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“It was like being asleep when you were awake and awake when you were asleep. ... I’d pinch myself ... then I’d wake up kind of in reverse; I’d go back to the nightmare I had to live in. And everything would be clear and reasonable.” 



―Jim Thompson, The Killer Inside Me 
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I sat at the bar, tired eyes glued to a thing of absolute destructive beauty. But it was also a thing of absolute inebriation and therefore joy. The afternoon sun that leaked through the window illuminated its golden color, as if it were somehow made of real gold, not cheap hops shipped to New Jersey from flyover country, then bottled and shipped north to Albany. In this concrete jungle, you dare not go out of your house after sundown or risk taking a bullet between the eyes. Call me cynical.  

It was, of course, a cold draft beer that held my rapt attention. Correction, a draft beer served to me in a frosted mug of all things by a barmaid named...get this...April, who just might have been as beautiful as the beer. But this wasn’t just any beer. It was my first beer in more than ten years. They don’t go much for beer in state prison. 

In fact, about the only hooch you can get is the homemade moonshine the Blacks and Hispanics make out of the powdered potatoes they’d steal from the chow hall. The stuff was so powerful it could remove the battleship gray paint from off the floor when it dripped from the still. It was also lethal enough to kill at least one or two inmates per year when they imbibed too much. But then, for a lifer, an early death meant that he was escaping prison forever, and that was one of the sweetest gifts any condemned man could ask for.  

I eyed the beer, and about the only thing that could take my eye off it was April. She was younger than me by maybe ten years. She wasn’t skinny, but she wasn’t big either. Instead, she was what my late  mother would have called shapely, with perfect hips, a peach of an ass packed in tight jeans, and breasts that were bulging out of a black lace pushup bra shrouded by a bone-colored blouse unbuttoned enough to break my bleeding heart. Her shoulder-length hair was golden blond, almost like the beer, and it was parted on the side over her left eye, which was blue and, dare I say it, mesmerizing. When she smiled at me, I could tell it was not forced or fake. 

“Well, aren’t you the handsome one,” she said as I came through the glass entry and sat myself down on one of the many available stools that surrounded the horseshoe-shaped bar. 

Sure, it might have been a line intended to provoke an extra-large tip, but it seemed like she meant it. Or maybe I’d been in the joint for too long, and just hearing a knock-out of a woman pay some special attention to me was enough to fall in love on the spot. 

I ordered my beer, and while she was pouring it from the tap, she said, “I don’t recall seeing you around here before.” 

I took a quick look around. The place hadn’t changed much since the last time I was here. It was called Tommy’s Place back then, and it was mostly filled with leather-clad bikers during all hours of the day and night. But it was called Lanies Café now. Gone were the dark wooden paneled walls and the ceiling fans. It was replaced with a more pleasant hunter green paint job, and the fans were replaced with air conditioning. Even the floor was clean.

The Quick Draw was still working, however, and the flat-screened TV that was broadcasting it was still mounted to the far corner of the square-shaped room by the entry. The picture was coming and going, but maybe the cable TV attachment was loose. Happened all the time in gen pop in the joint. 

Only one other patron occupied the bar. He looked familiar enough, but for the life of me, I couldn’t recall his name. He was an old man now, and he was drinking bourbon from a rocks glass, no rocks, as if he had a grudge against his liver or was committing a slow suicide, anyway. He kept one eye on the Quick Draw and the other on the numbers he’d chosen for it, which were recorded on a narrow yellow sheet set on the bar beside his drink. On occasion, he’d curse at the bad TV reception.  But then he’d shift his glance to me and stare me down enough to make me nervous. 

When you live in prison for as long as I did, you learn not to look anyone in the eye, since that was reason enough to get you shivved inside the showers. I carried the habit with me to the outside. But then, I couldn’t help but stare into his tired brown eyes, and at his wrinkled face and crazy gray hair.

“Say, how about some lunch, friend?” April said with that killer smile. “Best cheeseburgers in the city.”

It hadn’t dawned on me how hungry I was. Thirsty, yes, but hungry too. I’d even had breakfast at a diner after they released me since I had an hour to kill before my bus was due. But I found myself famished again. 

“Sure thing,” I said. “You got French fries?”

She pulled an order pad from her pocket and a pencil from behind her ear. 

“Well, of course we do, honey,” she said. “We run a respectable establishment around here.” 

I grinned. 

“Well, then make it a double order of fries,” I said. 

“Healthy boy,” she said while writing the order down on the pad and then touching the back of my hand with the tips of her red-painted stiletto fingernails. 

Let me tell you something. Just the gentlest touch of her fingertips was enough to get my blood speeding through my veins so fast I thought I might pass out. 

She was just about to turn back around when she said, “And what did you say your name was again?”

“I didn’t,” I said. “Least, I don’t think I did.” Then, “I’m Michael. Michael Sampson. But you can call me Mike.”

“Nice meeting you, Mike,” April said. She turned slightly then and pointed at the old man. “That’s my husband, Johnny.”  

A wave of deflation poured over me. So, the dame was married. Married to a man who looked old enough to be her father. I guess love, like God, works in mysterious ways. I glanced at him and nodded. 

“Been a long time, son,” he said in a gruff smoker’s voice. 

“Wait,” April said. “You two know one another?” 

I nodded. 

“When they let you out?” he said. 

“Just this morning,” I said. 

“Seems a bit early,” he said. 

“You'd be surprised what good behavior will get you inside the joint,” I said. 

I’ll be damned if I could remember his last name. 

“I’ll let you two talk,” April said. 

But it was then, when she pocketed her order book in her rear jeans pocket and quickly finger-combed her hair that I could see the scar on the left side of her face, in the narrow space between the forehead and the ear. No, scratch that, scar wasn’t quite the right word for it. More like a piece of jagged, purple scar tissue that had permanently welded some of her pores together so that a thumb’s worth of hair didn’t grow there anymore. If I had to guess, she’s been burned once. Tough break for such a beautiful girl. 

But then, you know what? The scar didn’t bother me one goddamned bit. What did my old man once tell me about women? “Never look for perfection, Michael,” he’d say. “It’s the little imperfections that make a woman beautiful. You know, like a birthmark, or maybe just a couple extra pounds that gave you a little more real estate to rub up against when you get in bed on a cold night. Remember, you ain’t perfect either. Not by a long shot.” 

April made her way through the opening in the bar and down a short corridor to the kitchen to place my lunch order. Or so I assumed. 

“We don’t got a lot to talk about,” Johnny said, breaking me out of my trance. 

He resumed glancing at the TV. 

“That’s fine by me,” I whispered to myself. 

“What?” he said. “You say something?”

I shook my head and stared back into my beer. As wonderful as it looked, it dawned on me that I hadn’t indulged a single sip yet. But then, that’s what happens when a girl like April suddenly swallowed me whole, hook, line, and fucking sinker. 
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By the time my burger came, I’d already downed my first beer. It tasted delicious, and I could already feel the alcohol going to work on my brain and body. The burger smelled as good as it looked with its thick meat patty and red beef juices bleeding down its sides. The plate was covered in my double order of golden-brown fries. I was about to take a quick bite when April asked me if I wanted another beer. 

“You betcha,” I said. “And a double Jameson, straight.” 

I guess the booze was already going to my head. 

“You got it, Mike,” she said. 

Directly across the bar beside the TV was a long mirror. I glanced at my reflection. There were no mirrors in prison, at least none that I dared look at. So, when I peered at my face, I saw that it was covered in gray/black stubble. Where did the gray come from? My hair was short, if not cropped close to the scalp. Honestly, I felt like I was looking at a total stranger. I used to be a handsome, dark-haired young man. Had I really changed that much in the joint?  

I was wearing an old, wrinkled button-down, a red-and-black striped rep tie with the ball knot hanging low, with my top button undone. My suit coat was a little too big for me now, and so was the charcoal-colored overcoat that covered it. They were the same clothes I was wearing back when I was arrested for second-degree manslaughter. They were considered nice clothes back then. Expensive. Suitable for an up-and-coming writer. But I knew they didn’t bring out the best in me anymore. But what the hell was I going to do? I’d only been out of prison for a matter of hours. 

When April returned with my drinks, she set them on the bar and looked into my eyes. I couldn’t help but look for her purple scar, but it was concealed by her hair. Whether she’d hidden it on purpose or not, I had no idea. But I’ll be damned if I wasn’t feeling something coming from her then. It was a sweet fragrance that oozed out of her pores, and it grabbed hold of me and made me want to reach out and take hold of her. If I could have, I would have pulled her onto the bar, stripped her naked, and ravaged her on the spot. Women...attractive, sexy women...were also something you never got in prison. Unless, that is, you were one of the Guineas who lived in the mafia block. Those sons a bitches were not only allowed private cells and conjugal visits, they had their own kitchen.      

“Well don’t let your food get cold, stranger,” April said, her eyes locking on mine. 

“Wouldn’t think of it,” I said. 

It was funny, because I had to catch myself from adding a “Baby” to the end of my sentence. I took hold of the cheeseburger with both hands and consumed a big bite. Before I swallowed, I shoved a couple of the hot French fries into my mouth too. I’d never tasted anything so fine. Unlike the slop they fed you in the joint, this food went right to work on my body, to my muscles and bones, making them feel stronger and more confident with each and every bite. I ate with gusto, pausing only long enough to drink more beer and sip my whiskey. 

When April came to check on me, she gave me that smile again. The smile that told me she felt the same way I did. That is, if circumstances were just a little bit different, she would gladly come around the bar, take me into her arms, and kiss me hard on the mouth like she fully intended to break the skin on my bottom lip. And you know what? I’d gladly bite her back and swallow every drop of her blood. 

She glanced at my rocks glass and beer, and she went about refilling them both without asking me. I didn’t mind. I wanted more. To hell with my liver. When she arrived back with my fresh drinks, she set them down. I stole another bite of the burger and ate more fries. I also looked at the ice-cold beer and the brand-new glass of whiskey. I was in heaven. 

But something happened then that I should have fully expected. Money. In my brain, I saw dollar bills. But I didn’t know how many of those dollar bills I had left. The prison gave me what I had on me when I was incarcerated a decade ago, but I’d already spent most of it on my breakfast. There were a couple of credit cards, of course, but those were long expired. Before my arrest, I lived on credit cards. Who didn’t? 

She must have read my face, because she asked me, “Something wrong, Mike?” 

I dug into my pocket for my cash. My stomach sank when I realized I only had four dollars and some spare change on me. How could I have not remembered that I was broke? I guess I’d gotten used to not having any cash on me. You also get used to not using credit cards. When you’re locked up, you don’t worry about anything like that anymore, just like you don’t worry about where you misplaced your wallet or your car keys. 

She saw me going through my money. 

“Oh, jeez, April,” I said. “I’m afraid I’m coming up a little short.” 

Her smile faded. 

“Maybe you left your money in your car,” she said. 

“Something the matter?” the old man barked from across the bar where he'd abandoned his stool and was now doing his best to repair a TV that looked like it was shot. 

April turned quick. 

“This don’t concern you, Johnny,” she said. 

“If it’s my bar, it concerns me, woman,” he said, acid in his tone. 

“It’s my bar too, Johnny Fallon,” she said. “We have a deal, remember?”

Fallon...Johnny Fallon...It was all coming back to me now... 

Turning back around, she said, “Look, I can comp you on this if you like, Mike. You can just come back and pay me later.” 

I shook my head. 

“You don’t understand, April,” I said. “I don’t have a car, I don’t have a place to live, and I definitely don’t have any more money. Not even a credit card.” 

Her big blue eyes went wide. 

“I’m confused,” she said. “Where did you come from, anyway?”

“The joint,” I said. “Prison. Just like your husband intuited.”

The old man stopped fiddling with the TV, turned, and faced me. 

“He ain’t lying, woman,” he said. “I remember him from the old days, before we owned the place. He’s done time. Hard...time.” 
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