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I hate Thursdays. Sure, it’s close to the weekend, but sometimes you think it’s Friday, and you go out Thursday night. The bars don’t help, having all these specials. So you go out, have fun, meet a gal, or get the spins, and you’re stuck on Friday with a hangover, blue balls, or regret. Then you’re back to work, feeling like you got run over by a truck, and still expected to put in one last nine-to-five for the week. 
At least I don’t work in an office.
On this particular Thursday afternoon, I’m lying flat on my stomach on the surface of a dock at the end of a boathouse, my right hand outstretched, my left clutching the edge of the dock, splinters burrowing into my fingers. I’m risking my life trying to retrieve a jewelry tin containing a “priceless” necklace given to a young woman named Cara from her late grandmother. The picture of the trinket box the client showed me looked like something you’d get at the twenty-five-cent vending machine at the supermarket, but one man’s trash...Hey, even the small jobs pay the bills, which we all need to do, especially those of us without steady work. 
I’m not a fan of water, either. Or rather, I prefer not to drown in water, like my father and his best friend did. It’s days like today I hate my job; thankfully they’re rare.
I’m Garrison Chase. Many of my clients, and sometime even my colleagues, call me “janitor” because I clean up messes. And occasionally, I find lost things. For a fee, of course. 
Don’t worry, I’m sure you can afford me. I’d rather help my neighbor than a Wolf of Wall Street. It’s not like those greedy suits are around here much anymore, thank God – and the Migration. 
I am trying to grab my client’s jewelry box without having to swim after it. Lake water is gross. I think I got the runs from ingesting some once. Sure, Twin Lakes were beautified at the end of the Twentieth Century, the pride of the local community- a fact nearly every sign likes to remind me of- but I’m not taking any chances. 
Having a ship bearing down on the object of my search doesn’t help, either. The captain’s eyes are on me, waving in my direction and yelling. Who’s he kidding? The ship’s too damn loud to miss. I’m aware I could lose limbs if I jump in after the tin.
It’s my own fault. I can’t say no to the ladies, certainly not ones like Cara. Sweet girl next door, smile, and a figure that knocks your socks off. I wish my socks were off right now instead of sweating. The air is soupy near this muck they call water. Did I mention that the whole area smelled like a potpourri of shit and fresh garbage?
I hear the incoherent yelling of the boat captain and I turn all my focus on the tin. Trying to reach as far as I can without falling into the water is tough enough. But with the boat and its frantic captain bearing down on me, even if they’re coming to a stop, didn’t slow my heart rate. 
Gripping the dock as tight as possible, I took a deep breath and reached out for the tin. No dice. It started to move further away, despite the boat pushing the water inland. 
“Forget this,” I said as I leaned back to the dock, pushing myself up into a seated pose. The boat captain saw me sit back and ceased his annoying shouts. Sadly, I wasn’t done yet. The definition of insanity and all that jazz. I removed my right boot, the same boot I’ve had since my Army days. It was one of the few things I could count on in life. I needed it now. 
I got down on my stomach again, leaning over the water, much to the dismay of the captain, who resumed his throaty protests. I did my best to ignore the noise as I took my belt off and tied it around my thigh, which was against the dock post. I grabbed my boot and leaned out as far as I could. I don’t own a seven-foot wingspan, and the waves the boat was making didn’t make it easy, but the tin was within my grasp. 
I held the boot by the toe. It didn’t dawn on me right away that I could hear the captain’s curse-filled rant, which is a good thing, because the boat was within five hundred feet of me. “Shit!”
I put the boot on the water and grabbed the laces, tying them around my finger. I lifted the boot out of the water and swung it back with as much grace as I could muster. That wasn’t a lot. I dropped my arm toward the water. 
Success on the first try! I scooped the tin into my boot and tossed the box on the dock. Why didn’t I have this luck at the county fair when I was on a date with a pretty girl? I removed my belt from the post and climbed up in time to see the boat starting the docking procedure. 
I sat there and opened the tin. A wet, ugly-looking necklace was inside. It was faded, looking like a penny when it starts to green. I’m talking the Statue of Liberty green. If there was any luster to it, it went the way of the Dodo. I sighed in relief and saw the dozen passengers staring at me. I managed a nod and wave and took off out of there.
“What the hell were you doin’, pal?” the captain, who could’ve been mistaken for The Skipper from Gilligan’s Island. “Didn’t you see my dinghy coming in?”
“Sorry ’bout that,” I said, holding up the tin. 
“You coulda asked me to get it,” the captain said, holding up a pole with a net on the end of it. “Or, I don’t know, jump in? It’s only about five feet deep.”
I stood up and waved. “I’ll remember that next time,” I said. And hire someone else who doesn’t mind being neck deep in this death trap. I didn’t hear the rest of his constructive criticism as I walked as fast as I could away from the lake.
***I had offered to meet Cara at her house, but she declined. No, I’m not creepy. She’s going through a divorce and any man in the house could muddy the waters for her, pun intended. We’d agreed to meet at the Paisley Tea Room in town. 
I opened the door to said tearoom, and immediately chortled. The walls were not paisley, but rather a light pink. They reminded me of my grandmother’s bathroom. When I was a child, she’d sing to me as she dried my hair after a bath. Those were great memories. 
The walls also reminded me of Pepto Bismol, which I sometimes downed after jobs took a detour I had not expected. I wagered I would need some after this gig.
The four other patrons eyeballed me as I entered and took my seat on a pink, frilly cushion they’d likely have to throw out once I left. I wanted to think my chiseled jawline, mane of black hair and looking younger than my thirty-eight years had something to do with it. In reality, the stares my way were due to me being the only male there, with one of my boots soaking wet, and me sweating and smelling like the lake. 
I’ll give my waitress credit for being as polite as possible while looking repulsed. “Can I get you a drink?”
“Coffee, black,” I said.
She gagged and covered her mouth. I didn’t think I smelled that rancid. Did I?
“We are a tea room, sir, we serve tea.”
“Earl Grey with sugar,” I said.
She wrote my order down and couldn’t walk away fast enough. I shook my head as I smelled my coat, which did stink. I made a mental note to add dry cleaning to Cara’s bill. 
“Mr. Chase?” I turned and Cara, perky with a side of sunshine, stood there. 
“Please, call me Garrison,” I said, motioning for her to sit.
She did. Though her sun dress was comely, I couldn’t help but stare at her legs as she crossed them. The waitress set my tea in front of me, which allowed me to stop staring. I didn’t want to, but I also don’t want to be that creepy guy. Creepy guys don’t get the girl, or in my field, rarely get the job. 
“Peppermint and a scone, please,” Cara said to the waitress. “To go.”
The waitress smiled at her and turned to leave, but not before rolling her eyes again at me.
She’s not getting a good Yelp review, I can tell you that. 
“Thank you so much for meeting me here,” Cara said. “This is one of the few places my husband wouldn’t go with me.”
“I understand,” I said, clearing my throat and sliding the tin across the table. I’m not a Superman and my friend Jed says I’m only a Casanova in my head, but I will do all I can to stop a man from hurting a woman – physically, emotionally, or otherwise.
Cara smiled so hard I thought her face would be stuck that way. She opened the box. She fingered the necklace inside and let out an orgasmic sigh. I took the necklace for something out a vending machine at Denny’s. I had stains worth more than that thing. But you can’t put a price on sentiment. 
“Thank you so much,” Cara said, putting her hand on mine. 
My blood went to war. Half wanted to go to my face, the rest a bit further south. My face won. 
“This means the world to me.”
“My pleasure,” I said.
“My great-grandfather gave this to my great-grandmother right after World War II. He said he found it in Paris in a storefront. He couldn’t afford an engagement ring yet, so this had to do.
“My mother didn’t want me to get married to this guy, but she wanted me to be happy. This heirloom made her happy. My husband knew what it meant to me and I’m convinced he took it.”
Not the worst story I’d ever heard. “Glad to recover it.”
She looked at me, her nose crinkling. “What’s that smell?”
“How about we leave it at I do what it takes to get the job done,” I said. 
“Speaking of which,” she said, “I can’t afford your entire fee right now.”
Of course she couldn’t. Just then, the waitress came to refill my tea, and to drop off the bill.
Cara grabbed the bill from the waitress before I could reach for it and her hair fell in front of her face again. She re-tucked it behind her ear. “I’ve got this,” she said.
Yes, she did. I didn’t care about the bill, but appreciated the gesture.
“I will make it up to you, of course, but with the divorce and attorney fees…”
“I guessed as much.”
“I can pay you some now.” Cara reached into her purse and pulled out an envelope with a few Benjamins inside. More than I expected. 
“I also have a 15-year-old bottle of Scotch in my car,” Cara said.
My ear perked up at that statement. “Really?”
“My husband left two things behind. His pride and that Scotch.”
***Cara pulled the Scotch from a compartment in the trunk, treating the bottle with the same care as her dime-store jewelry. I wondered if she treated everything that way. If so, he cheated himself by cheating on her. 
Every day, couples break up and one partner leaves. Some deserve it, don’t get me wrong. But most people don’t. Cara was one of these. I didn’t do that much for her, but I am glad I did what I could. 
“Thank you again Garrison,” she said, hugging me. This time the south won the battle of my rushing blood, but only after she pulled back.
“I’ll be in touch about the rest of my bill.” She got in the car and drove away. 
“No, you won’t,” I said. I’m a sucker. I do good for everyone but me.
I keep eyeing the Scotch. I tore the cap off and took a swig. The warm sensation of a new Scotch hitting your gullet is unparalleled. I hated it and spat it right out.
I watched Cara’s car disappear around the corner. I was going home alone. I hate Thursdays.
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I took my sorrows to the one place they’d be welcome: Jed’s. Unlike that famous TV bar, not everyone here knew my name, certainly not the mid-day lunch and craft beer-tasting crew. Right now, the one person who did was the only one who mattered: Jed Wiegand, one of my best friends since our Ranger days. We’d been through hell and back in Iraq. Twice. 
He saved his money and bought a bar. It was his dream job. He joked and said he bought it to give us Rangers a place to drink. Almost of them had scattered to their respective corners of the lower forty-eight, save for Jed and me.
He’d often talked about owning his own business. He couldn’t work for The Man, especially not after Iraq.
We all saw some things we’ll never get out of our heads. The horrors of war are real, and not many could take it. If Jed was one of those men, he hid those emotions well. Always with a smile, never a negative word spoken – aloud – and the one man I could always count on.
I walked into his bar, 80s sports memorabilia everywhere, and he greeted me with a nod. In his early 40s, Jed wore one of those old fashion painter’s caps of the Oakland A’s, his favorite baseball team. He claimed to not care about fashion – true, given that hat – but I knew he didn’t like his balding head. Jed also carried the beginnings of a dad bod, despite being childless. I used to give him grief about it, but after owning a bar – and drinking there - for a decade, his slightly pudgy physique was a win, not a loss.   
“Usual?”
“No. Switch it up this time. The local stuff.”
Jed shook his head. He wiped down a glass and filled it for me, the bubbles just like in the commercials, with a small hit of foam at the top of the glass. Perfect. 
“Celebrating or lamenting?” Jed knew me too well. 
“A bit of both. Why?”
“That’s my last batch of the local stuff.”
“How do you run out of cream soda?” I asked. Oh yeah, I should mention I don’t drink anymore, other than taste and spit out, and even that is rare. I love cream soda though. And I drink it as often as I can, especially because of how rare it is.
When I was a kid, a couple mayors led a push to ban soda. With all of the chemicals and ties to obesity among kids, it became an easy win for politicians. Nowadays, you could get pot or alcohol at the corner store, but soda was hard to find and kept behind the counter. 
Jed actually wanted to own a 50s era soda shop, but the soda law made it cost-prohibitive. Now, with what he made from the bar, he could likely fulfill that dream, but Jed never brought it up again.
“Because it’s a delicacy, and the regulars love it. Not as much as you.”
”I am the connoisseur of carbonation.”
“You’re something all right,” Jed said, going back to stacking glassware. “I’d lean toward magician. How else can you survive doing what you do?” 
“Sometimes, I wonder that too.” I relayed Cara’s story. 
“You coulda stopped at ‘A woman needed my help,’” he said pointedly.
“This one paid me. A tenth of my fee and this.”
I slid the Scotch over to him and he took it. “My birthday was months ago.” 
He eyed it closer, raising an eyebrow.
“It’s got that bitter aftertaste you love. Spit it out right away.”
“Guess it’s going in my personal stash then,” Jed said, putting it under the bar.
“Take it off my tab.”
“At least you got paid,” Jed said, wiping down the bar top. “I still don’t get why you take these nickel and dime cases.”
“I still don’t get how you don’t have a woman,” I retorted.
“Got everything I need right here,” Jed said. He chuckled but his eyes deceived him. When he was less than truthful, his eyes looked off to the side, which he did here. 
Next to the register, hidden from those who didn’t know to look, was a picture of Jed with his last girlfriend, Ellen. She left seven years ago, and Jed said there was no point in dating anyone after her. He often liked to joke that he completed his own version of the Migration – that of a living partner to bachelor for life – paring two lives down to one. His bar became his mistress.
He poured another cream soda and passed it over the bar to me. I accepted it with a nod. Jed never asked me to settle my tab, which had to amount to a year’s worth of mortgage payments. I supposed this was his way of thanking me for pulling him away from that IED outside Baghdad. I tried to pay whenever I could, hence today’s contribution. Jed never said a word otherwise, and wouldn’t let me tell him I had to do it.
Another cruel joke of the universe for a non-drinker was to get paid in booze more often than with cash. I could help out Jed, but they didn’t take Budweiser for rent. 
In the Army, R and R had meant a night of hard partying, which usually led to fights, time in the stockade, and latrine duty with my own toothbrush. That ain’t fun when you’re sober, let alone with a hangover. Since then, drinking has been a no-no. Good thing I dig soda.  
“I almost forgot,” he said, reaching under the bar. “This came for you yesterday.” He handed me a letter. 
I had my mail sent to the bar. So much time here that it was like home, and in my line of work you can’t be too careful. It was from my mother and I couldn’t help but smile.
Mom wrote once a month, updating me on how she and my brother Donny were doing. I tore it open.
Dearest Garrison,
I am sitting on the porch watching the sunset with a glass of iced tea in hand. The kind that your dad used to make. I know you’d love to hear that. I try to do this as often as I can. I’ve noticed the sun takes longer to set these days. I think it’s your father’s way of saying hello. 
Donny used to join me, but now that he has his license, he likes to take advantage. He still works at the pizza shop. Now he drives me to work too. He grew another two inches. He looks like your dad. He misses you terribly. As do I.
Veterans Affairs helped me with another inquiry. They’re still tied up with the World Union changeover. They said if you reported to base for processing they can help you then. For right now…
Please take care of yourself. Give Jed my regards. I love you and I am as proud of you as ever.
Love, Mom
Jed refilled my glass as I closed the letter. I couldn’t down it fast enough. Jed stayed quiet. He knows it pains me to not be able to go home. He stayed by me. That’s all I needed.
I got up to take a leak, thinking about how I could get my next paying client. By the screeching of the banshee that entered the bar, my departure was not a moment too soon either. I looked to see her and her husband sit down at the table closest to the bar, laughing at God knows what.
She was a redhead. Her glittery dress was worn and too tight. And she smelled like lavender mixed with vanilla, which assaulted my senses. 
I took an extra moment in the bathroom. The woman released another banshee laugh as I returned to the bar. A Harley leather model stood by my seat, blocking my way. You know the type: long beard, Harley gear from head to toe, the smell of weed on his person and a cigar shoved so far up his ass it etched his face in a permanent scowl.
“Excuse me.”
Harley model looked at me as if I told him I nailed his wife. I tensed for the moment. He stood there before Jed came with his drink. Thankfully, Harley just adjusted his jacket and returned to the tables. 
“Good news?” Jed said, eying the letter.
I nodded and took another swig of my drink. Before I could say any more, Banshee laughed at Harley, who stood next to her table. Harley smiled. He could move his lips. Banshee’s man wasn’t thrilled and came to the bar. He ordered an appletini and vodka on the rocks. He was the poster child of mediocrity: beige suit, white dress shirt too big. He would lose his woman unless he stood up for himself.
“Can I help you with something?”
“No,” I said, going back to my drink. Jed set the drinks on the bar counter in front of the man, who grabbed them and returned to his table. The woman laughed again and this time I slammed my glass on the table. 
“That’s expensive glassware, soda boy,” Jed said, smirking.
“That wailing doesn’t bother you?”
Jed pointed to the half-dozen glasses on Banshee’s table. “I just hear the cha-ching of my cash register.”
I shook my head and put Mom’s letter in my pocket. I downed the last of my drink and heard screams and the screech of chairs being slid out from under the tables. 
“Do you mind?” Mr. Banshee asked. “The lady and I are trying to have a drink. Alone.”
“She’s enjoying my company,” Harley said.
I turned. Harley stood over Mr. Banshee. 
Their noses were inches apart, fists clenched, muscles tensed. Jed grabbed my arm before I could start over there. “Outside.”
“Of course.” I strode over to Harley and tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey pal, the man made a simple request. C’mon, your next one’s on me.”
He dumped his drink on my head. “So’s this one. I don’t like to be touched.”
“Then you’ll love this.” I punched him in the jaw. Hot damn – I felt like I must have punched a piece of steel! He must be one of those fat guys who lifts weights but drinks too much.
Harley swung back at me. I dropped to the floor to avoid his blow.
“Take it outside!” Jed said.
“About to!” I said, getting up and walking out the front door. Harley followed and cracked his knuckles, which sounded like bones breaking. Ouch.
Harley wasted no time, coming right at me and punching me in the stomach. I expected my innards to fly out of my back. Instead, all of the air left my lung. Harley picked me up and tossed me against the building. He wiped his hands together as I landed against a garbage can, my shoulder throbbing in pain.
“Next time mind yer business.”
He started back for the bar. I rolled over and picked up the lid to the garbage can. I got up and hurled the lid toward Harley’s head. I didn’t miss.
He didn’t flinch. My pulse quickened, but I tried not to show it.
“I ain’t done yet pal.”
“That right?”
“You still need a lesson in manners,” I said, kicking him in the knee as he turned to face me. He groaned and genuflected. My knee met his chin and a quick jab knocked Harley down. “How ’bout next time someone asks you to leave nicely, you oblige?”
I started to walk away but he tripped me. Just before I hit the ground, Harley grabbed me by the collar, knelt beside me and stood there punching me in the mouth.
He picked me up and lifted me above his head. “Something smells,” he said, and started walking. 
Still facing the bar’s entrance, I craned my aching neck to see where he was taking me - the dumpster! My struggles forced him to squeeze my arm, sending pain to my already sore shoulder. I yelled to high heaven as he reached back, ready to toss me inside the steel coffin.
My voice gave out in time to hear the click-clack of a shotgun pumping. I heard Jed say, “Put him down.”
Harley turned.
Jed’s shotgun was aimed at his face. “Now.”
“This don’t concern you,” Harley said. 
“It’s my bar, and my ass is on the line if he sues.” Jed eyed me. “And he’ll sue.”
Harley put me down. 
“Thank you,” Jed said. “Now git.”
Harley got on his bike, gave me a dirty look and took off.
“Thanks,” I said.
“You all right?”
“A bit sore,” I said, “But I’ll hold together.”
“Good. You’re a mess, Garrison Chase. Go home.”
I stood and wobbled some. It wasn’t easy regaining my balance. Standing up too fast and taking a punch to the face will do that to you. 
“Maybe I better call you a cab,” Jed said, laughing.
“Maybe a pharmacist too, for the good pain pills,” I muttered. 
Banshee and her man walked by me. Mr. Banshee nodded his thanks.
Banshee’s nod suggested something more sinister. I groaned, shook my head and after some time – I didn’t know how long -and got in my car. On the seat next to me were two bottles of cream soda, compliments of Jed. In the end, I was the winner.
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One of my Ranger pals always dressed well. We figured he played for the other team, but Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. Whenever we’d be out on R and R, he was the last one ready and the only one not dressed in jeans and t-shirt. We wanted to let loose and drink. He thought we were stargazing in Hollywood. 
“Never know who you’ll run into,” he’d say. We all laughed. Today I wished I heeded his advice. 
Remembering this time in the Rangers came back to me the next morning when I woke up to a pounding. I chalked the noise up to my throbbing head as I got up and walked to the bathroom. I looked in the mirror and saw a bruise on my face. After popping an aspirin I kept in my nightstand, I looked around for cream soda to wash it down with, but only empty bottles of the stuff were strewn about the counter. I shook my head and the noise continued. I realized my door was boisterous. I swallowed the pill dry.
“All right! One minute!”
I had to find my pants. No matter what I do in my life, if I am late, I can’t find pants. Getting into a fight and taking shots to the head didn’t help the situation. Fortunately, I’ve got a small studio. I sleep in my “office”, which consists of a desk and sofa bed. A divider hides my kitchen and bathroom. My goal is to someday occupy a trailer like James Garner’s TV gumshoe. 
I found my pants and put them on just in time, too. The longer that pounding kept going, the likelier the pounder would meet Ginger.
Ginger is my favorite weapon. My only weapon. Picture a pump-action shotgun with a long, thin megaphone in place of the barrel and laser sight. That’s my baby. I don’t like to use guns and I don’t use Ginger often. Her presence alone is usually enough to get people to cooperate, or get me out of harm’s way.
I hid Ginger as I opened the door a hair. The man who wanted my head to explode stood there equipped with sandy hair, a tailored suit and permanent scowl.
“May I help you?”
“Garrison Chase?” 
“Yeah?”
“My employer would like to meet with you,” he said, his eyes adding though I’m not sure why.
“Where is he?”
“He sent a car for you.”
“Now?”
“Yes and Mr. Dean is not used to waiting,” the suit said.
“Dean? J. Seneca Dean?” 
The suit nodded. 
“Give me five minutes.”
***Today is my lucky day. It’s rare that one of the last truly well-known and powerful CEOs on the planet wants to meet you. I didn’t own a suit or tie, so I put on my favorite button-down shirt and jeans. The man in the mirror told me my shirt was a little tight. Hey, when you do PT every day at 5am in the military and one day you don’t have to anymore, you’ll let yourself go, too. The least I could do, especially if this was about a job, is look presentable. Why else would J. Seneca Dean want me?
I walked outside, trying to hide my smile. Dean didn’t bother with regular Toyotas or Fords. I figured I’d be riding in a limo. I’d never been in one.
And I still haven’t.
No limo, just an old Town Car. Still nicer than anything I’d ever seen. The suit opened the door for me, slamming the door shut just as I moved my hand clear of the door. I eyed him, but my annoyance faded as I watched him turn, sit, and start the car in one smooth motion. Maybe I don’t want to talk shit.
Driving through the city, my mind raced with possibilities. What could one of the last tycoons we grew up reading about possibly want with me? Dean was a relic, a link to our past. A magnate who took the shipping business by storm and never let go. He wasn’t picked by the employees to run the company; Dean was self-made. He was as close as a celebrity as we got. 
“Did Mr. Dean say why he wanted to see me?” 
The suit said nothing. So it was like that. 
Dean Shipping Worldwide was located, of course, near the docks
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