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      5.0 out of 5 stars Do Not Miss This Book!

      Chazz is the master. Every story he writes immerses you so deeply in its world, you can barely crawl out when the pages are closed. “Brooklyn in the Mean Time" might just be his best yet. I don't know which parts of the story are reality and which are fiction. Chazz presents a version of himself where it might just be autobiographical. Then again, he may be messing with we readers to up the ante in our suspension of disbelief. Either way, it's an amazing book. I loved every syllable. Chazz ranks among the top tier of our generation's storytellers. Do Not Miss This Book!

      ~ Alex Kimmell, author of The Key to Everything

      

      Move over Elmore

      

      Love the dialogue and the character studies … definitely a blend of Mickey Spillane and Elmore Leonard

      ~ Alex Adamson

      

      A unique and engaging novel with a compelling plot and well-drawn, idiosyncratic characters.

      ~ David Pandolfe

      

      Robert Chazz Chute is a versatile author, with books ranging from zombies, vampires, hit men, the end of the world, robots, dreams and time travel. Each book and series is well written, smart and leaves the reader wanting more.

      ~ Cavewoman reviews

      

      Another good story from a master storyteller

      Once again I got completely sucked in by Robert Chazz Chute. I could not put this book down once I started it. My only regret is that I got this book in November and waited until now to read it. The story is imaginative, engaging, and really not like anything else I've ever read.

      ~ Deborah630

      

      DIG CHAZZ CHUTE

      His writing style makes you part of his thoughts & conversations: you are part of his dimension Dear Reader and will "SWING" his every day. Only in Brooklyn can the 90's thrive and remain true. You can never truly return home after you ran from its hurts and pains, when naturally embedded during formative years are often hard to run from. Yet, the raw perspectives of your past with eyes wide open; does allow you truth and thus clarity. From there, knowing the negatives and going ballz to the walls with a cuppla hail Mary's; Chazz rocked it and lives the life he was meant to live and believed in. HIGHLY RECOMMEND!

      ~ MIKALA RATED

      

      Bigger than Jesus Captured My Imagination and Ran!

      I have always liked the detective style books of the films from the 30-50's. This book captures all those best features. While reading the book I felt I was transported into a world that was inhabited by all the people and characters that made up the Humphrey Bogart movies, the Mike Hammer books, and the other gritty pulp fiction that I have always liked but somehow could not fully embrace. What helped me do that was the witty style that Robert Chazz Chute writes. It is funny, humorous, often serious and he speaks in a way that mixes the old style and current cultural references that make every one reading it feel included in the story.

      ~ Tidal Ashburn

      

      The writing is just superb…. From beginning to end, this is one top notch crime novel. It is a smooth, easy read.

      ~ David Wilde

      

      Robert Chazz Chute proves that genre fiction can be inventive and unconventional in its use of language while delivering a suspenseful story.

      ~ Dream Beast

      

      An Excellent Read

      I loved this book. It is well written, fast paced and unusual for a gangster book.

      ~ M Slott

      

      Bigger Indeed!

      Oh wow. What can I say? Mr. Chute pulled me in with his POV and kept the twists coming through the whole book. I found the ending to be delightful and perfect. With comedy throughout and a wonderful cast of characters.

      ~ Jo Michaels, author of The Fury

      

      Excellent, fast paced romp

      This book plays out like a Guy Ritchie film. The pacing is frenzied, the plot convoluted yet easy to parse, and the characters larger than life. Half the fun is trying to who's trying to betray who. I would wholeheartedly recommend this novel to action fans and can't wait to grab the author's next work in this series.

      ~ Rev357

      

      What a fun ride of a crime thriller!

      In a short span of a couple of short stories collections and a few novelettes, Robert Chazz Chute has seriously become one of my favourite authors! You can count on him for well-written stories that pack punch, plot twists, clever dialogue and even some hidden wisdom in their pages.

      ~ johligo

      

      Love

      Suspense, humor, love!

      ~ Shirleyjack

      

      Genuine characters, full of ups and downs. Intricate plot.

      ~ Julio Wickham

      

      Good Thriller

      Kept my attention. Real page turner could not stop reading till I finished the entire book. Read it in one day.

      ~  A. Alpuch
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      I told my prisoner to stop struggling. “Those zip ties will chafe your wrists raw.”

      When I graduated from high school in Lake Orion, Becky Cleeshaw gave the valedictory address to our class. Becky was my girlfriend at the time. She loaded us down with the usual conventional wisdom. Her words were meant to be motivational but came off as an impossible dare. She kicked us in the ass on the way out the door with, “Ask yourself, what special thing do you have to offer? What can you do to change the world? Go do that.”

      Pretty high and mighty for a bunch of kids from next-to-nowhere Michigan. We’d slung hay on farms. The lucky few got shifts at Dunkin’ Donuts. Nobody I knew thought they’d cure cancer, get rich rapping or move to San Francisco to develop killer apps for a tech giant. For most of us, the choices were unemployment, chronic underemployment or joining the military. Of all America is, my hometown might be the American-est.

      We all had the bug to get out and make our mark, though. We wanted something more, to pursue careers our parents wouldn’t even understand. To our surprise, the class valedictorian hardly left town. The girl who swore she’d get out of Lake Orion and never look back. However, five years later she was back after attending school in Connecticut and a brief foray in Los Angeles.

      She’d found a husband at Wesleyan —  somebody’s older brother. Rud Bench was a  lawyer from Chicago looking to be a big fish in Lake Orion’s tiny pond. Becky Cleeshaw became Becky Bench full-time and a real estate agent part-time.

      The story would end there if Becky was the type to be satisfied. She wasn’t.

      I’ll tell you a little about me you might not know. I went away for seven years after graduation. Maybe ran away is more accurate. I thought the military was my way out. Lake Orion was too small for me. I figured three hots and a cot and close order drill might make for some great stories someday. The trouble was, I didn’t get any great stories in the Army. All I saw was sad stories nobody wants to hear unless we’re both drunk. I don't want to get into the gory details of my injury but, suffice to say, I got out of the Army and kicked around for a while. I always felt like a round peg in a world of square holes.

      Just like Becky, I returned to Lake Orion, too. Stories are constructed of lies, mistakes and conflict. If it’s done right, the truth leaks out between the lines. I’m going to confess some ugly things but I will also say this: Through Becky, I found my calling. If it weren’t for her, I would never have figured out what I could give, the talent I had to change the world.

      “Keep walking, relax and listen,” I told the prisoner. “I’ll tell you everything, exactly as it happened. When we’re done, I’ll decide what to do with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a curious thing to return home after a long absence. There was that weird moment of debate. I'd been away too long to act too familiar. Do I ring the doorbell? Should I knock and poke my head in and announce, “Hey, Dad! It’s me!”

      The late summer sun was still bright, burning into the back of my head. I adjusted my sunglasses, cursing the orange light. I’m not a vampire, but I live like one. If there were support groups for the blood-sucking undead, I’d be stuck in the sharing circle commiserating with them.

      My father, Ernest Jack, ambled around the corner of the house. He stopped by the azaleas and stared at me as if the gears in his head needed to take a moment to get back up to speed. I was in shock, too. I’d been away almost seven years. He’d aged twenty. His shaggy hair, once salt and pepper, was now all silver.

      “Junior?”

      Who else? I thought. And he knows I hate being called Junior.

      “The dogs started barking,” he said. “I wondered who was here. No car in the driveway — ”

      “No car,” I replied. “Walked from town.”

      “Quite the walk, wasn't it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Feet sore? How’s the leg?”

      “Not bad and stiff, in that order.”

      “My feet are sore,” he said. “Been up since five.” Dad always wanted to establish he’d won some competition between us, some race I was usually unaware I was participating in until he informed me that I’d lost. Getting up early had always been a point of pride for my father. Being up before everyone else and clean-shaven meant he could hold it over me for the rest of the day. I think he kept score, building up points in his head. He was also insufferable at cribbage, grubbing up points other players missed. If you didn’t do the math in your head fast enough, he'd take those points, too. He'd always had a head for numbers.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Did someone call you?”

      “Um, first, things first. Hi, Dad.”

      “Hi.”

      “And no, no one called me. Who would call me? Should they? I thought I’d come home for a bit. That okay by you?”

      “No job to rush back to, huh?”

      “Nothing special.”

      “What’s happening with the Army?”

      “Oh, they’re out there doing their thing somewhere, I’m sure.”

      He made a sour face. “You know what I mean, smartass. Did you get a medal for the secret stuff? Above and beyond and all that?”

      “Told you, I’m out of all that, dumbass.”

      He gave me a grudging grin. “I see. Poverty recruited you and now you’re back, still poor as us church mice, huh?”

      “I did what good soldiers do, Dad.”

      “Follow orders, you mean?”

      I shrugged. “Sacrifice is what I mean. There’s some mumbo jumbo about doing the hard thing for the greater good. It was in the recruitment pamphlet.”

      He gave a slow approving nod. I didn’t see that sort of thing from him often so I made a point of remembering it. “You surely did sacrifice. I didn't know quitting was a sure thing. Thought you might stick it out considering you don’t have anything special lined up for whatever comes next. I never quit one job before I had another one.”

      “Those were different times. There’s no new vine to swing to at the moment. Besides, the leg’s a problem. I could make it through the obstacle course but I’d be in pain for a couple of days. They don’t approve of that so much. The Army wants guys who can haul packs and haul ass.”

      “They can't fix that?”

      I took a long breath and said nothing. I didn't want to get into that with him.

      “How're the nerves?” he asked.

      I held out my hands to show I had no tremor. “I could wait tables and serve tea. The cup wouldn’t chatter on the plate if that’s what you mean.”

      “But?”

      “I stay away from fireworks and air shows. The sound of a jet overhead makes me antsy.”

      “Antsy?”

      “Like ants are crawling all over me. Dogs and fireworks, me and fireworks. Same same.”

      He gestured toward my face. “And then there’s the eye thing — ”

      I rushed in, eager to change the subject. “I’ve got you to visit, don’t I? That’s special, right?”

      “Yeah, come in and take a load off. It’ll be dark soon.”

      I didn’t know how to take that. Was he saying that he would have turned me away if I’d arrived earlier in the day? Was that an invitation to dinner? To come in so I wouldn’t be eaten by wolves? What it didn’t sound like was a warm invitation to stay indefinitely.

      He approached me warily and for a terrible moment, I wondered if he was building up to giving me a hug. Instead, he gave me his standard handshake: firm grasp, two pumps, staring me in the eyes. To a casual observer, it would probably look like he was setting me up for a sucker punch.

      The house was smaller than I remembered. Everyone says that and it’s always true. I wasn’t quite done growing when I achieved escape velocity from Lake Orion. I was 5’11” when I graduated and when I joined up the Army doctor told me I was six feet even. Still, the house looked much smaller than the difference one inch of height would make.

      “I got hodgepodge on the stove,” Dad said. “You wanna Speedway?”

      I accepted the offer of the black beer but turned down the hodgepodge. A few drinks might make a bowl of vegetables and warm milk go down easier. I looked in the steaming pot. The carrots were the small misshapen stubs Dad had always grown in his garden. I sat on the one kitchen chair and the wood gave a familiar creak. My mother told him to fix this chair or throw it out years ago. Sophie Jack had been dead almost a decade. Same chair, same old Dad.

      Dad and I hadn’t always gotten along well, especially after my mother’s death. Depression sometimes brought out his nastier instincts. Mom wasn’t around to tug his leash when he spoke out of turn so the friction increased over time. I wondered if we were working on inertia, only playing at being the loving father and dutiful son because that was what we were supposed to do. Maybe we only tolerated each other now because of the people we were when my mother was alive. Family ties: Unbreakable bond or knotted tangle?

      Recent history pressed and compressed me. Age and gravity had begun to make him shorter. We were getting smaller again. We weren’t the people we set out to be. We weren’t even the people we used to be.

      I didn't see the dangerous turn ahead. I didn't know we would become dangerous again.
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      “How’s the trucking business?” I asked him.

      Dad stared at me for a beat, maybe deciding how much to give away. “Same same.”

      That wasn’t good. Throughout my father’s business endeavors, the profits never seemed to amount to much. It was often difficult to figure which business was his prime game and which was the side hustle. Through it all Dad had one sentimental note: Not only did he call every dog Sophie, but he’d also named his old Kenworth semi after his dead wife, as well.

      “The rig still running okay?”

      “Pfft. That old eighteen-wheeler’s got too many miles on her. Should put her out to pasture. Between gas prices and upkeep, it’s hard to stay ahead. You know how it is.”

      “How do you manage with the dogs when you go off on a long haul?”

      “Kerry from down the road. You remember him? Kerry Robar?”

      “I do not, not really.”

      “Oh, c’mon. He went to your school.”

      “A lot of people did, over time.”

      Dad chewed on this, looking annoyed. “I suppose Kerry woulda been a few years younger than you. He doesn’t know dogs like us but he can feed and exercise them fine when I’m away. He makes a good rabbit.” My father’s gaze strayed to my left leg. “Kerry’s a good runner.”

      I’d been the rabbit many times but I guessed I wouldn’t present enough of a training challenge anymore. Not that speed was really a factor. In takedown training, nobody outruns a German shepherd. They always catch up and take you down. I didn’t miss it, either. Bite suits are hard to run in and bite sleeves get hot pretty quick.

      “What’s your action word for this litter?” I asked.

      “Sweetie pie.”

      “Good one.” Dad came up with a unique order to attack for each training group. In the past, we’d used a lot of random go words: mantra, oobie, crush, Kissinger, Cheney, hipster and honey bunch.

      “I used to have a different go word for each dog, you know,” he said. “One order is easier, especially now.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m tired all the time, Junior. I need Kerry to come over more often to get the dogs proper exercise. Just letting ’em loose on the property isn’t enough. Everything’s slowing down. I haven’t been driving the truck much lately. Haven't felt up to it. Too many miles in that seat gets hard on my back and my ass. I get Rollie to drive more now.”

      “You got a subcontractor?”

      “Yeah, have for a long while now. You forget Rollie, too?”

      I shrugged.

      “Sure you remember,” Dad insisted. “You haven’t been away that long. Rollie? Rollie Gallagher?”

      “Uh … ”

      “The kids called him Sleepy Rollie.”

      “You hired a guy to drive Sophie and his nickname is Sleepy?”

      Dad ignored my jab. “I guess he would be a few years older than you, prolly still is.”

      “The time-space continuum is pretty consistent in that way, yeah.”

      Dad gave me a tight smile that meant: Shut up, smartass. “Rollie lives over toward Ecorse now.”

      “He’s got Sophie at the moment?”

      “He took a shipment of air conditioners to Colorado. When the Kenworth gives up the ghost, I’m out of the trucking business altogether. Overstayed my welcome anyway. The work is drying up and petering out. It’s getting to be unreasonable. To make any money, you have to be hauling constantly, puttin’ on the miles and growing hemorrhoids. I got the piles, hangin’ like grapes.”

      “Jesus, Dad!”

      I chuckled but Dad looked away. He wasn’t embarrassed to have hemorrhoids. His face was red because his cash had so little flow. When he shrugged, his shoulders looked more sloped than I remembered. He looked thin and pale.

      “The wolf’s always at the door,” I said, hoping to soothe him.

      He brightened a little. “Sure, things are tough all over. I was crossing back into the US from Canada not long ago. There’s a rusty old factory on the road down to Dearborn, abandoned. Made me think of a useless old ship run aground. Every pane of glass was knocked the fuck out. It looked like it had been bombed. You traveled the globe to see the Third World. We got a bunch of the Third World just down the road.”

      “I didn’t join up to see anything, Dad.”

      “Just to get away, then?”

      “It’s more complicated than that.”

      “Uh-huh, and how’d that turn out?”

      “I’m back.” I didn’t have to guess why he would cross the border. He’d long dabbled in bringing guns to gunless Canucks and bringing back prescriptions to drugless Americans. He’d resold the cheaper drugs with very little markup to old folks in retirement homes in Auburn Hills and Sylvan Lake for years. Training dogs didn’t pay the bills and apparently, long-haul trucking wasn’t the profitable enterprise it had once been. To make money, he had to be a little more entrepreneurial and lots more illegal.

      “Over in Detroit?” Dad continued. “Still so messed up! Big wildcats sun themselves on roofs all day and yowl all night in the Badlands. The plants are taking back civilization, boy. Vines creeping in the windows, claiming hulks of rotting houses. Ivy's making planters out of what was once somebody's home, some carpenter's pride.”

      “I’ve heard it’s still bad.”

      “After the crash, a bunch of Detroit just picked up and disappeared one day, left the keys and the dreams to the bank. Some even left mid-meal. They called 'em walk-away mortgages but they were runaways. Nobody knows where all them upside down mortgage people went. Could be aliens or government camps or their Auntie Sadie’s house, who knows? Meanwhile, there are people out in the ‘burbs still out on Saturday nights playin’ in their pickleball leagues, tellin' each other everything’s a-okay. It ain’t.”

      “People still want dogs, don’t they? I would think, the way things are, people would want more guard dogs.”

      “Can’t afford ’em and if they can, they want cute little puppies, not guard dogs so much,” he complained. “Once or twice a month, somebody will pull a minivan into the yard. People with little kids will ask if I’ve got labradors or spaniels. I tell ‘em what I tell everybody — ”

      “The sign says Sophie’s Choice Alsatians, Licensed Breeders and Trainers,” I finished for him.

      Mom wept long and hard when she saw the movie Sophie’s Choice. She came up with the name as a dig against bad guys everywhere. She preferred the term Alsatian, too. She wouldn’t call any dog a German shepherd (emphasis on the German) unless the animal behaved very badly. Her great-uncles had fought and died in World War II and Mom knew how to carry a grudge. An immense capacity to hold a grudge was something I inherited from her.

      “You ever think of raising any other kind of dog?” I asked Dad.

      “A black lab is a handsome and docile canine but he can’t cute you to death,” he replied. “My father raised guard dogs so I raise guard dogs.”

      “And me,” I added. “You raised me.”

      “You’re more your mother than you are me. I couldn’t tame her or you. If I had managed to keep you home, what happened to you wouldn’t have happened.”

      “Stuff didn’t just happen to me, Dad. I made choices.”

      “We should have made sure you had more choices. Still and all, like your mother, you got a bit of the wolf in ya. You never could abide gettin’ fenced in. Can’t stand a collar, won’t take to the leash.”

      “You, either, Dad.”

      “Not a wonder we’re both here, is it?” he asked.

      It was the sort of question that is uncomfortable to answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      It took Becky a week to figure out I was back in Lake Orion. She found me in the pens shoveling dog shit. The dogs, five in all, barked at her approach. They must have caught her scent before I did. She sprayed her sweet perfume on so thick it was hardly sweet anymore. Many women who smoke do that. I’m not sure if they’re trying to mask the cigarette smoke or maybe they don’t stop pumping the mist until they can smell it on themselves.

      “I heard you were back in town,” she said. “I had to come out and see for myself.”

      I straightened and turned. I wished she hadn’t caught me shoveling shit. I dropped the shovel and came to the edge of the enclosure. A wall of chain link separated us. That was good. I wasn't sure if this was a hug or a handshake situation.

      “You look good, Easy,” she said. “Those big sunglasses make you look like a bug but you still do look good.”

      She wore her raven black hair shorter now. The pixie cut made her look more sophisticated somehow. Her large blue eyes studied my face. Her smile told me that I was okay. The jean jacket reminded me of the Becky I’d known. Her tight jeans were still ripped but she’d no doubt got them from the store shelf that way. She didn't look like a real estate agent to me. She dressed like Teenage Becky.

      “Good to see you,” I said. “I heard you moved back.”

      “Who did you hear that from?”

      “Donny.”

      “Down-to-the-Store Donny? Yeah, he wears the crown as King of Town Gossip but every small town is full of pretenders to that throne.”

      “Wasn’t gossip so much as making conversation. I think he gets bored behind that counter. We hardly spoke in high school but he’s a chatterbox now. I just went in to pick up a toothbrush and he bent my ear for twenty minutes.”

      “He’s always extra friendly to me, too.”

      I imagined a lot of men went out of their way to be extra friendly to Becky. She’d moved back to town but she still didn’t look like she belonged in Lake Orion. I pictured her walking the Miracle Mile in Chicago carrying a bunch of shopping bags from expensive stores. Despite how she dressed down, she had an air of confidence I admired. I imagined her at the head of a conference table saying things like “Alert the shareholders” and “Offer them twenty percent less and we’ll buy the whole supply chain.”

      “Dude?”

      “Huh?”

      “I asked you a question.”

      “What was it?”

      She laughed. “Still daydreaming?”

      “Was that the question?”

      “No, it was, how’s your dad?”

      “Out somewhere. The dog breeding and training biz are a bit slow. Long-haul trucking isn’t much better these days but he always finds a way.”

      “Your dad’s still hustling. He always was a hustler.”

      The dogs started barking and I turned back to tell them to be quiet. For a pack to listen, you have to be the alpha. When I put bass in my voice, they settled down quickly.

      Becky looked me up and down, taking her time. “You still got it, I see.”

      “Er…thanks.”

      The moment passed and I wondered what to say. She had a fat diamond ring on her finger but she looked at me like she was hungry. “What’s going on with you?” I asked finally.

      She ignored the question and stared at the dogs. “Does Ernest still call the dogs by your mother’s name?”

      “Yep, they’re all still Sophie, male or female.”

      “Still? That’s kind of sweet, I guess.”

      “You’d guess wrong. It’s not entirely.”

      “But he must miss your mom terribly.”

      “Yeah, but I'm not sure that’s why every new litter is an abundance of Sophies. Could be spite, too. She left and he’s resentful.”

      “She didn't leave. She died.”

      “Same thing in my dad’s book. He says she quit as soon as she heard the diagnosis.”

      “I get that. Every time I even hear the word cancer I knock on wood. You taught me that.”

      “And what if there’s no wood around?”

      “I remember," she said. "Then I bite the tip of my tongue. Do you still do that?”

      “Ever since Mom, yeah.”

      “You still think that'll keep the cancer away?”

      “So far it has, yeah."

      She smiled. "Same old Easy. I'm glad you haven't changed. Not much. The short hair looks good on you. You always looked like you belonged in a band in high school.“

      “Before I signed up, seems like every damn day Dad was telling me to get a haircut.”

      “Where’s your dad today?”

      He'd left early that morning. Rollie was back from Colorado so he took off, leaving me in charge of the dogs. “Off to Missouri. Some tables and chairs need to get somewhere and he’s still got his license so — ”

      “Is he still selling guns on the side?”

      “He gets around to the gun shows from time to time, yeah.”

      “Good thing, given all he’s got to deal with, given his health and all.”

      I took a beat to digest that. Then, “What about it?”

      “Y’know,” she said. “Bills. Insurance companies are such crooks. They’re your friend as long as you’re sending in the premiums on time but try to make a claim and suddenly they don’t know you.”

      “Um, yeah.” I didn’t like that Becky seemed to know more about my father than I did. I played along, pretending all this was old news. The way she looked in my eyes, I suspected she knew that I didn’t know. I hated that. When people know too much about you, they hold the power. It had been years since we’d spoken but that didn’t lessen the power she had over me. If anything, absence and being unattainable increased her edge over me.

      “What have you been doing since…you know?”

      Our messy breakup? I didn’t give voice to the unbidden thought. “Traveling, mostly.”

      “Where to?”

      “Miami, New York, L.A., Seattle. I could only visit. I don’t know how anybody can afford to live there. I did a bit of roofing and house painting, odd jobs — ”

      “I don’t know whether I should say that’s cool or ask if you’re a drifter.”

      “I dunno either.”

      “How did you choose those places?”

      “Just curious. I checked out the graves of a bunch of dead celebrities.”

      “If they’re in graves, I sure hope they were all dead.”

      “I didn’t hear anybody pounding on the inside cover of their casket.”

      “Who’d you visit?”

      “A bunch. Bruce Lee is buried in Seattle. People are still leaving flowers.”

      She smiled. “How many times did we watch Enter the Dragon?”

      “Yeah. There aren’t that many good martial arts movies anymore. Now we’ve got MMA every Saturday night.”

      “Is that how you’re spending your Saturday nights? Really?”

      I shrugged. “Still figuring out what to do with my life, I guess. Our high school guidance counselor … what was his name?”

      “Ike Trimby?”

      “Yeah, he didn’t know what to do with me, either. As I recall, he had big plans for you, Becky.”

      “And yet, here we are, both back in Lake Orion. Oh, well, Trimby spent his life as a high school guidance counselor. What does he know?”

      “He still alive?”

      She nodded. “I’ve seen him around town. Retired now but still around. Most of the people we went to school with moved away. No jobs. You had a kickass job, though, right?”

      “Turns out I’m not really cut out for a career in the military.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “The getting up early and running thing isn’t me. I also can’t seem to say the word ‘sir’ unless I mean it ironically. My superiors caught my vibe.”

      “I like your vibe.” She looked me up and down again. I felt the weight of her stare. We’d seen each other naked and I was pretty sure that could happen again. I didn’t want to want her. I didn’t want to be the ex-boyfriend who came back sniffing for more. I didn’t want to be the guy on the side, still shoveling dog shit in his dad’s backyard.

      “Donny told me you married a lawyer. Rudy Bench?”

      “Not Rudy. Rud, short for Rudyard.”

      “Rudyard?”

      “He’s American but his family’s British.”

      “Cool.”

      “Not really.” Her phone buzzed and she pulled it out to check the screen. “Speak of the devil. Gotta go but it was good to see you. I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d say hello. So…hello.”

      She waved goodbye and I watched her go, checking out her ass in those tight blue jeans. She still had the wiggle. I could pick that ass out of a police lineup.

      There was no way she was “just in the neighborhood.” We were on a dirt road far from town. The nearby farms were mostly abandoned and the nearest living neighbor was more than a mile away.

      The seeds were planted. I’d see her again. If I was a touch smarter, I would have caught the next bus out of town, bound for anywhere. I’ve come around to thinking that no one really chooses their fate. Opportunities wax and wane. Obligations pile up. For the most part, we fall into the future. That’s what happened to me.

      My father raised guard dogs. I was destined to become a guard dog, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      There was still beer in Dad’s fridge but I needed to get out of the house. I didn’t want to hear him complain about me cleaning him out, so I walked into town. It’s a long walk and I limp. I wanted Pabst, though.

      The frogs were loud and the road was dark. I would have brought along a dog or two for the exercise but I didn’t think the Sophies would be welcome in Paddling’s Bar. We didn't want the dogs to take to strangers easily, either. It had taken a week of feeding and training them for the pack to get used to me.

      Lake Orion hadn’t changed much in the time I was away. There were fewer stores that sold things people actually needed. The township used to have three hardware stores. Now it was down to one. The building that used to house Stanneman’s Hardware was empty. The one that had housed Mill’s Hardware Needs was now a candle store. How many candles does anyone need? I assumed the new owners made the rent by selling diffusers, bongs and weed out the back of the place.

      The township had replaced some sections of sidewalk. In an act of puppy love, Becky and I had written our names in cement with a stick once upon a time. We’d defaced the freshly poured cement sidewalk by the bank. When she drew a lopsided heart around our names, I assumed our vandalism, like our romance, would last forever. After a thorough search, I decided the town had erased us. In little towns everywhere, lots of people feel erased, I guess. Everything exciting and important seems to be happening somewhere else.

      Paddling’s was the local bar we wished we could get into when we were in high school. The name always sounded to me like a preschool that practiced corporal punishment. There was no way to bull your way in with attitude and a fake ID, though. Too many people knew each other in Lake Orion. My father was a regular. To get my underage drinking done, I had to go to Flint or arrange for someone older than me to buy a six-pack. Then we'd go drink in the woods and talk about how great it would be to live somewhere else, in places where things happened. After my experience in the Army, I can say those dreams of far-off exotic places are overrated.

      Even if Dad didn’t spot me at Paddling’s, there was a good chance the guy behind the bar would know who I was. Mike Paddling was a fixture behind the bar, barely moving. Somehow he seemed to know everyone. It was Mike who spilled the beans that the local Anglican minister was messing around with the industrial arts teacher’s wife. That revelation ended with two divorces. The Anglican minister left town to become a shoe salesman in Saginaw.

      I’d seen the inside of the bar a couple of times when I was seventeen, but only to pick up Dad. He’d taken my mother’s death hard and became a sloppy drunk. After a couple of falls on his face on too many drunken nights, Mike banned him from the bar.

      “Tell Ernie he’s welcome to come back after he finishes grieving,” Mike told me. “And tell him if he wants coffee and a chat with me, that’s always free.”

      A decent offer. However, my father never returned to Paddling’s after that. I don’t think it was out of embarrassment. Dad carried his grudges in a bucket, always fresh, always handy.

      Walking into the bar on a Saturday night, the place seemed smaller and sadder, just like home. I ordered a Pabst.

      “You wanna start a tab?”

      “Nah, I’ll pay as I go.” Too much alcohol didn't agree with my medication so I had to keep the liquid refreshment under control.

      “Good man," Mike told me. "Nobody runs out of dough that way.”

      I shrugged and took my drink to a small table at the back. The place was not bright, busy or loud and I liked that about it. When I was in high school, I thought any place I wasn’t allowed to go had to be exotic. This bar seemed to cater to an older crowd. The music wasn’t to my taste but at least it played low in the background. I’d been in a lot of bars since. Most of them were too loud to have a real conversation and I wasn’t much into dancing anymore. My left leg ached from the walk so I washed a couple of Advil down with my second beer.

      A couple of pool tables stood nearby. The felts had seen better days and no one was bothering to play. I took a look at the cues on the wall rack. I couldn’t find one that wasn’t warped but chalked one and racked some balls, anyway. I used to be pretty good at nine-ball, but playing pool is a skill. Skills require practice to keep them sharp. Though it was true that the pockets were a bit tight for recreational play, I was out of practice. I’d lost my touch.

      Just as I was telling myself how glad I was that no one was watching, a guy in a windbreaker walked up. He was almost as tall as me but thicker through the neck and chest, like all he did in the gym was the bench press and shoulder shrugs followed by a heavy investment in cheeseburgers. The guy didn’t ask for a game. He just stood nearby and watched me knock and flail.

      “Hey,” I said. “You want this table? You can have it, man. I’m just killing time.”

      “Nah, go ahead. Looks like you need a lighter touch, dude.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      He didn’t budge so I decided I hated him. I was far too incompetent to have a spectator. I never wanted to do anything unless I could excel at it. As a result, I hadn't done much besides train dogs and shoot guns.

      “I notice you got a bit of limp there.”

      “Must have a rock in my shoe.”

      “Must be quite a rock.”

      “Maybe I twisted my ankle playing racquetball.”

      “Did you?”

      “No.” Ready to leave, I left the balls in their triangle on the table and replaced the cue in the rack.

      “You sore?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “I’d hate to think I chased you away.” His smile told me he’d love that.

      “I’m good.”

      “You look familiar. You got a name?”

      “I do.” I started to walk away.

      He called after me, “I know where I know you from.”

      I looked back and studied his smug face. I couldn’t figure his angle but I was sure he wanted something from me I didn’t want to give. “Don’t know you, man. We’ve never met.”

      “You know my wife. Becky.”

      “I know a Becky.”

      “You do. I’ve seen pictures of you two together in her yearbook.”

      “That so? I never got my high school yearbook. Didn’t know we had pictures in there. You’re Rudyard, right? Tell Becky I said hello.”

      “Not super necessary, is it?” he asked. “You just saw her as soon as you got home.”

      It was at that moment I wondered if I should have held on to that pool cue. My dad had already been banned from this bar. I wouldn’t love it if “like father, like son,” got around town. “She came by for a visit, is all.”

      “That's what she said but I don't know whether to believe her. She's acting different since you came back to town.”

      “Different how?”

      “I don't know. Happier, I guess.”

      “Sounds like you've got something to work out with your wife,” I said.

      “Does it? Maybe I should work it out with you.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Rudyard.” I didn’t offer my hand. I just nodded and kept my distance. “It was nice to catch up a little with Becky.”

      “You’re a lousy pool player.” His fists were balled and his legs were braced. For a second, I thought he might take a swing at me. I was sure he wanted to. Then it occurred to me he was trying to get me to throw the first punch.

      “Out of practice." I smiled. "I guess I don’t have a light touch, not with a pool cue, anyway. Good luck making Becky happy, Rud bud.” I nodded to Mike behind the bar as I limped out. Rudyard Bench did not follow me into the street but I knew that wasn't the end of it. He'd go out of his way to run into me again.

      In a city, you can go for years and easily avoid an enemy. A small town has too few places in which to lose yourself. Worse, the rumor mill is always spinning, churning up old blood feuds. People have good memories and like holding on to old news. The only history anyone remembers is the bad stuff and I already had a bad history in Lake Orion. Even if you make one enemy accidentally, trouble is always waiting around the next corner. One enemy easily becomes many.
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