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