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Fin sat up straighter when a new guy walked into the bar. He looked like trouble. Joe, the bartender, caught Fin’s eye and gave a nod. Joe agreed. The new guy lurched across the floor to take the stool next to Fin, even though there were empty ones all up and down the bar. He ordered a beer and a shot. The alcohol reek said it wasn’t his first drink of the night. 

“How many does this make?” asked Joe when he set the bottle and the glass in front of the guy.

“Never mind,” he mumbled. “None of your business.” He tossed back the shot. He was as dark complexioned as Joe, who wore a permanent five o’clock shadow, but this dude’s black hair bristled on his head like a wad of steel wool. His face sagged on his bones, like some hard living had dragged him down by his skin.

Fin swiveled to face him. “What’s your name, pal?”

“Malcolm Barnard. My friends call me Mal. You can call me Malcolm.” His eyes were naturally narrow and with his squint you could hardly see his black pupils.

“OK, Malcolm. Just want to set you straight. It is Joe’s business how many you’ve had. He loses his license if he serves you the one that puts you over the limit.” Fin was pretty sure, though, that Mal was already there.

“What’s your name, anyway?” Mal was in a belligerent mood tonight. Unless he was always that way.

“Phineas Pudlow.” He waited for the guffaw. And got it. “My friends call me Fin, but you can call me Fin, too.”

“I ain’t callin’ you anything. I want you to shut up so I can drink.” Mal grabbed the can, crushing the thin metal slightly in his paw, and lifted it for a long swallow.

Joe did a quick shake of his head at Fin. Fin knew Mal wouldn’t be getting any more to drink from The Fine Kettle O’ Fish tonight.

Fin’s girl, Alice, a stunning rail-thin brunette who was sitting on his other side, poked him with her sharp elbow. “Leave the poor slob alone, Fin. He doesn’t look too good.”

Alice’s friend Violet came from the back room where she’d been fixing her makeup, climbed onto the stool beside Alice, and asked Joe for a glass of seltzer. Violet, who was working tonight, never drank booze until her last set was over. When Joe pushed the glass to Violet, he reached over to give her hand a squeeze. They’d been an item for two years now. It looked like they would stick it out for awhile.

Fin knew Vi had had some tough breaks. She’d knocked around a little before Joe picked her up and dried her out. Dancing on the stage at the bar was a couple steps up from what she’d been doing when she and Joe met.

The new guy leaned back and frowned at Vi behind the backs of Fin and Alice, but put his eyes back on his beer when first Joe, then Fin, glared at him. Fin knew Violet looked good in her costume: low-cut green bodice, short black skirt, fishnets, and spike heels. The green matched the color of the fish in the kettle on the sign outside. Her long, soft, blonde curls fell over her shoulders, gold against the green. 

Vi had confided in Alice, and Alice had told Fin one night after a very nice roll in the sack, that Violet had given birth to a child with a spinal defect when she was only a teenager, and had lost the baby after only three months. The baby’s father had never married her and would have nothing to do with her after the baby’s death. Her only sibling, a brother, had died a few years later. Meanwhile, her life spiraled downward.

The two men in the bar were protective of Violet. No one laid a hand on her in this place. She’d been through enough.

Fin caught a movement from Vi out of the corner of his eye.

“You cold, Vi?” asked Alice. “I got a sweater in the car.”

“No, just got a shiver,” answered Vi. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

The new guy stayed long enough to watch Violet sing her number and do her dance. It was kind of a half striptease. The blouse and skirt came off, but she wore plenty of underwear and those fishnets and high heel shoes when she finished.

Malcolm Barnard took off before Violet redressed and made her way back to the bar.

* * *

The next night Malcolm came in earlier than the night before. Fin didn’t think he’d had anything to drink yet. One at the most. Violet, not yet dressed for her set, was helping Joe wipe glasses and put them on the overhead rack. Malcolm took the stool next to Fin again.

“That was a nice display last night,” Mal said to Violet.

A small frown line marred her forehead between her light eyebrows, but she answered him. “Glad you liked it.” She had a sweet, little-girl voice.

“You ever do any private stuff?”

“No.” Vi turned her back to him. She looked good even in a tee and jeans—filled out the tee to perfection.

Fin stiffened in case any rough stuff got started. Fin wasn’t that big and knew he didn’t look that tough, except for the deep scar over his left eye, but he’d surprised a lot of people who assumed he was a pushover. He worked out, and knew some moves. He even helped Joe as a bouncer when Joe needed it, although Joe always packed heat, just in case.

Joe leaned over, putting his dark face in Malcolm’s. Mal had added another day’s stubble. “She’s for looks,” Joe said. “Strictly off limits to bozos like you.”

Mal sneered. “What kinda bozos is she for? Bozos like you? Gimme a beer and a shot.”

Joe took his time getting a beer from the cooler, then poured the shot with maddening precision.

“What’s your problem, jackass?” said Mal. “I ain’t got all night.”

“Oh?” said Joe. “I do.” He set the drinks in front of Mal who tossed the shot down like he was dying of thirst, like he’d done last night.

Mal was staring at Violet, like he’d done last night. Fin could tell it made her uncomfortable, just like last night. There was no law against looking, though.

Violet left to get dressed for the night.

The outer door opened to admit a woman Fin hadn’t seen before. The Fine Kettle O’ Fish didn’t get many women customers and he knew them all, so he looked her over. Mid-twenties, maybe early thirties at the outside, with flaming red curly hair. The color was probably fake, but her rage and her flushed skin weren’t.

“There you are!” She stalked over to Mal. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Mal reared back, away from her blazing anger. Fin saw a glimmer of fear in his eyes.

“You need to get hold of yourself,” the woman continued, her voice a little lower. “If you’re gonna fall apart, drink yourself to death, you’re not gonna do it living in my place. You can come get your stuff any time. If you’re not out in two days, I’ll set your crap on the sidewalk.”

“I’ll get it, Bitsy,” Mal said in the most subdued tones Fin had heard from him. “Give me a few hours. I’ll get out tomorrow.”

“No wonder you’ve been married three times,” Bitsy said. “Who could live with a psycho like you?”

Fin wondered what kind of women would marry this guy. But there must be two more somewhere.

“I’m seeing a lawyer about a divorce next week,” she said. “Find a place to sleep tonight until you get moved out.” She left muttering something about bastards and sons of bitches.

“Whoa,” Fin said. “You got her riled up, buddy.”

“I can’t take it anymore,” Mal said. “I just can’t....”

Fin took another look at him. His narrow eyes were squeezed shut and tears sprang from the corners, ran down his face. He lowered his head and his shoulders shook with his noisy sobs.

“Hey,” Fin said, putting a tentative hand on his back.

Mal sprang back to his snarly self. “Get your hands off me!”

Violet had come from the back when he started crying. She approached, probably intending to try to comfort him, but she took a step backward at his outburst.

“And you!” He pointed a shaky finger at Vi. “You’re no help at all.” He fumbled a set of car keys from his pocket and lurched from
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