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Prologue
 

The Bar Where They Meet
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Before any of them arrive, the bar already exists.

It exists before the weight lifter’s shoulder stiffens in the morning, before the accountant opens a spreadsheet with quiet dread, before the painter stares at a wall wondering how many coats it will take to hide what happened there. It exists before taxis idle, before lectures begin, before pipes leak, before floors need cleaning.

The bar always exists first.

No one knows who built it. It appears wherever three professions intersect and exhaustion becomes social. It has different names in different towns - The Ledger, The Junction, The Clean Exit, The Forward Plan, The Short Cut - but it is always recognizably the same place: warm light, tired carpet, a counter that remembers elbows, and a bartender who has learned that conversation is cheaper than repair.

The bar is not neutral territory. It is maintenance territory.

Here, systems that fail during the day are discussed without ever being fixed. Here, movement pauses long enough to notice it is circular. Here, repair is attempted in language when tools are not available. The bar is not where problems are solved; it is where problems admit they will return tomorrow.

The bartender knows this. The bartender always knows this.

The bartender wipes the counter in circles not because it becomes clean, but because the motion resembles continuity. Continuity comforts people. It reassures them that the world is still operating according to some procedural logic, even when nothing truly improves.

Every night, different people enter carrying the weight of their particular systems.

Some carry bodies that no longer obey them.
Some carry numbers that no longer add up.
Some carry walls that will not stay painted.
Some carry pipes that refuse alignment.
Some carry theories that explain everything except what to do next.
They sit. They order drinks. They measure one another without meaning to.

One measures strength.
One measures cost.
One measures coverage.
One measures movement.
One measures explanation.
One measures flow.
All of them measure loss.

None of them would call it that.

The bar allows this measurement to happen quietly. That is its purpose. Not healing - healing would imply conclusion - but temporary stabilization. The bar is what engineers might call a load-bearing pause.

Outside, the world continues its larger work of leaking, cracking, inflating, repainting, auditing, lifting, driving, and explaining itself. Systems expand and collapse with bureaucratic indifference. Institutions develop hairline fractures that no one can afford to examine closely. Pipes are installed at slightly wrong angles. Roads are widened only enough to remain congested. Walls are painted over mould that will bloom again in spring.

Inside, people talk.

They talk because language is cheaper than repair and less exhausting than movement. They talk because explanation feels like control, because humour disguises recognition, because shared confusion is easier than private clarity.

And sometimes, very briefly, they understand one another.

Not professionally. Not structurally. Not in the way conferences promise understanding. But in the simple recognition that maintenance is endless, that failure is ordinary, and that every system depends on someone whose work is rarely named.

This recognition never lasts.

All patrons will leave the bar in search of personal validation.

And the bartender will remain.

The bartender always remains because the bar must exist before the next trio arrives. Without the bar, these meetings would not occur. Without the meetings, the quiet recognition of shared absurdity would not happen. Without that recognition, systems would feel permanent instead of provisional.

The bar is not hope.

Hope suggests improvement.

The bar is continuity.

Continuity is smaller, duller, and more reliable.

The clock above the counter will be wrong in every story. The leak will return in different forms. The sign will warn against credit - financial, moral, emotional - because credit implies a future that can absorb debt. The bar knows better.

Everything comes due, eventually.

Still, people enter.

They enter because after a day spent lifting, counting, painting, driving, theorizing, repairing, selling, cleaning, or pretending, the only tolerable place is one where no system expects to be perfected.

In such places, dark comedy becomes possible.

Not the comedy of jokes alone, but the comedy of recognition: the moment when three strangers realize their lives are different expressions of the same unfinished task.

That is when the stories begin. Always with the same structure.

Three men walk into a bar.
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A Note from the Bartender
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I have been told that I should explain the bar.

I cannot do that, because the bar does not need explaining. It needs cleaning.

People come in here with explanations already prepared. They arrive carrying theories about markets, grace, bodies, roads, justice, music, addiction, plumbing, insects, destiny, and the correct way to repair a cracked system. They sit down, order something they think they deserve, and begin talking as if the room were a courtroom, a lecture hall, or a church.

It is none of those things. It is a bar.

The difference is important. In most places, people speak in order to win. In a bar, people speak in order to continue. That is why nothing is resolved here. Resolution would empty the room.

I pour drinks. I wipe the counter. I replace broken glasses. Occasionally I unplug the refrigerator and plug it back in again. These activities appear small, but they are the only things that reliably change outcomes.

The men in these stories believe they are very different from one another. A surgeon thinks differently from a fisherman. A priest thinks differently from a stockbroker. A programmer thinks differently from a bricklayer. This is mostly true during working hours.

After the third drink, they begin to sound the same.

They all describe something that is failing slowly. They all insist it can be managed. They all suspect it cannot be finished.

No one likes saying this directly, so they talk about policy, technique, morality, efficiency, history, and timing. These are respectable words. They allow people to discuss fear without naming it.

The bar does not cure fear. It only makes it shareable.

You may notice that the bars in these stories have different names. This is because people like to believe they are somewhere new. The rooms are largely identical. The tables wobble in familiar ways. The lights hum with the same electrical uncertainty. The floor remembers spills from years no one agrees on.

The bartender remains the same because the work remains the same.

Someone has to stay still while others leave.

Someone has to keep the place open long enough for recognition to occur.

Someone has to pretend that wiping the counter is not a philosophical position.

Writers sometimes imagine bars as places of revelation. That is not correct. Revelation would close the place permanently. Bars operate on partial understanding.

If you want to know what these stories are about, it is simple:

People come in believing their problems are unique.
They leave realizing their problems are structural.
Between those two moments, they drink.

The author calls this a “bar-cycle,” which sounds more impressive than it is. From my perspective, it is just a week.

On Monday, three men walk in.
On Tuesday, three different men walk in.
By Friday, the conversations begin repeating themselves.
This is not depressing. It is stabilizing.  Repetition is how things stay standing.

You may also notice that nothing in these stories is permanently fixed. That is because permanent fixes do not exist. There is only maintenance, performed by people who would rather be doing something else.

That includes me.

If you are looking for wisdom, I cannot help you. If you are looking for a drink, I probably can. The drinks are not symbolic. They are not metaphors. They are drinks.

This distinction matters.

The world outside the bar continues to break at a steady and predictable rate. When the characters leave, they return to those fractures - hospitals, roads, markets, churches, farms, offices, construction sites - and resume the work of keeping things from collapsing all at once.

Eventually they come back.  They always come back.

Not because the bar solves anything, but because it is one of the few places where unfinished work is allowed to exist without explanation.

Closing time arrives whether anyone is ready or not. It always does. I turn off the lights, stack the stools, and listen to the building settle.

Then I unlock the door again the next day.

Three more men will walk in. They will believe they have arrived by accident.

They never have.
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Session 1


The Molinist, the socialist and the sedevacationist
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The bar looked like every bar that had ever tried not to look like a bar.  It attempted to conceal its true identity under the curious name of The Pending Authorization.

It was not themed. That was its theme. It was the kind of place that had scrubbed off any claim to being “a place,” leaving only the promise of service. The lighting was warm but not intimate, the wood was dark but not rustic, the chairs were comfortable but not memorable. Everything in it had been chosen to avoid offense, which is another way of saying everything had been chosen to avoid meaning.

Above the counter, in a neutral font that suggested neither irony nor devotion, a sign read:

WELCOME - SERVICE PENDING AUTHORIZATION

The three men arrived separately, each at his own pace, but as if directed by the same invisible timetable. When they opened the door, the bell did not ring. The bell had perhaps rung once, in 1978, and then been retired in Favor of silent efficiency.

The bartender stood behind the counter polishing a glass with a cloth that looked newly ironed. He polished with the steady, soothing concentration of someone who believed that cleanliness could substitute for resolution. His movements were precise but never hurried. It was hard to tell whether he was waiting for customers or whether customers were waiting for him.

The first to speak was the Molinist.

He was the sort of man who looked as though he had read a great deal about freedom and now carried it carefully, like a delicate dish. He approached the counter with polite confidence and glanced at the sign as if he had always known it would be there.

“Good evening,” he said. “I’ll have... whatever I would freely choose to order, given all the relevant circumstances.”

The bartender’s hands did not stop. “Certainly.”

The socialist arrived next, already in mid-thought, as though continuing a conversation that had started elsewhere and would continue after this. He took in the room, the stools, the arrangement of tables, the number of olives visible in the garnish tray, and the relative positioning of power behind the counter.

“We’ll all share,” he announced, placing one hand on the bar as if registering a claim. “Whatever is served should be shared.”

The bartender nodded slightly, the way one nods when someone has read a pamphlet aloud.

The sedevacantist arrived last. He did not look angry. He looked careful. He carried the expression of a man who had spent years learning the difference between appearing and being, and who now distrusted anything that looked too functional.

He paused beneath the sign. His eyes narrowed at the words PENDING AUTHORIZATION.

“Ah,” he said softly, as if greeting an old enemy. “So it admits it.”

The bartender looked up briefly. It was not an evaluative look. It was the look of someone checking whether a new item had entered the room and whether it required processing.

The three men stood at the bar, a triangle of intention.

“What’ll it be?” the bartender asked, because that is what bartenders ask, and habits, like institutions, persist.

The Molinist smiled faintly. “As I said. I would like the drink I will freely choose, in the circumstances as God knows them.”

The socialist said, “He can have his, but only if we all have ours. What’s the point of a drink if it’s private?”

The sedevacantist leaned closer. “Before we go any further,” he said, “I need to know whether you are a valid bartender.”

The bartender set the glass down with care. “We have procedures,” he said.

He reached under the counter and produced three laminated sheets and three pens attached by chains. The sheets had the clinical whiteness of official documents that have been wiped down too often.

At the top, in bold, it read:

FORM B-17 - DECLARATION OF INTENT TO ORDER

Below that were boxes.

Name. Time of Entry. Preferred Beverage (if known). Alternate Beverage (if preferred beverage unavailable). Declaration of Free Choice. Declaration of Collective Consent. Declaration of Jurisdictional Recognition.

The Molinist examined the form with interest. “Ah,” he said. “A declaration. Very well. One must proceed through secondary causes.”

The socialist frowned. “Why is there a separate declaration for collective consent? It should be assumed.”

The sedevacantist’s eyes narrowed. “Jurisdictional recognition,” he murmured. “So you admit the question.”

The bartender slid the forms across the counter. “Please complete these,” he said. “Return them. They will be stamped.”

“Stamped?” the socialist asked.

“Received,” the bartender said.

The Molinist took his pen. He began to fill out his form with the careful joy of a man who believed that metaphysics could be made legible by boxes. Under Preferred Beverage, he wrote: The drink I would choose in these circumstances. Under Alternate Beverage, he wrote: The drink I would choose if the first drink were unavailable, which is itself known. Under Declaration of Free Choice, he wrote: I affirm that my choice is free, even though foreknown, because knowledge does not cause.

The socialist wrote his name in large letters, then paused at the question of preferred beverage and wrote: Whatever everyone else is having. Under Declaration of Collective Consent, he wrote: I consent only if consent is shared. Under Alternate Beverage, he wrote: The same, but fairer.

The sedevacantist hesitated. He did not like forms. Forms were a modern pathology. They pretended to solve things by making them legible.

He wrote his name. Under Preferred Beverage, he wrote: The last valid drink served before the bar’s legitimacy ceased. Under Declaration of Jurisdictional Recognition, he wrote: I cannot recognize authority that does not exist. Then, with the slow satisfaction of a man tightening a bolt, he added: The bar has been vacant since the renovation.

They slid their forms back.

The bartender took them one by one, not reading them so much as registering their arrival. He produced a stamp from beneath the counter. The stamp was heavy and slightly worn, as though it had been used for many years. He raised it.

THUNK. RECEIVED.

THUNK. RECEIVED.

THUNK. RECEIVED.

The sound was solid. Administrative. Reassuring. The socialist felt, irrationally, that something had been achieved. The Molinist felt that the process had unfolded exactly as it must. The sedevacantist felt that at least the bar had admitted it was only receiving, not serving.

They waited.

Time passed in the neutral way time passes in rooms designed to keep you from noticing it. The clock on the wall had no second hand. Or perhaps it did, but it moved only when no one was looking.

The bartender returned to polishing the glass.

The socialist cleared his throat. “So,” he said, “when do we receive the drinks?”

The bartender smiled - a small managerial smile, the kind that suggests both apology and inevitability. “Service is pending authorization.”

The Molinist leaned forward. “And what is authorization, in your system? Is it a matter of knowledge? Of will? Of some higher cause?”

The bartender looked at him with calm neutrality. “Authorization arrives when it arrives.”

The sedevacantist tapped the counter lightly. “Does it arrive from Rome?” he asked, and his voice carried the faint pleasure of someone asking a question he already believes has no answer.

The bartender did not react to the word Rome. He said only, “We are waiting.”

The socialist looked around. “Is this... a democracy? Do we vote? Do we have a say?”

The bartender gestured gently toward the laminated menu board on the wall behind him.

It listed drinks in a neat, comprehensive order. Some of the drinks sounded normal: lager, red wine, gin and tonic. Some sounded archaic: Port of the Lesser Council, Pilsner of Indult, Old Fashioned (Extraordinary Form). Some were labelled in a font that suggested they were no longer available but had not been formally removed: Benedictine Spritz (Temporarily Permanent).

At the bottom, a note read:

ALL VALID DRINKS REMAIN AVAILABLE IN PRINCIPLE.

The Molinist admired this. “In principle,” he said. “Yes. The principle is important. Even if the circumstances prevent its instantiation.”

The socialist stared at the garnish tray. “Are the olives available in principle,” he asked, “or only in practice?”

The bartender said, “The olives are for drinks.”

“And the drinks,” the socialist said, “are pending authorization.”

“Yes,” the bartender said.

The socialist’s hand hovered over the garnish tray as though considering direct action. The Molinist watched with mild interest. The sedevacantist stiffened, as if sensing a liturgical violation.

A jukebox in the corner began to play.

None of them had touched it.

It played a song that sounded like a song one might hear in a bar, except it never reached a chorus. It circled its own melody, returning always to a familiar phrase without ever resolving.

The socialist turned. “Who selected that?”

The bartender said, “It plays.”

The Molinist nodded thoughtfully. “It is a kind of providence,” he said. “A continuity independent of our immediate intentions.”

The sedevacantist frowned. “It is a post-conciliar song,” he muttered.

The socialist approached the jukebox. He pressed the OFF button.

A small light blinked and a polite message appeared on the display:

INTERRUPTION REQUIRES CONSENSUS.

The socialist laughed once, sharply. “Of course,” he said.

He looked back to the bar. “Do we have consensus?”

The Molinist said, “I believe, in another possible bar, we already have.”

The sedevacantist said, “You cannot interrupt what was never legitimately begun.”

The socialist returned to his stool, dissatisfied. “Fine,” he said. “We’ll endure the music. But we need to discuss ownership.”

The Molinist took his seat with careful slowness, as though sitting were itself a metaphysical claim. “Ownership,” he said. “Yes. Ownership is a secondary cause.”

The sedevacantist did not sit. He stood near the counter beneath a small plaque he had noticed. It read:

BARTENDER - TEMPORARY AUTHORITY

He pointed at it. “Explain.”

The bartender glanced at the plaque, as if seeing it for the first time and yet also having always known it was there. “It’s a designation,” he said.

“A designation by whom?” the sedevacantist asked.

The bartender’s smile returned. “By the system.”

The socialist said, “So the bar is run by a system.”

The bartender said, “The bar is the system.”

The socialist made a face as though tasting something bitter. “Then the stools,” he said, “must be worker-owned.”

He tapped the stool he had chosen. “This stool is my labour’s resting place. It cannot be privately controlled.”

The Molinist said, “In another possible arrangement of stools, justice is already satisfied.”

The socialist stared at him. “That is not helpful.”

The Molinist smiled faintly. “It is, however, true in principle.”

The sedevacantist said, “I will not sit on any stool introduced after the renovation.”

The socialist asked, “Which renovation?”

The sedevacantist’s eyes flicked toward the wall, as if expecting to see the date engraved in marble. “The renovation,” he said, “after which everything looked the same but was not the same.”

The socialist leaned back. “Fine. Stand. But your standing doesn’t change the inequity of stool distribution.”

The bartender, behind the counter, polished the same glass.

It was possible the glass had never been used.

Time passed again. The jukebox continued its loop. The light remained warm but not comforting.

The Molinist checked his phone. The screen was dark. He checked it again. He smiled faintly anyway, as though new information had arrived.

The socialist opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again, because he realized he was starting to sound like a committee.

The sedevacantist watched the bartender’s hands. He looked for the smallest sign of sacramental validity.

At last, the bartender spoke without being asked.

“We are waiting for legitimacy to arrive,” he said.

The sentence landed in the room like a stamped document. It was so calmly phrased that it felt final, even though it resolved nothing.

The Molinist nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Legitimacy arrives according to circumstances. Which are
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